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| ntr oduction

SCIENCE FICTION IS
ALIVE AND WELL

Thisisthefirgt volume of an annud year's best science fiction anthology, to be published each springina
widely available mass market edition. In each volume the best science fiction of that year will be
represented. Not fantasy. Not science fantasy. Sciencefiction: Thisanthology will contain only stories
that a chronic reader would recognize as SF.

For decades, until recently, there was usualy one or more good year's best anthologies availablein
paperback in the SF field. The last ones vanished with the deaths of distinguished editors Terry Carr and
Dondd A. Wollheim. There has been anotable gap. This book fills that need.

Furthermore, the existence of more than one year's best anthology in the SF genre has been good for
thefield. Volumeswhich differ in taste or in aesthetic criteriaclarify and encourage knowledgeable
discoursein the field and about the field. Therefore this book announcesitself in opposition to the other
extant anthologies.

Hereisthe problem. Other books have so blurred the boundaries between science fiction and
everything dsethat it is possible for an observer to conclude that SF is dead or dying out. This book
declaresthat sciencefictionisgill dive; isfertile and varied in its excellences. Most important, SF hasa
separate and digtinct identity within fairly clear boundaries exemplified by the contents of this book.

In the magazine stories and origina anthologiesthis past year there was afair amount of clunky
hardish SF and abunch of stuff, sometimes quite talented, that was published as SF, but was only by
courtesy and by association SF. Not, in fact, an unusua year in these regards.

What was unusual wasthat it was a strong year for sciencefiction and in particular SF of novella
length. By my casud count there were fifteen or twenty novellasfrom Analog, Asimov's, Omni Online,
and the origina anthologies Far Futures and New Legends, that could judtifiably have beenincluded ina



year's best volume done. Every oncein awhilethe SF field hasa“ novellarenaissance.” 1995 was one
of thoseyearsand it looks likely to spill over into 1996. Guesswhat? Y ou have falen behind in your
reading if you haven't been reading the novellas. | may be off base but | suspect that there were more
firg-rate SF novellas than fird-rate SF novels published in 1995.

Overdl, the best speculativefiction of al descriptions was published in Interzone, which deservedly
won the Hugo award this year. But al the magazines had high spots and high standards. It was not ayear
to skip, for instance, Tomorrow or Science Fiction Age.

Sadly, it was not anotable year for originad anthologies (two extraordinary exceptions are mentioned
above, to which Full Soectrum 5 isthethird). The generd thinking wasthat the origina anthologies
made the magazines ook good. Book publishersare at fault for letting so much unedited stuff get through
under usudly dazzling covers. How fortunate we are to have the magazines and the magazine editors:.
Budrys and Dozois, Schmidt, Rusch, Pringle, Cholfin, Datlow, Edeman, Killheffer and the rest. We had
better treasure and support them, and buy and read their magazines, or we won't have them much longer.
For the time being they, and the writers, have given us a bright moment.

David G. Hartwell
Pleasantville, N. Y.
January, 1996

Think Like a Dinosaur

JAMESPATRICK KELLY

James Patrick Kelly is the author of many SF stories and novels, including the recent novel
Wildlife. One thinks of his novella, “ Mr. Boy,” which makes up the first part of that novel, asa
high point in S from the early 1990s. He is one of the more sophisticated of the younger SF
writers from the last decade or two (he attended the Clarion SF workshop in the same group as
Bruce Serling), and seems just now in the 1990s to be achieving full command of his impressive
talents. He has a clear graceful style and a willingness to do the hard work of making the science
in his stories count. Never a prolific writer, Kelly is neverthel ess becoming an important one in the
S field. Thisstory, from Asimov's S, isin the classic hard S mode and isin fact in dialogue
with the touchstone of hard SF reading, Tom Godwin's controversial “ The Cold Equations.” |
have chosen to placeit first to set the tone for this volume. For some readersthiswill be the best
story of the year.

Kamd a Shastri came back to thisworld as she had |eft it—naked. She tottered out of the assembler,

trying to balance in Tuulen Station's delicate gravity. | caught her and bundled her into arobe with one
motion, then eased her onto the float. Three years on another planet had transformed Kamaa. Shewas
leaner, more muscular. Her fingernails were now a couple of centimeterslong and there were four pardle
scarsincised on her left cheek, perhaps some Gendian'sidea of beauttification. But what struck me most
was the darting strangenessin her eyes. This place, so familiar to me, seemed aimost to shock her. It was
asif she doubted the walls and was skeptica of air. She had learned to think like an dien.

“Welcome back.” The float's whisper rose to a whoosh as | walked it down the hallway.

She swdlowed hard and | thought she might cry. Three years ago, she would have. Lots of migrators
are devastated when they come out of the assembler; it's because thereis no transition. A few seconds
ago Kamaawas on Gend, fourth planet of the star we call epsilon Leo, and now she was herein lunar
orbit. Shewas dmost home; her life's great adventure was over.

“Matthew?” she said.

“Michad.” | couldn't help but be pleased that she remembered me. After dl, she had changed my
life

I've guided maybe three hundred migrations—comings and goings—since| first cameto Tuulento



study the dinos. Kamala Shadtri'sis the only quantum scan I've ever pirated. | doubt that the dinos care; |
suspect thisis atrespass they occasionaly allow themselves. | know more about her—at least, as she
was three years ago—than | know about myself. When the dinos sent her to Gend, she massed
50,391.72 grams and her red cell count was 4.81 million per mm3. She could play the nagasvaram, a
kind of bamboo flute. Her father came from Thana, near Bombay, and her favorite flavor of chewyfrute
was watermelon and she'd had five lovers and when she was eleven she had wanted to be agymnast but
instead she had become a biomaterias engineer who at age twenty-nine had volunteered to go to the
garsto learn how to grow artificia eyes. It took her two yearsto go through migrator training; she knew
she could have backed out at any time, right up until the moment Silloin trandated her into a superlumina
signd. She understood what it meant to balance the equation.

| first met her on June 22, 2069. She shuttled over from Lunex's L1 port and came through our
arlock at promptly 10:15, asmall, roundish woman with black hair parted in the middle and drawn tight
againgt her skull. They had darkened her skin againgt epsilon Leo's UV it was the deep blue-black of
twilight. Shewaswearing astriped clingy and velcro dippersto help her get around for the short time
sheld be navigating our .2 micrograv.

“Welcometo Tuulen Station.” | smiled and offered my hand. “My nameisMichad.” We shook. “I'm
supposed to be a sapientologist but | also moonlight astheloca guide.”

“Guide?’ She nodded distractedly. “Okay.” She peered past me, asif expecting someone el se.

“Oh, dontworry,” | said, “thedinosarein their cages.”

Her eyes got wide as shelet her hand dip from mine. “Y ou cdl the Hanen dinos?’

“Why not?’ | laughed. “They cal us babies. The weeps, among other things.”

She shook her head in amazement. People who've never met a dino tended to romanticize them: the
wise and noble reptiles who had mastered superlumina physics and introduced Earth to the wonders of
gdactic civilization. | doubt Kamalahad ever seen adino play poker or gobble down a screaming rabbit.
And she had never argued with Linna, who still wasn't convinced that humans were psychologically ready
togotothe stars.

“Have you eaten?’ | gestured down the corridor toward the reception rooms.

“Yes...I mean, no.” Shedidn't move. “I am not hungry.”

“Let meguess. You'retoo nervousto egt. You're too nervousto talk, even. You wish I'd just shut
up, pop you into the marble, and beam you out. Let'sjust get this part the hell over with, en?’

“| don't mind the conversation, actualy.”

“Thereyou go. Well, Kamala, it ismy solemn duty to advise you that there are no peanut butter and
jdly sandwiches on Gend. And no chicken vindaloo. What's my name again?’

“Miched?’

“See, you're not that nervous. Not one taco, or asingle dice of eggplant pizza. Thisisyour last
chanceto eat like a human.”

“Okay.” Shedid not actudly smile—she wastoo busy being brave—but a corner of her mouth
twitched. “Actualy, | would not mind acup of tea”

“Now, teathey've got.” She let me guide her toward reception room D; her dippers snicked at the
velcro carpet. “ Of course, they brew it from lawn clippings.”

“The Gendians don't keep lawns. They live underground.”

“Refresh my memory.” | kept my hand on her shoulder; benegth the clingy, her muscleswererigid.
“Arethey the ferrets or the things with the orange bumps?’

“They look nothing like ferrets.”

We popped through the door bubble into reception D, a compact rectangular space with a scatter of
low, unthreatening furniture. There was akitchen station at one end, acloset with avacuum toilet & the
other. The ceiling was blue sky; thelong wall showed alive view of the Charles River and the Boston
skyline, baking in the late June sun. Kamala had just finished her doctorate a MIT.

| opaqued the door. She perched on the edge of a couch like awren, ready to flit away.

While| was making her tea, my fingernail screen flashed. | answered it and atiny Silloin cameupin
discreet mode. She didn't look at me; she was too busy watching arraysin the control room. =A



problem,= her voice buzzed in my earstone, =most negligible, redly. But we will haveto void the last two
from today's schedule. Save them at Lunex until first shift tomorrow. Can this one be kept for an hour? =

“Sure” | said. “Kamaa, would you like to meet aHanen?’ | transferred Silloin to adino-sized
window on thewadl. “ Silloin, thisis Kamaa Shastri. Silloin isthe one who actudly runsthings. I'm just the
doorman.”

Silloin looked through the window with her near eye, then swung around and peered at Kamaawith
her other. She was short for adino, just over ameter tall, but she had an enormous head that teetered on
her neck like awatermel on balancing on a grapefruit. She must have just oiled hersalf because her silver
scaes shone. =Kamala, you will accept my happiest intentions for you? =She raised her |eft hand,
spreading the skinny digitsto expose dark crescents of vestigial webbing.

“Of coursg, I....”

=And you will permit usto render you thistrandation?=

She graightened. “Yes.”

=Have you questions?=

I'm sure she had severa hundred, but at this point was probably too scared to ask. While she
hestated, | brokein. “Which camefirg, the lizard or the egg?’

Silloinignored me. =It will be excellent for you to begin when?=

“She'sjust having alittletea,” | said, handing her the cup. “I'll bring her dong when she'sdone. Say
an hour?’

Kamaa squirmed on the couch. “No, redly, it will not tekeme....”

Silloin showed us her teeth, severa of which were aslong as piano keys. =That would be most
appropriate, Michael .= She closed; agull flew through the space where her window had been.

“Why did you do that?’ Kamalas voice was sharp.

“Because it says here that you have to wait your turn. Y ou're not the only migrator we're sending this
morning.” Thiswasalie, of course; we had had to cut the schedule because Jodi Latchaw, the other
sgpientologist assgned to Tuulen, was at the Universty of Hipparchus presenting our paper on the Hanen
concept of identity. “Don't worry, I'll makethetimefly.”

For amoment, we looked at each other. | could have laid down an hour's worth of patter; 1'd done
that often enough. Or | could have drawn her out on why she was going: no doubt she had ablind
grandmaor second cousin just waiting for her to bring home those artificia eyes, not to mention potential
spin-offswhich could well end tuberculogis, famine, and premature gjaculation, blah, blah, blah. Or |
could have just |eft her donein the room to read the wall. The trick was guessing how spooked sheredlly
was.

“Tel measecret,” | said.

“What?’

“A secret, you know, something no one else knows.”

Shedared asif I'd just fdlen off Mars.

“Look, in alittle while you're going someplace that's what. . .three hundred and ten light years away?
Y ou're scheduled to stay for three years. By the time you come back, | could easily berich, famous, and
elsawhere; well probably never see each other again. So what have you got to lose? | promise not to
tdl.”

She leaned back on the couch, and settled the cup in her lap. “Thisis another tet, right? After
everything they have put me through, they still have not decided whether to send me.”

“Oh no, in acouple of hoursyou'll be cracking nutswith ferretsin some dark Gendian burrow. This
isjust me, talking.”

“Youarecrazy.”

“Actudly, | believe thetechnical termislogomaniac. It's from the Greek: logos meaning word,
mania meaning two bits short of abyte. | just loveto chat isdl. Tdl youwhat, I'll go first. If my secret
it juicy enough, you don't havetel me anything.”

Her eyeswere dits as she Spped her tea. | wasfairly sure that whatever she was worrying about at
the moment, it wasn't being swallowed by the big blue marble.



“I was brought up Catholic,” | said, settling onto a chair in front of her. “I'm not anymore, but that's
not the secret. My parents sent me to Mary, Mother of God High School; we called it Moogoo. It was
run by acouple of old priests, Father Thomas and hiswife, Mother Jennifer. Father Tom taught physics,
which 1 gota‘D’ in, mostly because he talked like he had wanutsin his mouth. Mother Jennifer taught
theology and had dl the warmth of amarble pew; her nickname was Mama Moogoo.

“One night, just two weeks before my graduation, Father Tom and Mama Moogoo went out in their
Chevy Minimusfor ice cream. On the way home, MamaMoogoo pushed aydlow light and got
broadsided by an ambulance. Like | said, shewas old, a hundred and twenty something; they should've
lifted her license back in the'50s. She was killed ingtantly. Father Tom died in the hospitd.

“Of course, wewere dl supposed to fed sorry for them and | guess| did alittle, but | never redly
liked either of them and | resented the way their deaths had screwed things up for my class. So | was
more annoyed than sorry, but then | also had this edge of guilt for being so uncharitable. Maybe you'd
have to grow up Catholic to understand that. Anyway, the day after it happened they called an assembly
in the gym and we were dl there squirming on the bleachers and the cardina himsdif telepresented a
sermon. He kept trying to comfort us, like it had been our parents that had died. When | made ajoke
about it to the kid next to me, | got caught and spent the last week of my senior year with an in-school
suspension.”

Kamdahad finished her tea. She did the empty cup into one of the holders built into the table.

“Want somemore?’ | said.

She dirred restlesdy. “Why areyou teling me this?’

“It's part of the secret.” | leaned forward in my chair. “ See, my family lived down the street from
Holy Spirit Cemetery and in order to get to the carryvan line on McKinley Ave,, | had to cut through.
Now this happened acouple of days after | got in trouble at the assembly. It was around midnight and |
was coming home from a graduation party where | had taken a couple of pokes of insght, so | was
feding dy as aphilosopher-king. As | waked through the cemetery, | sumbled across two dirt mounds
right next to each other. At first | thought they were flower beds, then | saw the wooden crosses. Fresh
graves. here lies Father Tom and Mama Moogoo. There wasn't much to the crosses: they were basicdly
just stakes with crosspieces, painted white and hammered into the ground. The names were hand printed
on them. Theway | figureit, they were there to mark the graves until the sones got delivered. | didn't
need any insght to recognize aoncein alifetime opportunity. If | switched them, what were the chances
anyone was going to notice? It was no problem diding them out of their holes. | smoothed the dirt with
my hands and then ran like hell.”

Until that moment, she'd seemed bemused by my story and dightly condescending toward me. Now
therewasaglint of darmin her eyes. “ That was aterriblething to do,” she sad.

“Absolutdly,” | said, “dthough the dinosthink that the whole idea of planting bodiesin graveyards
and marking them with carved rocks isweepy. They say thereisno identity in dead mesat, so why get so
sentimental about it? Linna keeps asking how come we don't put markers over our shit. But that's not the
secret. See, it'd been awarmish night in the middle of June, only as| ran, the air turned cold. Freezing, |
could see my breath. And my shoes got heavier and heavier, like they had turned to stone. As| got
closer to the back gate, it fdt like | wasfighting astrong wind, except my clothesweren't flapping. |
dowed to awak. I know | could have pushed through, but my heart was thumping and then | heard this
whispery seashell noise and | panicked. So the secret is1'm acoward. | switched the crosses back and |
never went near that cemetery again. Asamatter of fact,” | nodded at the walls of reception room D on
Tuulen Station, “when | grew up, | got about asfar away fromit as| could.”

She stared as | ettled back in my chair. “True story,” | said and raised my right hand. She seemed
S0 astonished that | started laughing. A smile bloomed on her dark face and suddenly she was giggling
too. It was a oft, liquid sound, like abrook bubbling over smooth stones; it made me laugh even harder.
Her lipswere full and her teeth were very white.

“Your turn,” | sad, findly.

“Oh, no, | could not.” Shewaved me off. “I don't have anything so good....” She paused, then
frowned. *Y ou have told that before?’



“Once” | sad. “To the Hanen, during the psych screening for thisjob. Only | didnt tell them the last
part. | know how dinosthink, so | ended it when | switched the crosses. Therest is baby stuff.” |
waggled afinger a her. “ Don't forget, you promised to keep my secret.”

“Did 1?7

“Tell me about when you were young. Where did you grow up?’

“Toronto.” She glanced at me, appraisingly. “ There was something, but not funny. Sad.”

| nodded encouragement and changed the wall to Toronto's skyline dominated by the CN Tower,
Toronto-Dominion Centre, Commerce Court, and the King's Needle.

She twisted to take in the view and spoke over her shoulder. “When | was ten we moved to an
apartment, right downtown on Bloor Street so my mother could be close to work.” She pointed at the
wall and turned back to face me. “ Sheis an accountant, my father wrote wallpaper for Imagineering. It
was ahuge building; it seemed asif we were dways getting into the elevator with ten neighbors we never
knew we had. | was coming home from school one day when an old woman stopped mein the [obby.
‘Littlegirl,” shesaid, *how would you liketo earn ten dollars? My parents had warned me not to talk to
strangers but she obvioudy was aresident. Besides, she had an ancient pair of exolegs strapped on, so |
knew | could outrun her if | needed to. She asked meto go to the store for her, handed me agrocery list
and acash card, and said | should bring everything up to her gpartment, 20W. | should have been more
suspicious because dl the downtown groceries ddiver but, as| soon found out, al she redly wanted was
someoneto talk to her. And shewas willing to pay for it, usudly five or ten dollars, depending on how
long | stayed. Soon | was stopping by almost every day after schoal. | think my parentswould have
made me stop if they had known; they were very gtrict. They would not have liked me taking her money.
But neither of them got home until after Six, o it was my secret to keep.”

“Who was she?’ | said. “What did you tak about?’

“Her name was Margaret Ase. She was ninety-seven years old and | think she had been some kind
of counsglor. Her hushand and her daughter had both died and she was done. | didn't find out much
about her; she made me do most of the talking. She asked me about my friends and what | waslearning
in school and my family. Thingslikethat....”

Her voicetraled off asmy fingernail started to flash. | answered it.

=Michadl, | am pleased to cdll you to here=Silloin buzzed in my ear. She was amost twenty minutes
ahead of schedule.

“Seeg, | told you we'd make thetimefly.” | stood; Kamalas eyes got very wide. “I'm ready if you
ae’”

| offered her my hand. Shetook it and let me help her up. She wavered for amoment and | sensed
just how fragile her resolve was. | put my hand around her waist and steered her into the corridor. Inthe
micrograv of Tuulen Station, she dready felt asinsubstantial asamemory. “ So tell me, what happened
that was so sad?’

At firg | thought she hadn't heard. She shuffled along, said nothing.

“Hey, don't keep me in suspense here, Kamaa,” | said. “ Y ou haveto finish the story.”

“No,” shesad. “I don't think | do.”

| didn't take this personally. My only red interest in the conversation had been to distract her. If she
refused to be distracted, that was her choice. Some migrators kept talking right up to the moment they
did into the big blue marble, but lots of them went quiet just before. They turned inward. Maybein her
mind she was aready on Gend, blinking in the hard white light.

We arrived at the scan center, the largest space on Tuulen Station. Immediately in front of uswasthe
marble, containment for the quantum nondemoalition sensor array—QNSA for the acronymicaly inclined.
It wasthe milky blue of glacid ice and big as two eephants. The upper hemisphere was raised and the
scanning table protruded like a shiny gray tongue. Kamala approached the marble and touched her
reflection, which writhed acrossits polished surface. To the right was a padded bench, the fogger, and a
toilet. | looked left, through the control room window. Silloin stood watching us, her impossible head
cocked to one side,

=Sheisdocile?= she buzzed in my earstone.



| held up crossed fingers.

=Welcome, Kamala Shastri.= Silloin's voice came over the speakers with a soothing hush. =You are
ready to open your trandation?=

Kamala bowed to thewindow. “ Thisiswhere | take my clothes off?”

=If you would be so convenient.=

She brushed past me to the bench. Apparently | had ceased to exist; this was between her and the
dino now. She undressed quickly, folding her clingy into aneet bundle, tucking her dippers beneath the
bench. Out of the corner of my eye, | could seetiny feet, heavy thighs, and the beautiful, dark smooth
skin of her back. She stepped into the fogger and closed the door.

“Ready,” shecdled.

From the control room, Silloin closed circuits which filled the fogger with a dense cloud of
nanolenses. The nano stuck to Kamala and deployed, coating the surface of her body. As she breathed
them, they passed from her lungsinto her bloodstream. She only coughed twice; she had been well
trained. When the eight minuteswere up, Silloin cleared the air in the fogger and she emerged. Still
ignoring me, she again faced the control room.

=Now you must arrange yoursdlf on the scanning table,= said Silloin, =and enable Michad! to fix
you.=

She crossed to the marble without hesitation, climbed the gantry besideit, eased onto the table and
laid back.

| followed her up. “ Sure you won't tell me the rest of the secret?’

She dared at the celling, unblinking.

“Okay then.” | took the canister and asparker out of my hip pouch. “Thisis going to happen just like
you've practiced it.” | used the canister to respray the bottoms of her feet with nano. | watched her belly
riseand fdl, rise and fall. She was degp into her breathing exercise. “ Remember, no skipping rope or
whigtling whileyou'rein the scanner.”

Shedid not answer. “Deep breath now,” | said and touched a sparker to her big toe. Therewasa
brief crackle asthe nano on her skin wove into anet and stiffened, locking her in place. “Bark at the
ferretsfor me.” | picked up my equipment, climbed down the gantry, and wheedled it back to thewall.

With alow whine, the big blue marble retracted its tongue. | watched the upper hemisphere close,
swdlowing Kamala Shadtri, then joined Silloin in the control room.

I'm not of the school who thinks the dinos stink, another reason | got assigned to study them up
close. Parikka, for example, hasno smdll a dl that | cantdl. Normaly Silloin had the faint but not
unpleasant smell of stale wine. When she was under stress, however, her scent became vinegary and
biting. It must have been awild morning for her. Breathing through my mouth, | settled onto the stool at
my sation.

She was working quickly, now that the marble was sealed. Even with dl their training, migratorstend
to get claustrophobic fast. After all, they're lying in the dark, in nanobondage, waiting to be trand ated.
Waiting. The smulator at the Singapore training center makes anoise whileit'semulating ascan. Most
compareit to alight rain pattering againg the marble; for some, it'slow volumeradio datic. Aslong as
they hear the patter, the migrators think they're safe. We reproduceit for them whilethey'rein our
marble, even though scanning takes about three seconds and is utterly silent. From my vantage | could
seethat the sagittd, axia, and corond windows had stopped blinking, indicating full data capture. Silloin
was skirring busily to hersdf; her comm didn't bother to interpret. Wasn't saying anything baby Michael
needed to know, obviously. Her head bobbed as she monitored the enormous spread of readouts; her
claws clicked againgt touch screensthat glowed orange and yellow.

At my station, there was only amigration status screen—and awhite button.

| wasn't lying when | said | wasjust the doorman. My fidld is sapientology, not quantum physics.
Whatever went wrong with Kamalas migration that morning, there was nothing | could have done. The
dinostell me that the quantum nondemoaliton sensor array is able to circumvent Helsenberg's Uncertainty
Principle by measuring spacetime's most crogglingly smal quantities without collgpsing the wave/particle
dudity. How small? They say that no one can ever “see’ anything that's only 1.62 x 10-33 centimeters



long, because at that size, space and time come apart. Time ceasesto exist and space becomes a
random probablistic foam, sort of like quantum spit. We humans cal this the Planck-Wheder length.
There'sa Planck-Whedler time, too: 10-45 of asecond. If something happens and something else
happens and the two events are separated by an interval of amere 10-45 of a second, it isimpossibleto
say which camefirgt. It was dl dino to me—and that'sjust the scanning. The Hanen use different tech to
create artificid wormholes, hold them open with € ectromagnetic vacuum fluctuations, passthe
superlumind signd through and then assemble the migrator from dementary particles at the destination.

On my status screen | could see that the signal which mapped Kamala Shastri had already been
compressed and burst through the wormhole. All that we had to wait for was for Gend to confirm
acquisition. Oncethey officidly told usthat they had her, it would be my job to balance the equation.

Pitter-patter, pitter-pat.

Some Hanen technologies are so powerful that they can ater redlity itself. Wormholes could be used
by sometime traveling fanatic to corrupt history; the scanner/assembler could be used to create abillion
Slloins—or Michadl Burrs. Prigtine redlity, unpolluted by such anomalies, haswhat the dinos call
harmony. Before any sapients get to join the galactic club, they must prove total commitment to
preserving harmony.

Sincel had cometo Tuulen to study the dinos, | had pressed the white button over two hundred
times. It waswhat | had to do in order to keep my assgnment. Pressing it sent akilling pulse of ionizing
radiation through the cerebra cortex of the migrator's duplicated, and therefore unnecessary, body. No
brain, no pain; death followed within seconds. Y es, the first few times I'd balanced the equation had been
traumatic. It was ill...unpleasant. But thiswasthe price of aticket to the stars. If certain unusual people
like Kamala Shastri had decided that price was reasonable, it wasther choice, not mine.

=Thisisnot a happy result, Michagl .= Silloin spoke to mefor thefirgt time since I'd entered the
control room. =Discrepancies are unfolding.= On my status screen | watched as the error-checking
routines started turning up hits.

“Isthe problem here?’ | felt aknot twist suddenly insde me. “Or there?’ If our original scan checked
out, then al Silloin would haveto do issend it to Gend again.

Therewasalong, infuriating silence. Silloin concentrated on part of her board asif it showed her
firstborn hatchling chipping out of its egg. The respirator between her shoulders had ballooned to twiceits
normal size. My screen showed that Kamaa had been in the marble for four minutes plus.

=1t may be fortunate to recdibrate the scanner and begin over.=

“Shit.” | dammed my hand againgt thewall, flt the pain tingleto my ebow. “I thought you had it
fixed.” When error-checking turned up problems, the solution was amost dwaysto retranamit. “ Y ou're
aure, Silloin? Because this one was right on the edge when | tucked her in.”

Silloin gave me adismissive sneeze and dapped at the error readouts with her bony little hand, asif
to knock them back to normd. Like Linnaand the other dinos, she had little patience with what she
regarded as our weepy fears of migration. However, unlike Linna, she was convinced that someday, after
we had used Hanen technol ogies long enough, we would learn to think like dinos. Maybe she'sright.
Maybe when we've been squirting through wormholes for hundreds of years, well cheerfully discard our
redundant bodies. When the dinos and other sapients migrate, the redundants zap themselves—very
harmonious. They tried it with humans but it didn't dwayswork. That'swhy I'm here. =The need ismost
clear. It will prolong about thirty minutes= she said.

Kamaahad been donein the dark for most six minutes, longer than any migrator 1'd ever guided.
“Let me hear what's going on inthe marble.”

The control room filled with the sound of Kamala screaming. It didn't sound human to me—morelike
the shriek of tires skidding toward a crash.

“Weve got to get her out of there,” | said.

=That" isbaby thinking, Michadl.

“So she'sababy, damnit.” | knew that bringing migrators out of the marble was big trouble. | could
have asked Silloin to turn the speakers off and sat there while Kamadasuffered. 1t was my decision.

“Don't open the marble until | get the gantry in place.” | ran for the door. “ And keep the sound



effectsgoing.”

At thefirgt crack of light, she howled. The upper hemisphere seemed to lift in dow motion; insdethe
marble she bucked againgt the nano. Just when | was sure it was impossible that she could scream any
louder, she did. We had accomplished something extraordinary, Silloin and |; we had stripped the brave
biomaterids engineer away completdy, leaving in her place aterrified animal.

“Kamda, it'sme. Michad.”

Her frantic screams cohered into words. “ Stop.... don't...oh my god, someone help!” If | could
have, | would've jumped into the marble to release her, but the sensor array isfragileand | wasn't going
to risk causing any more problemswith it. We both had to wait until the upper hemisphere svung fully
open and the scanning table offered poor Kamalato me.

“It'sokay. Nothing's going to happen, dl right? Were bringing you out, that'sall. Everything'sal
right.”

When | released her with the sparker, she flew a me. We pitched back and amost toppled down
the steps. Her grip was so tight | couldn't breathe.

“Dont kill me, don't, please, don't.”

| rolled on top of her. “Kamalal” | wriggled one arm free and used it to pry myself from her. |
scrabbled sdewaysto the top step. She lurched clumsily in the microgravity and swung at me; her
fingernails raked across the back of my hand, leaving bloody welts. “Kamaa, sop!” It wasall | could do
not to strike back at her. | retreated down the steps.

“Y ou bastard. What are you assholes trying to do to me?’ She drew several shuddering breaths and
began to sob.

“The scan got corrupted somehow. Silloinisworking onit.”

=Thedifficulty is obscure,= said Silloin from the control room.

“But that's not your problem.” | backed toward the bench.

“They lied,” she mumbled and seemed to fold in upon hersdf asif shewerejust skin, no flesh or
bones. “They said | wouldn't fed anything and...do you know what it'slike...it's...”

| fumbled for her clingy. “L ook, here are your clothes. Why don't you get dressed? Well get you out
of here”

“You bastard,” she repesated, but her voice was empty.

She let me coax her down off the gantry. | counted nubs on the wall while she fumbled back into her
clingy. They were the size of the old dimes my grandfather used to hoard and they glowed with a soft
golden bioluminescence. | was up to forty-seven before she was dressed and ready to return to reception
D.

Where before she had perched expectantly at the edge of the couch, now she dumped back against
it. “So what now?’ she said.

“I don't know.” | went to the kitchen station and took the carafe from the ditiller. “What now,
Silloin?’ | poured water over the back of my hand to wash the blood off. It stung. My earstone was
dlent. “1 guesswewait,” | said findly.

“For what?’

“For her tofix...”

“I'm not going back in there.”

| decided to let that pass. It was probably too soon to argue with her about it, although once Silloin
recalibrated the scanner, sheld have very little time to change her mind. *'Y ou want something from the
kitchen? Another cup of tea, maybe?’

“How about a gin and tonic—hold the tonic?’ She rubbed beneath her eyes. “ Or acouple of
hundred milliliters of serentol?’

| tried to pretend she'd made ajoke. “Y ou know the dinoswon't let us open the bar for migrators.
The scanner might misread your brain chemistry and your visit to Gend would be nothing but athree year
drunk.”

“Don't you understand?’ She wasright back at the edge of hysteria. “1 am not going!” | didn't redly
blame her for the way she was acting but, at that moment, all | wanted wasto get rid of Kamaa Shastri. |



didn't careif shewent on to Gend or back to Lunex or over therainbow to Oz, just aslong as| didn't
have to bein the same room with this miserable creature who was trying to make me fed guilty about an
accident | had nothing to do with.

“I thought | could do it.” She clamped handsto her ears asif to keep from hearing her own despair.
“| wasted the last two years convincing mysdlf that | could just lie there and not think and then suddenly
I'd be far away. | was going someplace wonderful and strange.” She made astrangled sound and let her
hands drop into her lap. “I was going to help people see.”

“Youdidit, Kamaa Y ou did everything we asked.”

She shook her head. “1 couldn't not think. That was the problem. And then there she was, trying to
touch me. Inthe dark. | had not thought of her ance....” She shivered. “It's your fault for reminding me.”

“Your secret friend,” | said.

“Friend?’” Kamaa seemed puzzled by the word. “No, | wouldn't say shewas afriend. | was adways
alittle bit scared of her, because | was never quite sure of what she wanted from me.” She paused. “One
day | went up to 10W after school. She wasin her chair, staring down at Bloor Street. Her back wasto
me. | said, ‘Hi, Ms. Ase’ | was going to show her agenie | had written, only she didn't say anything. |
came around. Her skin was the color of ashes. | took her hand. It was like picking up something plagtic.
She was Hiff, hard—not a person anymore. She had become athing, like afeather or abone. | ran; |
had to get out of there. | went up to our apartment and | hid from her.”

She quinted, asif observing—judging—her younger sdf through the lensof time. “1 think |
understand now what she wanted. | think she knew she was dying; she probably wanted me there with
her at the end, or at least to find her body afterward and report it. Only | could not. If | told anyone she
was dead, my parents would find out about us. Maybe people would suspect me of doing something to
her—I don't know. | could have called security but | was only ten; | was afraid somehow they might
trace me. A couple of weekswent by and still nobody had found her. By then it wastoo late to say
anything. Everyone would have blamed mefor keeping quiet for so long. At night | imagined her turning
black and rotting into her chair like abanana. It made me sick; | couldn't deep or eat. They had to put
mein the hospital, because | had touched her. Touched death.”

=Michad ,= Silloin whigpered, without any warning flash. =An impossibility hasformed.=

“Assoon as| wasout of that building, | started to get better. Then they found her. After | came
home, | worked hard to forget Ms. Ase. And | did, dmost.” Kamaawrapped her arms around hersdif.
“But just now shewaswith me again, insdethe marble...I couldn't see her but somehow | knew shewas
reaching for me.”

=Michad, Parikka isherewith Linna=

“Don't you see?’ She gave abitter laugh. “How can | go to Gend?I'm hallucinating.”

=It has broken the harmony. Join usalone.=

| was tempted to swat at the annoying buzz in my ear.

“Y ou know, I've never told anyone about her before.”

“Wdll, maybe some good has come of thisafter al.” | patted her on the knee. “Excuse mefor a
minute?’ She seemed surprised that | would leave. | dipped into the hall and hardened the door bubble,
seding herin.

“What impossibility?’ | said, heading for the control room.

=Sheis pleased to reopen the scanner?=

“Not pleased at dl. Morelike scared shitless.”

=Thisis Parikkd.= My earstone trand ated his skirring with asizzling edge, like bacon frying. =The
confusion was made el sawhere. No mishap can be connected to our station.=

| pushed through the bubble into the scan center. | could see the three dinos through the control
window. Their heads were bobbing furioudy. “Tell me” | said.

=Our communications with Gend were marred by atransent falsehood,= said Silloin. =Kamaa
Shastri has been received there and reconstructed.=

“Shemigrated?’ | felt the deck shifting beneath my feet. “What about the one we've got here?’

=The smplicity isto load the redundant into the scanner and findize....=



“I've got news for you. She's not going anywhere near that marble.”

=Her equation isnot in balance.= Thiswas Linna, speaking for thefirgt time. Linnawas not exactly in
charge of Tuulen Station; she was more like asenior partner. Parikkal and Silloin had overruled her
before—at least | thought they had.

“What do you expect me to do? Wring her neck?’

There was amoment's slence—which was not as unnerving as watching them eye me through the
window, their heads now perfectly ill.

“No,” | said.

The dinos were skirring at each other; their heads wove and dipped. At first they cut me cold and the
comm was slent, but suddenly their debate crackled through my earstone.

=Thisisjust as| have been telling,= said Linna =These beings have no redlization of harmony. Itis
wrongful to further unleash them on the many worlds.=

=Y ou may have reason,= said Parikkal. =But that is alater discussion. The need isfor the equation
to be balanced.=

=Thereisno time. We will have to discard the redundant oursalves.= Silloin bared her long brown
teeth. 1t would take her maybe five seconds to rip Kamaasthroat out. And even though Silloin wasthe
dino most sympathetic to us, | had no doubt she would enjoy thekill.

=1 will argue that we adjourn human migration until thisworld has been rethought,= said Linna

Thiswasthetypica dino condescension. Even though they appeared to be arguing with each other,
they were actudly speaking to me, laying the Situation out so that even the baby sapient would
understand. They wereinforming methat | was jeopardizing the future of humanity in space. That the
Kamalain reception D was dead whether | quit or not. That the equation had to be balanced and it had
to be now.

“Wait,” | said. “Maybe | can coax her back into the scanner.” | had to get away from them. | pulled
my earstone out and did it into my pocket. | wasin such ahurry to escapethat | sumbled as| |eft the
scan center and had to catch myself in the halway. | stood there for a second, staring at the hand pressed
againgt the bulkhead. | seemed to see the splayed fingers through the wrong end of atelescope. | wasfar
away from mysdf.

She had curled into herself on the couch, arms clutching kneesto her chet, asif trying to shrink so
that nobody would notice her.

“Weredl sst,” | said briskly. “You'll bein the marble for lessthan a minute, guaranteed.”

“No, Michad.”

| could actualy fed mysdlf receding from Tuulen Station. “Kamaa, you're throwing awvay a huge part
of your life”

“Itismy right.” Her eyeswere shiny.

No, it wasn't. She was redundant; she had no rights. What had she said about the dead old lady?
She had become a thing, like abone.

“Okay, then,” | jabbed at her shoulder with a stiff forefinger. “Let'sgo.”

Sherecoiled. “ Go where?’

“Back to Lunex. I'm holding the shuttle for you. It just dropped off my afternoon list; | should be
helping them sdttlein, instead of having to ded with you.”

She unfolded hersdf dowly.

“Comeon.” | jerked her roughly to her feet. “The dinos want you off Tuulen as soon as possible and
sodol.” | was so distant, | couldn't see Kamala Shastri anymore.

She nodded and let me march her to the bubble door.

“And if we meet anyonein the hdl, keep your mouth shut.”

“Y ou're being so mean.” Her whisper wasthick.

“You're being such ababy.”

When theinner door glided open, sheredized immediately that there was no umbilica to the shuttle.
Shetried to twist out of my grip but I put my shoulder into her, hard. She flew acrossthe airlock,
dammed against the outer door and caromed onto her back. As| punched the switch to close the door, |



came back to myself. | wasdoing thisterrible thing—me, Michael Burr. | couldn't help mysdlf: | giggled.
When | last saw her, Kamala was scrabbling across the deck toward me but she wastoo late. | was
surprised that she wasn't screaming again; al | heard was her ferocious bregthing.

As soon astheinner door sealed, | opened the outer door. After al, how many ways are there to kill
Someone on a space station? There were no guns. Maybe someone else could have stabbed or strangled
her, but not me. Poison how? Besides, | wasn't thinking, | had been trying desperately not to think of
what | was doing. | was a sapientologist, not adoctor. | always thought that exposure to space meant
instantaneous death. Explosive decompression or something like. | didn't want her to suffer. | wastrying
to makeit quick. Painless.

| heard the whoosh of escaping air and thought that was it; the body had been g ected into space. |
had actually turned away when thumping started, frantic, like the beat of aracing heart. She must have
found something to hold onto. Thump, thump, thump! It wastoo much. | sagged againgt the inner
door—thump, thump—did down it, laughing. Turns out that if you empty thelungs, it ispossibleto
survive exposure to space for at least aminute, maybe two. | thought it was funny. Thump! Hilarious,
actually. | had tried my best for her—risked my career—and thiswas how she repaid me? As| laid my
cheek against the door, the thumps started to weaken. There were just afew centimeters between us,
the difference between life and death. Now she knew dl about balancing the equation. | waslaughing so
hard | could scarcely breathe. Just like the meat behind the door. Die aready, you weepy bitch!

| don't know how long it took. The thumping slowed. Stopped. And then | was ahero. | had
preserved harmony, kept our link to the stars open. | chuckled with pride; | could think like a dinosaur.

| popped through the bubble door into Reception D. “It'stime to board the shuttle.”

Kamala had changed into aclingy and velcro dippers. There were at least ten windows open on the
wall; the room filled with the murmur of talking heads. Friends and relatives had to be notified; their loved
one had returned, safe and sound. “I haveto go,” she said to thewall. “1 will call youwhen | [and.”

She gave me asmilethat seemed iff from disuse. 1 want to thank you again, Michadl.” | wondered
how long it took migratorsto get used to being human. “Y ou were such ahelpand | wassuch a...l was
not mysdlf.” She glanced around the room one last time and then shivered. “1 wasredlly scared.”

“Youwere”

She shook her head. “Wasit that bad?’

| shrugged and led her out into the hall.

“I fed so glly now. I mean, | wasin the marble for less than aminute and then—" she snapped her
fingers— “there | was on Gend, just like you said.” She brushed up against me as we walked; her body
was hard under the clingy. “Anyway, | am glad we got this chanceto talk. | redly was going to look you
up when | got back. | certainly did not expect to see you here.”

“| decided to stay on.” Theinner door to the air-lock glided open. “It'sajob that grows on you.”
The umbilica shivered asthe pressure between Tuulen Station and the shuttle equaized.

“Y ou have got migratorswaiting,” she said.

“Two.”

“I envy them.” Sheturned to me. “Have you ever thought about going to the stars?’

“No,” | said.

Kamdaput her hand to my face. It changes every-thing.” | could fed the prick of her long
nails—claws, really. For amoment | thought she meant to scar my cheek the way she had been scarred.

“I know,” | said.
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I am the angel sent to Cotton Mather. It took me some time to get his attention. He lay on the floor with

his eyes closed; he prayed fervently, sometimes murmuring, sometimes shouting. Apparently the
household was used to it. | heard footsteps pass his study door; awoman—hiswife Abigail?—called to
someone: “If your throat is no better tomorrow, well have Phillip peein acup for you to gargle.”” From
the way the house smelled, Phillip didn't bother much with cups. Cotton Mather smelled of smoke and
sweet and wet wool. Winter had come early. The sky was black, the ground was white, the wind
pinched like awitch and whined like a starving dog. There was no color in the landscape and no mercy.
Cotton Mather prayed to seetheinvisible world.

Hewanted an angdl.

“OLord,” hesad, in desperate, hoarse, weary cadences, like asick child talking itsalf to deep.
“Thou hast given angelic visonsto Thy innocent children to defend them from their demons. Remember
Thy humble servant, who prostrates himsdlf in the dust, vile worm that | am, forsaking food and comfort
and deep, in humble hope that Thou might bestow upon Thy humble servant the blessing and hope at this
harsh and evil time: aglimpse of Thy shadow, aflicker of light in Thine eye, asngleword from Thy
mouth. Show me Thy messengers of good who fly between the visble and invisbleworlds. Grant me, O
God, avison.”

| cleared my throat alittle. He didn't open his eyes. The fire was dying down. | wondered who
replenished it, and if the Sght of Mather's bright, winged cresture would surprise anyone, with dl the
witches, devils and demented gol dfinches perched on raftersal over New England. Thefirdight spilling
across the wide planks glowed just beyond his outstretched hand. He lay in dim lights and fluttering
shadows, in the long, long night of history, when no one could ever see clearly after sunset, and witches
and angds and living dreams trembled just beyond thefire,

“Grant me, O God, avison.”

| was standing in front of hisnose. He waslost in days of fagting and desire, trying to conjure an
angd out of hishead. According to hiswritings, what he expected to see was the generic white mae with
wings growing out of his shoulders, fair-haired, permanently beardless, wearing along white nightgown
and agold dinner plate on his head. Thiswaswhat intrigued Durham, and why he had hired me: he
couldn't believe that both good and evil in the Puritan imagination could be so banal.

But | waswhat Mather wanted: something as colorless and pure as the snow that lay like the hand of
God over the earth, harsh, exacting, unambiguous. Fire, their salvation againgt the cold, wasred and
belonged to Hell.

“OlLord.”

It was the faintest of whispers. He was staring a my fest.

They were bare and shining and getting chilled. Thering of diamondsin my hao contained controls
for light, for holograms like my wings, amap disc, alocal-history discin casel got totaly bewildered by
events, and arecorder disc that had caught the sudden ssammer in Mather'slast word. He had asked for
an angel; hegot an angd. | wished he would quit staring at my feet and throw another log on thefire.

He draightened dowly, pushing himsdf off the floor while his eyestraveled upward. He was scarcely
thirty a thetime of thetrials, he resembled hisfather a that age more than the familiar Pelham portrait of
Mather in his sixties, soberly dressed, with awig like acream puff on hishead, and afirm, resigned
mouth. The young Mather had long dark hair, a spare, handsome, clean-shaven face, searching,



credulous eyes. His eyesreached my facefindly, cringing alittle, asif he haf expected ademon'sred,
leering face attached to the angel's body. But he found what he expected. He began to cry.

Hecried sllently, so | could spesk. Hiswritings are mute about much of the angel's conversation.
Mostly it predicted Mather's success as awriter, great reviews and spectacular sdlesin Americaand
Europe. | greeted him, gave him the message from God, quoted Ezekiel, and then got down to business.
By then he had stopped crying, wiped his face with his dusty deeve and cheered up at the prospect of
fame.

“There aretroubled children,” | said, “who have seen me.”

“They speak of you intheir misery,” he sad gratefully. “Y ou give them strength againgt evil.”

“Their eflictionsareterible”

“Yes” hewhispered.

“Y ou have observed their torments.”

“Yes”

“Y ou have taken them into your home, borne witnessto their complaints, tried to help them cast out
their tormentors.”

“I havetried.”

“Y ou have wrestled with theinvisbleworld.”

“Yes”

We werent getting very far. He ill knelt on the hard floor, as he had done for hours, perhaps days,
he could see me more clearly than he had seen anything in the dark in hislife. He had forgotten thefire. |
tried to be patient. Good angel s were beyond temperament, even while at war with angels who had
disgraced themsalves by exhibiting human characterigtics. But the floorboards were getting very cold.

“Y ou havefdt theinvishble chains about them,” | prodded. “ Theinvisible, hdlish things moving
beneath their bedclothes”

“The children cannot seem to stand my books,” he said alittle queruloudly, with aworried frown.
“My writing sends them into convulsions. At the mere act of opening my books, they fall down as dead
upon thefloor. Y et how can | lead them gently back to God'struth if the truth acts with such violence
agang them?

“Itisnot againgt them,” | reminded him, *but againgt the devil, who,” | added, inspired, “takes many
shapes.”

He nodded, and became voluble. “Last week he took the shape of thieves who stole three sermons
from me. And of arat—or something like ahellish rat—we could fed in the air, but not see.”

“Ard.”

“And sometimes abird, ayelow bird, the children say—they seeit perched on the fingers of those
they namewitches”

“Andsncethey say it, itisso.”

He nodded gravely. “God made nothing more innocent than children.”

| let that pass. | was hisdelusion, and if | had truly been sent to him from God, then God and Mather
agreed on everything.

“Have they—" thiswas Durham'’s suggestion “—not yet seen the devil in the shape of ablack horse
who spewsfire between itsteeth, and is ridden by three witches, each more beautiful than the last?’

He stared at me, then caught himself imagining the witches and blinked. “No,” he breathed. “No one
has seen such athing. Though the Shape of Goody Bishop in her scarlet bodice and her lace had been
seen over the beds of honest married men.”

“What did she do to them?’

“ She hovered. She haunted them. For this and more she was hanged.”

For wearing a color and inciting the imagination, she was hanged. | refrained from commenting that
since her Shape had done the hovering, it was her Shape that should have been hanged. But it was
amost worth my researcher'slicense. “In God'sjugtice,” | said pioudy, “her soul dwells.” | had dmost
forgotten thefire; thisdreary, crazed, malicious atmosphere was more chilling than the cold.

“She had awitchmark,” Mather added. “Thewitch'steat.” His eyeswere wide, marveling; he had



conjured witches aswell asangelsout of hisimagination. | supposeit waseasier, in that harsh world, to
make demons out of your neighbors, with their imperfections, tempers, rheumy eyes, missing teeth,
irritating habits and smells, than to find angelic beauty in them. But | wasn't thereto judge Mather. | could
hear Durham'sintense voice: Imagination. Imagery. | want to know what they pulled out of their heads.
They invented their devil, but dl they could do was make him talk like abird? Don't bother with amora
viewpoint. | want to know what Mather saw. This was the man who believed that thunder was caused by
the sulfurous farts of decaying vegetation. Why? Don't ask mewhy. Y ou're researcher. Go research.

Research the imagination. It was as obsol ete as the gppendix in most adults, except for thosein
whom, like the gppendix, it became inflamed for no reason. Durham'’s curiosity seemed as aberrated as
Mather's; they both craved visions. But in hisworld, Durham could afford the luxury of being crazed. In
thisworld, only the crazed, the adolescent girls, the trid judges, Mather himsdlf, were sane.

| wastaking amora viewpoint. But Mather was still talking, and the recorder was catching hisviews,
not mine. | had asked Durham once, after an exasperating journey to some crowded, airless, fly-infested
temple covered with phallic symbolsto gppear as a goddess, to stop hiring me; the Central Research
Computer had obvioudy got its records mixed when it recommended meto him. Our historica
viewpoints were thoroughly incompetible. “No, they're not,” he had said obnoxioudy, and refused to
elaborate. He paid well. He paid very well. So here | was, in frozen colonid New England, listening to
Cotton Mather talk about brooms.

“Thewitchesridethem,” he said, till wide-eyed. * Sometimesthree to abesom. To their foul Witch's
Sabbaths.”

Their foul Sabbaths, he elaborated, consisted of witches gathering in some boggy pasture where the
demonstalked with the voices of frogs, listening to a fiendish sermon, drinking blood, and plotting to
bring back pagan customs like dancing around a Maypole. | wondered if, being an angd of God, | was
supposed to know al thisaready, and if Mather would wonder later why | had listened. Durham and |
had argued about this, about the ethics and legalities of me pretending to be Mather's delusion.

“What's the problem?’ he had asked. “Y ou think the red angd is going to show up later?’

Mather was till speaking, in afeverish trance caused most likely by too much fasting, prayer, and
mental agitation. Evil eyes, hewastaking about, and “things’ that were hairy dl over. They apparently
caused neighbors to blame one another for dead pigs, wagons stuck in potholes, sickness, lust and
deadly boredom. | was getting bored mysdlf, by then, and thoroughly depressed. Children'sfingers had
pointed at random, and wherever they pointed, they created awitch. So much for the imagination. It was
malignant here, an instrument of cruelty and degth.

“Hedid not spesk to the court, neither to defend hisinnocence nor confess hisguilt,” Mather was
saying solemnly. “He was a stubborn old man. They piled stones upon him until his tongue stuck out and
he died. But he never spoke. They had aready hanged hiswife. He spoke well enough then, accusing
her.”

| had heard enough.

“God protect the innocent,” | said, and surprised mysdlf, for it was a prayer to something. | added,
more gently, for Mather, blinking out of histrance, looked worried, asif | had accused him, “Be
comforted. God will give you strength to bear dl tribulationsin these dark times. Be patient and faithful,
and in the fullness of time, you will be rewarded with the truth of your life.”

Not standard Puritan dogma, but dl he heard was “reward” and “truth.” | raised my hand in blessing.
He flung himsdlf down to kissthefloor a my feet. | activated the controlsin my halo and went home.

Durham was waiting for me at the Researchers Terminus. | pulled the recorder disc out of my halo,
fed it to the computer, and then stepped out of the warp chamber. While the computer anayzed my
recording to seeif | had broken any of one thousand, five hundred and sixty-three regulations, | took off
my robe and my blond hair and dumped them and my halo into Durham'sarms.

“Wdl?" hesaid, not impatient, just intent, not even seeing meas| pulled askirt and tunic over my
head. | was gtill cold, and worried about my researcher's license, which the computer would refuse to
returnif | had violated history. Durham had eyeslike Cotton Mather's, | saw for thefirst time: dark,



burning, but with asuggestion of humor in them. “What did you find? Speak to me, Nici.”

“Nothing,” | said shortly. “Y ou're out severd million creditsfor nothing. It was acompletely dreary
bit of history, not without heroism but entirdly without poetry. And if I'velost my license because of
this—I'm not even sure | understand what you're trying to do.”

“I'm researching for ahistory of imaginative thought.”

Durham was away's researching unreadable subjects. “ Starting when?” | asked tersdly, pullingon a
boot. “ The cave paintings at Lascaux?’

“No art,” hesaid. “More speculative than that. Lessformal. Closer to chaos.” He smiled, reading my
mind. “Likeme”

“Y ou're adisturbed man, Durham. Y ou should have your unconscious scanned.”

“I likeit theway itis: abubbling little morass of unpredictable metaphors”

“They aren't unpredictable,” 1 said. “ They're completdly predictable. Everything imaginableis
access ble, and everything accessible has been imagined by the Virtua computer, which has aready
researched every kind of imaginative thought since the first bison got painted on arock. That way nothing
like what happened in Cotton Mather's time can happen to us. So—"

“Wonders of the Invisible World,” Durham interrupted. He hadn't heard aword. “1t's abook by
Mather. He was talking about angels and demons. We would think of theinvisblein terms of atomic
particles. Both are unseen yet named, and immensdy powerful—"

“Oh, stop. Y ou're mixing atoms and angels. One exists, the other doesn't.”

“That'swhat I'm trying to get at, Nici—the point where existence istotally immeateria, where the
passion, the belief in something creates a Stuation completely ruled by the will to believe.”

“That'sinsanity.”

He smiled again, cheerfully. He tended to change his appearance according to what he was
researching; he wore a shimmering bodysuit that showed dl his muscles, and milk-white hair. Except for
the bulky build of hisface and theirreverencein his eyes, he might have been Mather'sangd. My more
androgynous face worked better. “Maybe,” he said. “But | find the desire, the passion, coupled with the
accompanying imagery, fascinating.”

“You are athrowback,” | muttered. “Y ou bel ong to some barbaric age when people imagined things
to kill each other for.” The computer flashed alight; | bresthed asigh of relief. Durham got histape, and
the computer'sanalyss; | retrieved my license.

“Next time—" Durham began.

“Therewon't beanext time.” | headed for the door. “I'm sick of appearing as twisted pieces of
peopl€esimagination. And one of these days I'm going to find mysdlf in court.”

“But youdoit sowell,” he said softly. “Y ou even convince the Terminus computer.”

| glared a him. “ Just leave me done.”

“All right,” he said imperturbedly. “Don't cal me, I'll cal you.”

| wastired, but | took the tube-walk home, to get the blood moving in my feet, and to see some light
and color after that bleak, dangerous world. The moving wakway, encased in its clear tube, wound up
into theair, balanced on its centipede escalator and station legs. | could see the gleaming city domes
stretch like along cluster of soap bubblestoward the afternoon sun, and | wondered that somewhere
within the layers of timein this place there was asmall port town on the edge of avast, unexplored
continent where Mather had flung himsdlf down on hisfloorboards and prayed an angd out of himself.

He could see an angel here without praying for it. He could be an angel. He could soar into the eye of
God if he wanted, on wings of gold and light. He could reach out, even in the tube-walk, punchina
credit number, plug into hisimplant or hiswrist controls, and activate the screen above hishead. He
could have any redlity on the menu, or any redlity he could dream up, since everything imagined and
imaginable and every combination of it had been programmed into the Virtua computer. And then he
could walk out of the station into hisliving room and change the world &l over again.

| had to unplug Brock when | got home; he had fallen adeep at the terminal. He opened heavy
eyelidsand yawned.

“Hi, Matrix.”



“Dont cdl methat,” | said mechanically. He grinned fleetingly and nestled deeper into the
bubble-chair. | sat down on the couch and pulled my boots off again. It waswarm, inthistime; | findly
feltit. Brock asked,

“What were you?’

Even he knew Durham that well. “Anangd.”

“What'sthat?’

“Look it up.”

He touched the controls on hiswrist absently. Hewas acalm child, with blue, clinical eyesand
angelic hair that didn't come from me. He sprouted wings and ahao suddenly, and grunted. “What'sit
for?

“It talksto God.”

“What God?”’

“In God We Trust. That God.”

He grunted again. “ Pre-Red.”

| nodded, leaned back tiredly, and watched him, wondering how much longer he would be net,
attentive, curious, polite, before he shaved his head, studded his scalp and eyebrows with jewels and
implants, got eye-implants that held no expression whatsoever, inserted aCD player into his earlobe, and
never caled me Matrix again. Maybe he would go live with hisfather. | hadn't seen him since Brock was
born, but Brock knew exactly who he was, where he was, what he did. Speculation was unnecessary,
except for aberrants like Durham.

The outercom signded; haf adozen faces gppeared onscreen: Brock's friendswho lived in the
dtation complex. They trooped in, settled themsalves around Brock, and plugged into their wrists. They
were playing an adventure game, a sort of space-chase, where they were intergalactic thievesraiding
dien zoos of rare animals and sdlling them toillegd restaurants. The computer played the team of highly
trained intergal actic space-patrollers. The thieveswere congtantly falling into black holes, getting burnt up
speeding too fast into strange atmospheres, and ambushed by the wily patrollers. One of them, Indra,
tried to outwit the computer by coming up with the most bizarre dien species she could imagine; the
computer always gave her the images she wanted. | watched for awhile. Then an image cameinto my
head, of an old man in afield watching his neighbors pile stones on him until he could no longer breathe.

| got up, went into my office, and called Durham.

“I could have stopped it,” | said tersely. He was silent, not because he didn't know what | was
talking about, but because he did. “1 was an angdl from God. | could have changed the message.”

“Y ou wouldn't have come back,” he said smply. It wastrue. | would have been abandoned there,
powerless, abeardless youth with breastsin along robe raving about the future, who would have
become just one more witch for the children to condemn. He added, “ Y ou're aresearcher. Researchers
don't get emotiona about hitory. There's nothing left of that time but some old bonesin amuseum from
where they dug them up to build astation complex. A gravestone with an angel onit, alittle face with
gtaring eyes, and apair of cupid wings. What's to mope about? | put abonusin your account. Go spend
it somewhere”

“How much?’

Hewas silent again, his eyes narrowed dightly. “Not enough for you to go back. Go get drunk, Nici.
Thisisnot you.”

“I'm haunted,” | whispered, | thought too softly for him to hear. He shook his head, not impatiently.

“Theworst was over by then, anyway. Heroics are forbidden to researchers. Y ou know that. The
angel Mather dreamed up only told him what he wanted to hear. Tdl him anything else and heéld call you
ademon and refuseto listen. Y ou know al this. Why are you taking this persondly? Y ou didn't take
being agoddessin that Hindu temple personally. Thank God,” he added with an obnoxious chuckle. |
grunted a him morosely and got rid of hisface.

| found avegetable bar in the kitchen, and wandered back into the living room. The space-thieves
were snesking around a zoo on the planet Hublatt. They were al imaging animas onscreen whiletheir
characters studied the specimens. “We're looking for aY ewsaope,” Brock said intently. “Itseyebalsare



poisonous, but if you cook them just right they look like boiled eggs to whoever you're trying to poison.”

The animaswere garish in their barred cdlls. purple, orange, cinnamon, polka-dotted, striped. There
were wa king narwhales, arhinoceros horn with feet and eyes, something like an octopus made out of
elephant trunks, an amorphous green blob that constantly changed shape.

“How will you know a'Y ewsd ope when you seeit?’ | asked, fascinated with their color
combinations, their imagery. Brock shrugged dightly.

“Well know.”

A new anima gppeared in an empty cage: atall, two-legged cresture with long golden hair and wings
made of feathersor light. It held on to the bars with its hands, looking sadly out. | blinked.

“You havean angd inyour zoo.”

| heard Brock's bresth. Indrafrowned. “It could fly out. Why doesnt it fly? Whoseisit? Anyway,
thiszoo isonly for animas. Thislookslike some species of human. It'sillegd,” she said, fagtidioudy for a
thief, “on Hublatt.”

“It'sanangel,” Brock said.

“What'san angd? Isit yours?’

Brock shook hishead. They al shook their heads, eyes onscreen, wanting to move on. But the image
lingered: abeautiful, melancholy figure, haf human, half light, trapped and powerless behind itsbars.

“Why doesn't it just fly?’ Indrabreathed. “It could just fly. Brock—"

“It'snot mine,” Brock insgsted. And then he looked at me, hiseyeswide, so cdm and blue that it
took me amoment to transfer my attention from their color to what they were asking.

| stared at the angdl, and felt the bars under my hands. | swallowed, seeing what it saw: thelong,
dark night of history that it was powerlessto change, to illumine, because it was powerless to speak
excepttolie.

“Matrix?" Brock whispered. | closed my eyes.

“Dont cal methat.”

When | opened my eyes, the angel had disappeared.

Hot Timesin
Magma City

ROBERT SILVERBERG

Robert Slverberg has been a commanding figure in the SF field for four decades. He is one of the
masters of sciencefiction in all its varieties and is more popular now than ever. And even today,
after many awards and hundreds of books, heis still evolving as a writer. He is now a stimulating
editorial columnist in Assimov's and, most years in addition to his popular novels, writes several
important short stories. Fromthisyear's stories, | chose one which represents Slverberg at the
height of histalent: thisis essentially a compressed novel, conforming to the limitations of
classical drama. Additionally, there isthe air of classic Theodore Sturgeon about this story in the
choice and treatment of the central character. In a year of impressive novellas from major talents
in the S~ field, few are as impressive as this piece first presented by Omni Online.

I t's seven in the morning and the big wall-screen above Cal Maittison's desk is beginning to light up likea

Christmas tree as people start phoning Volcano Centra with reports of the first tectonic events of the
day. A little bell goes off to announce the arrival of each new one. Ping! and therésabluelight, a
fumarole popping open in somebody's backyard in Baldwin Perk, steam but no lava. Ping! and agreen
one, minor lavatongue reaching the surface in Temple City. Ping! again, bluelight in Pico Rivera And
then come three urgent pingsin arow, bright splotch of red on the screen. Which indicates that abig new
plume of smoke must be rising out of the main vol canic cone Sitting up there on top of the Orange
Freeway where the intersection with the Pomona Freeway used to be, fore-telling agoodly fresh gush of



lava about to go rolling down the dope.

“Busy morning, huh?’ says Nicky Herzog, staring over Mattison's shoulder at the screen. Herzogisa
sharp-faced hyperactive little guy, al horn-rimmed glasses and beady eyes, aways poking hisbig nose
into other people's business.

Mattison shrugs. Heisahuge man, six feet five, plenty of width between his shoulders, and ashrugis
abig, eaborate project for him. “ Shit, Nicky, thisisn't anything, yet. Go have yourself some breskfast.”

“A bunch of blues, agreen, and ared, and that ain't anything, you say?’

“Nothing that concerns us, man.” Mattison taps the screen where the red isflashing. “Pomona's
ancient history. It isn't none of our business, what goes on in Pomona, not any more. Whatever's
happening where you see that red, al the harm's already been done, can't do no more, not now. And
those blues—shit, it'sjust some smoke. L et 'em put on gas masks. Asfor that greenin Temple City,
well—" He shakes his head. “Nah. They'll take care of that out of local resources. Go get yourself some
breakfast, Nicky.”

“Y eah. Y eah. Scrambled eggs and snake meet.”

Herzog dithersaway. He's sort of like a snake himself, Mattison thinks: anarrow little guy, no width
to him at al, movesin afunny head-first way as though he's cutting a path through the air for himsalf with
his nose. He used to be something in Hollywood, a screen-writer or astory editor or something, a
successful one, too, Mattison has heard, before he blitzed out on Quaaludes and Darvon and coke and
God knows what-al else and wound up in Silver Lake Citizens Service House with the rest of thisbunch
of casudties.

Mattison isaformer casuaty himsdf, who once had carried avery serious boozing jones on his back
that had a heavy negative impact on his professiona performance as astudio carpenter and extremely
debilitating effects on hisdriving skills. Hisdrinking aso led him to be overly free with hisfigts, not awise
ideafor aman of hissze and strength, because he tended to inflict alot of damage and that ultimately
involved an unfortunate amount of legal expense, not to mention frequent and troublesomejudicia
chagtisement. But dl of that is behind him now. Mattison, who istwenty-eight yearsold, single,
good-natured, and reasonably intelligent, iswell dong in recovery. For the past eighteen months he has
been not just an inmate but dso asaffer hereat Silver Lake, gradualy making the trangition from victim
of hisown lousy impulse control to guardian of the less fortunate, an ingpiration to those who seek to pull
themsalves up out of the mud as he has done.

Various of the lessfortunate are trickling into the room right now. Officid wake-uptimea Silver
Lake Citizens Service House is haf past six, and you are expected to be down for breskfast by seven, a
rule that nearly everybody observes, since breakfast ceases to be available beyond 7:30, no exceptions
made. Mattison himself isup at five every morning because getting up unnaturdly early isasdf-inflicted
part of hisrecovery regime, and Nicky Herzog isusualy out of hisroom well before the required
wake-up hour because perpetua insomnia has turned out to be an accidenta facet of hisrecovery
program, but most of the others are reluctant awakeners at best. Some would probably never get out of
bed at al, except for the buddy-point system in effect at the house, where you get little bonus goodies for
seeing to it that your roommate who likesto deep in doesn't get the chanceto do it.

Mary Maude Gulliver isthefirst onein, followed by her sullen-faced roommate Annette Lopez, and
after them, abunch of rough beasts douching toward breakfast, come Paul Foust, Herb Evans, Lenny
Prochaska, Nadine Doheny, Marty Cobos, and Marcus Hawks. That's most of them, and the others will
be aong in two or three minutes. And, sure enough, here they come. That muscle-bound bozo Blazes
McFlynn isthe next one down—M aittison can hear him in the breakfast room razzing Herzog, who for
some reason helikesto goof around with. “Good morning, you miserable little faggot,” McHynn says.

“Y ou fucking creep,” Herzog sputters back, an angry, wildly obscene and flamboyant response. He's
good with words, if nothing ese. McHynn drives Herzog nuts; he has been reprimanded a couple of
times for the way he acts up when Herzog's around. Herzog is an edgy, unlikable man, but asfar as
Mattison knows he isn't any faggot. Quite the contrary, in fact.

Buck Randegger, dow and douching and affable, appears next, and then voluminous Melissa
Hornack, she of the six chins and hippopotamoid rump. Just two or three missing, now, and Mattison can



hear them on the stairs. The current population of Silver Lake Citizens Service House is fourteen inmates
and four full-time live-in staff. They occupy a spacious and comfortable old three-story sixteen-room
house that supposedly was, once upon atime back around 1920 or 1930, the mansion of some
important star of sllent movies. The place was an even bigger wreck, up until five or Six years ago, than
its current inhabitants were themselves, but it has been nicdly rehabilitated by its occupants snce then as
part of their Citizens Service obligation.

Mattison haslong since had breakfast, but he usualy goesinto the dining room to St with theinmates
whilethey eat, just in case someone has awakened in atesty mood and needs to be taken down anotch
or two. Since everybody hereis suffering to agreater or lesser degree from withdrawa symptoms of
some sort dl the time, and even those who are mostly beyond the withdrawa stage are not beyond the
nightmare-having stage, people can get disagreesbly prickly, which iswhere Mattison'ssizeisa
consderable occupationa asset.

But just as he rises now from the screen to follow the othersin, aseries of pings comesfromit like
church bells announcing Sunday morning services, and alittle line of green dots spaced maybe six blocks
gpart springs up out in Arcadia, afew blocks east of Santa Anita Avenue from Duarte Road to Foothill
Boulevard, and then curving northwestward, actualy reaching beyond the 210 Freeway alittleway inthe
direction of Pasadena. Thisis new. By and large the Zon€e's northwestern boundary has remained well
south of Huntington Drive, with most of the thrust going down into the lower San Gabriel Valey, places
like Monterey Park and Rosemead and South El Monte, but here it is suddenly jumping a couple of miles
on the diagond up the other way with lava popping up on the far sde of Huntington, practicaly to the
edge of the racetrack and the Arboretum and quite possibly cutting the 210 in half.

It's very bad news. Mattison doesn't need to wait for alarm bellsto go off to know that. Everybody
wantsto believe that the Zoneis going to remain confined to the hapless group of communities way out
there at the eastern end of the Los Angeles Basin where the trouble started, but what everybody fearsis
that in fact it's going to keep right on marching unstoppably westward until it gets to the ocean, like abad
case of acnethat starts on ateenager's left cheek and continues all the way to the ankles. They are doing
apretty good job of controlling the surface flows, but nobody is redly sure about what's going on deep
underground, and at this very minute it might be the case that angry rivers of magmaarerolling toward
Beverly Hillsand Trousdale Estates and Pacific Palisades, and heading on out Mdibu way to give thefilm
gtars one more lovely surprise when the fabulous new Pacific Coast Highway Volcano abruptly beginsto
pokeits head up out of the surf. Of coursg, it'salong way from Arcadiato Malibu. But any new
westward extension of the Zone, even just acouple of blocks, isachilling indication that the processis
far from over, indeed may only just have redly begun.

Mattison turns toward the dining room and calls out, “ Y ou better eat fast, guys, because | think
they're going to want usto suit up and get—"

And then the green dots on the screen sprout fluorescent yellow borders and the alarm bell at the
Silver Lake Citizens Service House starts going off.

What the darm meansisthat whatever is happening out in Arcadia has proven to be alittle too much
for the local lava-control teams, and so they are beginning to call in the Citizens Service people aswell.
The wholeideaof the Citizens Service House is that they are occupied by troubled citizenswho have
“volunteered” to do community service—any sort of service that may be required of them. A Citizens
Service Houseis not quite ajail and not quite arecovery center, but it partakes of certain qualities of
both ingtitutions, and its inhabitants are people who have fucked up in one way or another and done
injury not only to themsaves but to their fellow citizens, injury for which they can make retitution by
performing community service even while they are getting their screwed-up heads gradualy screwed on
theright way.

What had started out to involve alot of trash-collecting along freaways, tree-pruning in the public
parks, and smilar necessary but essentialy smple and non-life-threatening chores, has become alot
trickier ever snce this volcano thing happened to Los Angeles. The volcano thing has accelerated Al
sortsof legal and socid changesin the area, because flowing lavasimply will not wait for the usud bullshit



Cdlifornialega processesto take their course. And so it was just amatter of two or three weeks after
the Pomona eruption before the County Supervisors asked the L egidature to extend the Citizens Service
Act to include lava control, and the bill passed both houses the next day. Whereupon the miscellaneous
boozers, druggies, trank-gobblers, and other sad substance-muddied fuckupniks who inhabit the Citizens
Service Houses now find themsalves obliged to go out on the front lines at least three or four timesa
month, and sometimes more often than that, to toil alongside more respectable folk in the effort to keep
the rampaging magmatic flow from extending the grip that it aready holds over asignificant chunk of the
Southland.

It isup to the dispatchers at VVolcano Central in Pasadenato decide when to cal in the Citizens
Service people. Volcano Centrd, which isan arm of the Cd Tech Seismological Laboratory with its
headquarters on the grounds of Cal Tech's Jet Propulsion Laboratory in the hills north of town, monitors
the whole Tectonic Zone with abroad array of ground-based sensors and satellite-mounted scanners,
trying to keep track of events as the magma outcropping wanders around beneath the San Gabridl
Valey, and if possible even to get alittle ahead of things.

Every new outbreak, beit smply apuff of smokerising from anew little fumarole or afull-scae
barrage of tephraand vol canic bombs and red-hot lava pouring from some new mouth of Hell, isduly
noted by JPL computers, which constantly update the myriad of data screensthat have been set up all
over town, like the one above Ca Mattison's desk in the community room of the Siver Lake Citizens
Service House. It isaso Volcano Centrd's responsibility, as master planners of the counteroffensive, to
summon the gppropriate kind of help. The Fire Department first, of course: that has by now been greetly
expanded and reorganized on aregion-wide basis (not without alot of politica in-fighting and generd
grief) and firefighters are called in according to a concentric-circles system that widens from the Zone
itsdlf out to, eventually, Santa Barbaraand Laguna Beach. Their job, asusud, isto prevent destruction of
property through the spreading of fires from impacted areas to surrounding neighborhoods. Volcano
Centrd will next dert the National Guard divisonsthat have been put on permanent activation in the
region; and when even the Guard has been stretched too thin by the emergency, the Citizens Service
Houses people will be caled out, dong with other assorted civilian volunteer groups that have been
trained in lava-containment techniques.

Mattison has no red way of finding out whether it'strue, but he believesthat the Silver Lake house
getscaled out at least twice as often as any of the other Citizens Service Houses he knows of. He may
actualy beright. The Silver Lake houseislocated in an opportune spot, practicaly in the shadow of the
Golden State Freaway: it is an easy matter for itsinhabitants, when summoned, to take that freeway to
oneinterchange or another and zoom out via the Ventura Freeway to the top end of the Zone or the San
Bernardino Freeway to the southern end, whereas anybody coming from the Mar Vista house or the one
in West Hollywood or the Gardena place would have a much more extensive journey to make.

But it isn't just the proximity factor. Mattison likesto think that his particular bunch of rehabs are
notably more effective on the lavaline than the bozos from the other houses. They have their problems,
sure, big problems; but somehow they pull themselves together when their asses are on the line out there,
and Mattison isterrificaly proud of them for that. It might also be that he himsalf is considered an asset
by Volcano Centra—hissize, hisair of authority, his achievement in having pulled himsdlf up out of very
deep shit indeed into his present quasi-respectability. But Mattison doesn't let himself dwell on that angle
very much. Heknowsdl too well that what you usually get from patting yoursdf on your own back isa
didocated shoulder.

Thebdl isringing, anyway. So herethey go again.

“Can wefinish breskfad, at least?’ Herzog wants to know.

Mattison glances at the screen. Seven or eight of those green-and-yellow dots are blinking there. He
trand ates the cool abstractions of the screen into the probable inferno that has burst out just now in
Arcadiaand says, glancing a hiswatch, “ Gulp down as much as you can in the next forty-five seconds.
Then get your assesin motion and head toward the suiting room.”

“Jesus Chrigt,” somebody mutters, maybe Snow. “ Forty-five fucking seconds, Matty?’ But the
others are smart enough to know not to waste any of those seconds bitching, and are shoveling the food



down the hatch while Mattison is counting off the time. At the fifty-third second, for heisfundamentaly a
merciful man, hetells them that breskfast is over and they need to get to work.

The lava suits are stored downgtairs, in aroom off the main hallway that once might have been an
elegant panded library. The remains of the panding are il there, rectangles of mahogany or some other
fancy wood, but the panels are hard to see any more, because just about every square inch of the room
is packed with brightly gleaming lava suits, sanding upright elbow to ebow and wall towadl like aslent
congregation of robots awaiting activation.

What the suits are, essentidly, is one-person body-tanks, solid sturdy shells of highly reflective
melnar that are equipped with tractor treads, shovel appendages, laser knives, and dl sorts of other
auxiliary gadgetry. Factoriesin Wichitaand Atlantawork twenty-four hours aday turning them out,
nowadays, with the Federal Government paying the not insignificant expense as part of the whole ongoing
disaster relief program that Los Angelesslatest and most spectacular catastrophe has engendered.
Mattison sometimes wonders why it was considered worthwhile to keep fifteen or twenty of these
extremely costly suits standing around idle much of the time at each of the Citizens Service Houses, when
it would be ever so much more efficient for the suitsto be stored at some central warehouse at the edge
of the Zone, where they could be handed out each day to that day's operating crew. But that isa
guestion he has never bothered to raise with anybody, because he knows that the Federal Government
likesto operate in mysterious ways beyond the capacity of mere mortals to comprehend; and, anyway,
the suits have been bought and paid for and are here dready.

They comein two sizes, bulky and bulkier. Mattison hauls the three nearest suits out into the hallway
and hands them to people of the gppropriate Size, which creates space for the othersto go into the
Storage room and sdlect their own suits for themsalves. Asusud, thereis plenty of jostling and bumping,
and some complaining, too. Herb Evansisjust barely big enough for the bigger size suit, and might be
better off with the smaller one, in which he could move about |ess avkwardly; but he dways wants one
of the big ones, and the one he has grabbed right now has aso been grabbed from the other side by
Marcus Hawks, who is six feet two and has a better clamtoiit. “I got it first,” Evansisydling. Hawks,
not letting go, says, “ Y ou go get one that's the right size for you, you little dumb fucker,” and Mattison
seesimmediately that they both are prepared to defend their positions with extensive disputatory zedl,
perhaps for the next three or four hours. Heisn't surprised: the denizens of Citizens Service Houses are
not, asarule, gifted with alot of common sense, but they often make up for that by being extremely
argumentative and vindictive. Theré's no timeto let Evans and Hawkins sort things out; Mattison strides
between them, gently but firmly detaches Evanss grip from one arm of the suit and Hawkinssfrom the
other, and sends the two of them in opposite directionsto find different suits entirely. He takesthe big
onefor himsdf and moves out in the hallway with it so that he can get himsdlf intoit.

“As soon as you have your suitson,” Mattison bellows, “head on out into the street and get on board
thetruck, fast asyou can!”

He squeezesinto his own with difficulty. In truth he'salittle too big even for the big size, about an
inch too tall and two or three inchestoo broad in the shoulders, but by scrunching himsdlf together
somewhat he can manage it, more or less. He hasto. Theresno way he can stay behind when the Silver
Lake House gets cdled out on lava duty, and he doesn't know any tailorswho do dterations on lava
auits

The big olive-green military transport truck that is aways parked now in readiness outsde the house
has let itstailgate down, and, one by one, the suited-up lavafighters go rolling up the dopeinto the truck
and take their positions on the open back deck. Mattison waitsin the street until everybody is on board
who's going on board, twelve of the fourteen residents—Jim Robey, who is coming dowly back from the
brink of cirrhoss, is much too fresky-jittery to be sent out onto the lavafront, and MdissaHornack is
disqualified by virtue of her extreme obesity—and two of the four staffers, Ned Eisengtein, the house
paramedic, and Barry Gibbons, the cook, who does not suit up because he isthe one who drivesthe
truck, and you can't drive atruck when you're wearing athing that's like asmall tank. Theremaining
member of the staff is Donna DiStefano, the actud director of the house, who would love to go aong but
isrequired by her officia position to remain behind and look after Robey and Hornack.



“Weredl sst,” Mattison tells Gibbons over his suit radio, and swings himself up onto the truck. And
away they go, Zoneward bound.

Early asit is, the day iswarming up fast, Sixty degrees or so dready, agorgeoudy spring-like
February morning, the air till reasonably clear asaresult of the heavy rain acouple of nights before. This
has been aparticularly rainy winter, and Mattison often likesto play with the ideathat one of these days
it'll rain hard enough to douse the fucking vol canoes entirely, but he knows that that'simpossible; the
magmajust keeps coming up and up out of the bowels of the earth no matter what the westher islike on
top. A volcano isn't like abonfire, after all.

The rains have made everything green, though. The hills are pure emerad, except where some
humongous bougainvilleavineis setting off agigantic blast of purple or orange. Becausethe prevailing
windsthistime of year blow from west to east, there's no coating of volcanic ash or other pyroclastic
crap to be seenin this part of town, nor can you smell any of the noxious gases that the million fumaroles
of the Zone are putting forth; al such garbage gets carried the other way, turning the world black and
nausesting from San Gabriel out to San Berdoo and Riverside.

What you can see, though, isthe distant plume of smoke that rises from the summit of Mount
Pomona, which iswhat the main cone seems to have been named. The mountain itself, which siraddles
two freeways, obliterating both and a good deal more besides, in alittle place called City of Industry just
southwest of Pomona proper, isn't visible, not from here—it's only acouple of thousand feet high, after
sx months of building itsalf up out of its own accumulation of gected debris. But the column of steam and
fine ash that emergesfrom it is maybe five times higher than that, and can be seen far and wide dl over
the Basin, except perhapsin West L.A. and Santa Monica, where none of this can be seen or smelled
and dl they know of the whole volcano thing, probably, iswhat they read in the Times or see on the
televison news.

Asthetruck heads east along the Ventura, though, signs of the disaster begin to show up asearly as
Glendae, and by the time they have crossed over to the 210 Freeway and are moving through Pasadena
there can be no doubt that something out of the ordinary has been going on lately alittle further ahead.
Everything from about Fair Oaks Avenue eastward is sooty from alight coating of fine pumice and
volcanic ash that has been carried out of the Zone by occasiond blasts of Santa Anawinds, and beyond
Lake Avenue the whole arealis downright filthy. Mattison—who isanative Angeleno, having grown up in
Northridge and Van Nuys and lived for most of hisadult lifein asuccesson of furnished gpartmentsin
West Los Angeles—thinks of theimpeccable mansonsjust to hisright over in San Marino, with their
manicured lawns and their blooming camellias and azal eas and a oes, and shakes his head at the thought
of theway they must look now. He can remember one epic bender that began in Santa Monicaand
ended up around herein which hefound himsdf climbing over thewadl at threein the morning into the
enormous sprawling garden of giant cactus at the Huntington Library, right down therein San Marino,
and wandering around ingde thinking that he had been transported to some other planet. It must ook like
Marsin there for surethese days, he thinks.

At Sierra Madre Boulevard the truck exits the free-way. “ It's blocked by a pile of lavabombs just
beyond San Gabriel Boulevard,” Gibbons explainsto him viathe suit radio. “They hopeto haveit cleared
by this afternoon.” He goes zigging and zagging in a south-easterly way on surface streets through
Pasadena until they get to Huntington Drive, which takes them past Santa Anita Racetrack and brings
them smack up into aNational Guard roadblock a couple of blocks just beyond.

The Guardsmen, seeing atruckload of mirror-bright lava suits, wave them on through. Gibbons, who
is undoubtedly getting his driving instructions now direct from Volcano Centrd, turnsleft on North
Second Avenue, right on Colorado Boulevard, and bringsthe truck to ahat alittle way down the strest,
where half ablock of one-story commercia buildingsis engulfed in flame and red gouts of lavaare
welling up out of what had until five or sx hours ago been aburrito shop. The Siteis cordoned off, but
just beyond the cordon abunch of people, Mexicans, some Chinese, maybe afew Koreans, are standing
around weeping and wailing and waving their arms toward heaven—the proprietors, most likely, of the
small businessesthat are getting destroyed here.



“Everybody out,” Mattison orders, asthe tailgate goes down.

Firefightersare dready at work at the periphery of the scene, hosing down the burning buildingsin
the hope of containing the blaze before it sets the whole neighborhood on fire. But the lava outcropping
has been |eft for Mattison and his crew to handle. Lava containment isanew and specid art, which the
Citizens Service House people have gradudly come to master, and the beleaguered Fire Department
guys are quite content to turn that kind of work over to them and concentrate on putting out conventional
fires

Quickly Mattison szes up the picture. Thingsarejust in the very early stages, he sees. Therés il
hope for containment.

What has happened hereisthat astray arm of the underlying magma bdlt that is causing thiswhole
mess has wandered up through the bedrock and has broken through the surface in eight or nine places
aong adiagona line acouple of mileslong. It'sasif a many-headed serpent made of fiery-hot lavahas
poked dl its heads up at the sametime.

For just one volcano to have sprung up out here would have been bad enough. But the area now
known as the San Gabrid Valley Tectonic Zone has been favored, over the past year or so, with awhole
multitude of them—little ones, but lots. The Mexicans cal the Zone La Mesa de |os Hor nitos—that
means*“littleovens,” hornitos. Y ou can cook your tortillas on the sdewak anywhere in the affected
area.

The lavapool here is maybe eleven feet by fifteen, apuddle, redly, just enough to take out the burrito
joint. The heat it'sgiving off is, of course, fantastic: Mattison, who has become an expert in such things by
thistime, can tell just at aglance that things are running about 2000 degrees Fahrenheit. Lava at that
temperature glows yelowish-red. He prefersto work with it glowing bright-red, which is about 400
degrees cooler, or, even better, dark blood-red, 400 degrees cooler than that; but heis not given his
choice of temperaturesin these Stuations, and at least they are not yet into the white-heat stage, which is
abitch and ahdf to cope with.

It isthe heat of thelava, and not any fire from below, that has set the adjoining buildings ablaze.
Volcanoes, Mattison knows, don't belch fire. But you push alot of red-hot materia up into astreet like
this and nearby structures made mostly of beaverboard and plywood are very quickly going to reach
their flash point.

Theflow, sofar, ismoving rdaively dowly, maybe ten or twelve inchesaminute. That meansthe
lavaisrdatively viscous, and thank God for that. He knows of flowsthat come spurting out fifty timesas
fast and make you really dance. At the upper surface where the lavais coming into contact with the air he
can seeit congeding, forming aglassy skin that tinkles and clinks and chimes asinexorable pressures
from below keep cracking it. Mattison watches odd blobs and bulges come drifting up, expand, harden a
little, and break, sending squiggles of molten lava off to either sde. A few big bubbles are rising too, and
they seem ominous and nasty, indicators, perhaps, that the lava pool isthinking of spitting a couple of
little lava bombs &t the onlookers.

The pumping truck that has been supplied for Mattison's crew thismorning is sirictly aminor-league
item, but it appears adequate for the needs of the moment. The region has only so many of the big-ticket
jobsavailable, just ahandful, redly, even after dl these months since the crisis began, and those haveto
be kept in reservefor thetruly dire eruptions. So what they have given him to work with, instead of a
two-and-a-half-ton pump that can move thirteen thousand gallons of water a minute and throw it, if
necessary, hundreds of feet in the air, is one of the compact Helgeson & Nordheim tripod-mounted jobs
sitting on top of an ordinary flat-bed truck. It'ssmall, but it'll probably do the job.

An auxiliary firefighter—agirl, couldn't be more than fifteen, Latino, dark eyes glossy with excitement
and fear—has been delegated to show him where the water hookup is. Every one of the myriad little
municipalitiesin and around the Zoneis now under lega obligation to designate certain hydrants as
dedicated lava-pump outlets, and to set up and maintain reserve water-tanks at ground level every six
blocks. “How far are we from the nearest dedicated hydrant?’ Mattison asks her, speaking like a space
invader from within hislavasuit, and shetells him that it's back behind them on North Second, maybe a
thousand yards. Has he been provided with athousand yards of hose? She thinks he has. Okay: maybe



she'sright. If not, the firemen can lend him some. Lava containment is considered a higher priority than
fire containment, considering that uncontrolled lavaflowswill spread afire even faster than burning
buildingswill, since burning buildings don't move through the streets and lava does.

Mattison picks Paul Foust and Nicky Herzog, who are two of the least befuddied of his people, to
go with the girl from the Fire Department and set up the hose connection. Meanwhile he and Marcus
Hawks and Lenny Prochaska get to work muscling the pump rig as close to the lava as they dare, while
Clyde Snow, Mary Maude Gulliver, and Ned Eisenstein set about uncoiling the hundred yards of
stedl-jacketed hose that's connected to the pump and running it in the genera direction of North Second
Avenue, where the water will be coming from. Therest of his crew begins unreding the lengths of
conventional hose that they have, ordinary fire-hose that would melt if used closein, and laying it out
beyond the reach of the stedl-jacketed section.

Mattison can't help fed aburst of pride as he watches his charges go about their chores. They're
nothing but a bunch of human detritus barely out of detox, as he once wastoo, and yet, goofy and
obgtinate and ornery and bewildered and generally objectionable asthey are capable of being, they
aways seem to rise above themsa ves when they're out here on the lavaline. Or mogt of thetime,
anyway. There are afew pissant troublemakersin the group and even the good ones have funny little
relapses when you least expect or want them. But those are the exceptions; thiskind of work istherule.
Good for them, hethinks. Good for usall. He's quietly proud of himsdlf too, considering that a couple of
years ago he was just one more big drunken unruly asshole like the rest of them, assduoudy perfecting
his boozing techniquesin every bar aong Wilshire from Barrington to Bundy to Centinelaand so on clear
out to the ocean, and here heis calmly and coolly and effectively running his own little piece of the grand
and glorious Los Angeles lava-control operation.

“Can we maybe get alittle closer, guys?’ he asks Hawks and Lenny Prochaska.

“Jeez, Matty,” Prochaskamurmurs. “Fed the fucking hesat! It's like walking into ablast furnace
wearing a bathing suit.”

“I' know, | know,” Mattison says. “But well be okay. Come on, now, guys. Aninch at atime. Easy
doesit. We're good strong boys. We can handle anice hot time, can't we?’ It's like talking baby-talk,
and Hawks and Prochaska are big men, nearly asbig asheisand neither of them especidly
sweet-natured. But he has their number. Their various chemica dependencies had reduced them, in the
fullness of time, to something that functioned on the genera level of competence of babiesin digpers, and
they need to prove over and over, now, that they are the tough hard macho males they used to be. So
they lean down close and work with him to drag the pump rig forward and get the nozzle aimed right
down the mouth of the lavawell.

The suits they're wearing are actually quite good at shielding them from the worst of the heat. They
can withstand a surprising amount of it—for atime, anyway. The melnar isvery tough stuff, and a o,
becauseit is so shiny, it turns back much of the heat through smple reflective radiation, and there's
interior insulation besides, and a coolant network, and infrared filters, and two or three other gimmicks
aso, dl of which makesit possibleto walk right up to a 2000-degree lavaflow and even, if its surface
has hardened alittle, to step out onto it when necessary. Still, despite the protection afforded by thelava
Quit, it is quite apparent from the warmth that does get through that they are standing right next to molten
rock that has come spurting up just now from the Devil's own domain.

The hoses are hooked up now and Mattison has the nozzle directed to the place he wantsiit to be,
which isaong the outer rim of the lavaflow. He sends aradio message back to Foust and Herzog out by
the hydrant that they're dmost ready to go. Then he givesahand signal and it travel s back and back
along theline, from Mary Maude to Evansto Cobos to Buck Randegger, or whoever it isthat is standing
behind Cobos, and on around the corner until findly it reaches Foust and Herzog, who know for sure
now that the hoselineis fully connected, and the water beginsto shoot forth. Mattison and Hawks and
Prochaska grip the nozzle together, dowly and grimly playing it dong the edge of the flow.

The purpose of this operation isto coal the front of the lavawd| sufficiently to form a crust, and then
adam, that will cause the continuing flow to pile up behind it instead of rolling on down the street. Thisis
atechnique that was perfected in Iceland, and indeed haf a dozen grizzled Icelanders have been



imported to serve as consultants during this Los Angeles event, frosty-eyed men with names like Svein
Steingrimsson and Steingrim Sveinsson who look upon fighting vol canoes as some kind of Olympic sport.
But one big difference between Iceland and Los Angdlesisthat Iceland sitsin the middie of afrigid ocean
that provides an infinite quantity of cold water for use by lava-fighters, and the distances from shore to
volcano are not very greet. Los Angeles has an ocean nearby too, but it isn't conveniently placed for
hosing down lava outbresks in the San Gabrid Valey, whichisinland, at least thirty or forty milesfrom
the coast. Hence the system of municipa water-tanks adl aong the borders of the Zone, and azillion
tanker trucks trundling back and forth bringing ocean water with which to keep the tanksfilled, Los
Angelessregular water supply being far from adequate even for the ordinary needs of the community.

Any lava-cooling job, even asmdl onelikethis, isaticklish thing. It isn't quite like watering alawn.

Y ou are dumping 60-degree water on 2000-degree lava, an interaction which is going to produce
immense billows of steam that will prevent you from seeing very much of what you are in the process of
doing. But you need to see what you are doing, because as you build your lavadam aong the front of the
upweling what you may dl too easily achieveis not the containment of the lavabut, rather, its deflection
toward something you don't want it to hit. Like the fire truck down the block, for example, or some
undamaged buildings on the opposite Sde of the street.

So you have to widd your hose like a scul ptor, dancing around squirting the water with greet
precision, topping up the dam here, minimizing its height there, dl the while taking into account the dope
of the ground, the ability of the subsoil to bear the weight of the new stone, and the possibility that the
lavayou are working with may suddenly decide to accelerate itsrate of outflow from fifty feet an hour to,
say, fifty feet aminute, which would send the flow hurtling over the top of your little dam and put you up
to your assin lava, with the hose gtill dangling from your hand as you become a permanent part of the
landscape. Which iswhy the face-plate of your lava suit is equipped with infrared filters to help you see
through dl that billowing steam that you are busily cresting as you work.

And thereis other stuff to consider. Coming up out of the core of the earth, dong with dl that lava,
arevarious gases, not dl of them nice ones. Chlorine, sulfur dioxide, hydrogen sulfide, carbon monoxide,
carbon dioxide, dl kinds of miasmas are likdly to head swiftly surfaceward asthough carried by agiant
blow-pipe. These are al poisonous gases, although you are more or less protected against that by your
auit; however, traveling upward with the gases may be fragments of incandescent lavathat will go up like
ageyser and come down al over the neighborhood, including right where you happen to be. Therefore
you want to listen, as you work, for strange new whoosings and bellowings and hissings, and in particular
for the sound of something like an old-fashioned locomoative tooting its horn asit heads your way.
Mattison has beaten a quick retreat more than afew times, sometimestaking his pump with him,
sometimes abandoning it and running like hdl asahighly locd eruption starts nipping a hisheds.

However, none of that happensthis morning. This Arcadiathing isjust ateeny-weeny littleisolated
lava outbreak with no specia complications except for the owner of the burrito stand. Mattison, aided
expertly by Marcus Hawks, who is just eight months out of acrack housein El Segundo, and Lenny
Prochaska, whose powerful forearms bear needle tracks that look like freeway interchanges, deftly
creates alow wall of cooled lavaacrossthe front of the outbreak, then adds alimb up the right-hand side
and another up the left to form a U, after which they concentrate on hardening the new lavawherever it
comes curling up over the boundaries of their wall. The cooling processis very quick. Along the face of
thewadl, the temperature of the lava has dropped to the 500-degree leve, at which hest it is hardly
glowing & all, a least not at the outer crust. Maittison figures that the crust he has built is maybe three
inchesthick, askin of solid basdt over the hellish stuff behind.

Of course, lavais gtill 0ozing steadily from the ground at the origind exit point, and probably will go
on doing so for another six or seven hours at this site, maybe even aday or two. But the dam should hold
it and keep it from welling out into Colorado Boulevard, which is an important thoroughfare that needsto
be kept open. Instead, the lavawill go on piling up on the site of the burrito stand, forming alittle
mountain perhaps fifteen or twenty feet high. Unless, of course, it decidesto break through the surface a
couple of dozen yards down the street instead, but Mattison doesn't think that's going to happen at this
gte



He sometimes wonderswhat lifeis going to be like around here when dl thisis over, the volcanoes
have died down, and the whole eastern haf of the Los Angeles Basinislittered with new little mountains
inthe middle of what used to be busy neighborhoods. Are they going to dynamite them al? Build around
them? On top of them? And where are they going to put the freeways to replace the ones that are now
mired in cooling lavathat soon will be solid rock?

Hell, it'snot his problem. That's one of hismantras. Not my problem. He has enough problems of his
own, currently under control but not necessarily going to stay that way if he borrows trouble from
else-where. One day at a time isanother phrase that he has been taught to repesat to himsalf whenever
he starts worrying about things that shouldn't matter to him. Easy doesit. Yes. First thingsfirst. These
are absolutdly right-on concepts. Somebody ese will have to figure out how to repair Los Angeles, once
dl thisisover. Hisjob, which will last him the rest of hislife, isfiguring out how to operate Ca Mattison.

Thefiresin the surrounding buildings are just about out, now. One of thefirefighters comes over and
asks him how he's doing. “Under control,” Mattison tellsthem. “ Just alittle tidying-up to do.”

“Y ou want usto stick around, just in case”?’

Mattison thinks for amoment. “Y ou got work nearby?’

Thefirefighter points. “ Therésawholeline of these things, from the freaway dl theway down to
Duarte. If you don't think the lava's going to pop, we can move on south of here. Thereé's abad one going
onon Duarte, just a the Monrovialine.”

“Go on, then,” Mattison says. “We get any problems, I'll call you back in.”

Real executive decison-making. He fed's good about that. Time was when he never wanted to be the
onewho made the call about anything.

But he's confident of his own judgment right here and now. Thisjob has been handied well. Therésa
highinthat that fedslike haf afifth of Crown Royd traveling through his veins, smooth and fineand
warm.

Thefirefighters go away, leaving just two of their number posted as supervisors during the wrap-up
and report-filing phase of the job here, and Mattison, sgnaling back down the line to have the hose shut
down, moves forward onto the lava dam. It can be walked on, now, at least by someone equipped with
tractor treadslike his. He tests the crinkly new skin. It holds. Dainty little tinkling sounds are coming from
it, the sounds of continued cooling and hardening, but it supports hisweight. It'salittlelike walking on
thin new ice, except that what is behind the fragile surface is molten rock instead of chilly water, and if he
fdlsthrough he will be very sorry, though not for long. But he doesn't expect to fdl through, or he
wouldn't be up here.

Mattison isn't walking around on the dam just to show off. He needs to check out the fine points of
the construction job. The dam dopes up and back at a45-degree angle, and he wantsitsliptorisejust a
little steeper even than that, so he moves dong the face of the front, using his suit's shovel gppendageto
trim and shape the boundary between new rock and hot lava. He can fed mild warmth, not much more
than that, through his suit, at least until he reaches a place where red can be seen crackling through the
black, atiny fissure in the dam, not dangerous but offensive to his sense of craft. He steps back, radios
Foust and Herzog to turn the water back on, and has Hawks and Prochaska give the fissure asquirt or
two.

Then he checksthe far sde of the lavafront to make sure that there's no likelihood that the top of the
lavadome he has created is smply going to spill back the other way, down into the resdential block
behind the event. But no, no, the oozing lavais quietly piling itself up, filling in behind the dam, giving no
indication that it meansto go off in some new direction. Thank God for that much. Because of the way
the magma pooal liesin relation to the giant subterranean fault line that kicked thiswhole thing off, the
surface flows tend to be consistently directional, risng on adiagona out of the ground and moving,
generdly, from east to west only. With some resdud dopping around—lavaisaliquid, after al—but nat,
asarule, with any unpredictable twisting and turning back the way they have just come. Except, of
course, when abadly thoughtout dam is dapped in its path. But Mattison triesto think hiswork out
properly.

Just as Maittison iswrapping everything up, Gibbons radios him from the truck to say, “ They want us



to move aong to San Dimas when we're done here.”

“Jesus,” Mattison says. “ San Dimasisway the hell to the east. 1an't everything over and done with
back there by now?’

“ Apparently not. Something new is about to bust out, it seems.”

“Tell them well need alunch bresk firgt.”

“They said they wanted usto—"

“Right,” says Mattison. “We aren't fucking soldiers, you know. We're volunteer citizens and some of
us have been working like coolies out here al morning. We get alunch bresk before we start busting our
asesagaintoday. Tdl themthat, Barry.”

“Wdl—"

“Tdl them.”

As Maittison has guessed, the San Dimasthing is serious but not catastrophic, at least not yet. The
preiminary Sgnsindicate abad bust-out is on the way out there, and auxiliary crews are being pulled in
asavailable, but one team more or lesswon't make any big differencein the next hour. They get the lunch
break.

Lunch is sandwiches and soft drinks, half ablock back from the event Site. They get out of their suits,
leaving them standing open in the street like discarded skins, and eat Sitting down at the edge of the curb.
“I surewouldn't mind a beer right now,” Evans says, and Hawks says, “Why don't you wish up abottle
of fucking champagne, while you're wishing things up? Don't cost no more than beer, if it'sjust wishes.”

“I never liked champagne,” Paul Foust says. “For me it was aways cognac. Cour-voy-zee-ay, that
wasfor me.” Hesmackshislips. “I can practicdly taste it now. That terrific grapey taste hitting your
tongue—that smooth flow, right down your gullet to your gut—"

“Knock it off,” says Mattison. This nitwit chatter is stirring thingsinside him that he would prefer not
to have stirred.

“Y ou never stop wanting it,” Foust tellshim.

“Yes, Yes, | know that, you dumb fucker. Don't you think | know that? Knock it off.”

“Can wetak about smoking stuff, then?” Marty Cobos asks.

“And how about needles, too?’ says Mary Maude Gulliver, who used to sdll herself on Hollywood
Boulevard to keep hersalf in nose candy. “Let'stalk about needlestoo.”

“Shut your fucking mouth, you goddamn whore,” Lenny Prochaska says. He pronouncesit hooer .
“What do you need to play around with my head for?’

“Why, did you have some kind of habit?” Mary Maude asks him swestly.

“Y ou hooer, I'm going to throw you into the lava,” Prochaska says, getting up and heading toward
her. Mary Maude weighs about ninety pounds, beefy Prochaska maybe two-fifty. He could do it with
oneflip of hiswrid.

“Lenny,” Mattison sayswarningly.

“Tell her to leave me be, then.”

“All of you,” says Maittison. “Leave each other be. Jesus Chrigt, you think it's any easier for the
othersthan it wasfor you?’

It isthe tension, he knows, of the morning'swork that is doing thisto them. They're dl on the edge,
al thetime, of falling back into their individua hells, and that keeps them congtantly keyed up to apoint
where it doesn't take much for them to get on each other's nerves. Of course, Mattison's on the edge
himsdlf, he dwayswill be and won't ever let himsalf forget it, but heisin recovery and they aren't, not
redly, not yet, and the edge isthinner for them than it isfor him. Each of them has managed to reach the
abstinence leve, a least, but you can get to that point smply by having yoursdlf chained to a bed; that
keepsyou out of the clutches of your habit but it doesn't exactly qualify you asbeing free of it. Redl
recovery comes later, if at al, and you can be atremendous pain in the asswhile youretrying to attain it,
because you're angry just about dl the time, angry with yoursdlf for having burdened yourself with your
habit and even angrier with the world for wanting you to giveit up, and the anger keeps bubbling out al
thetime. Likelava, sort of. Makesamessfor everybody, especidly yoursdf, until you understand, redly
and truly understand in your bones, that until you want to give it up, nothing's going to happen.



They cam down, though, as the sandwiches hit their bellies. Mattison waits until they've eaten before
he springs the San Dimas thing on them, and to his surprise thereis no enormous amount of griping. The
usua grumblers—Evans, Snow, Blazes M cHynn—do the expectable amount of grumbling, but not a
wholelot, and that'sit. They al would rather go back to the house and watch television, of course, but
somewhere deegp down they know that this volcano businessis actual worthwhile and important stuff,
perhapsthefird timein ther livesthey have ever done anything even remotely worthwhile and important,
and some part of them istickled pink to be out here on the lavafrontier. Hollywood is just adozen miles
west of here, after dl. They dl seethemsalves as charactersin the big volcano movie, heroes and
heroines, riding into battle againgt the evil mongter that's eating L.A. That's how Mattison himsdf fedls
when hel's out here, and he knowsiit's the same for them, maybe even moreintense thanitisfor him,
because he dso has the selfesteem that comes from having made it back out of hisaddiction to thislevel
of recovery, and they don't. Not yet. So they need to be heroesin amovieto fed good about
themsdves

They clean up the lunch mess and Mattison goes back to check hislava dam, which is holding good
and true, and then off they go to San Dimas for whatever isto be required of them there.

To get there they have to travel through the heart of the Zone, the very belly of the beast, the place
whereit dl started.

No. Whereit dl started wasfifty or sxty milesdown in the crust of the earth, and maybe fifty miles
east of where Mattison and his pas are now: out in Riverside County, where the tremendous but hitherto
unknown Lower Y ucaipa Fault had chosen to release its accumul ated tension about sixteen months ago,
sending a powerful shock wave surfaceward that went lalloping through the Southland at anifty 7.6 on
the Richter. The earthquake made a serious mess out of Riverside, Redlands, San Bernardino, and alot
of other places out there in the eastern boondocks, and caused troubles of lesser but not inconsiderable
degree asfar west as Thousand Oaks and the Simi Valley.

Cdlifornians don't enjoy big earthquakes, but they do expect and understand them, and they know
that after you get one you wait for the lights to come back on and then you sweep up the broken
crockery and you cal all your friendsin the affected area as soon as the phones are working so that,
ogtensibly, you can find out if they are okay, but redly so that you can trade horrendous earthquake
stories, and sooner or later the supermarket will reopen and the freeway overpasseswill be repaired and
thingswill get back to normdl.

But this one was alittle different, because the Y ucaipa thing had evidently been so severe afracture
that it had shattered the roof of acolossa and previoudy unsuspected pool of very deep subterranean
gases that had been confined under high pressure for ten or twenty million years, and the gas, bresking
loose like agenie that has been let out of abottle, had taken hold of awhopping big column of molten
magmathat happened to be down there and pushed it toward daylight, causing it to come up right
underneath the San Gabrid Vadley, whichisjust alittle way east of downtown L.A. Y ou expect al kinds
of troublesin L.A.—earthquakes, fires, supid palitics, air pollution, drought, deluges and muddides,
riots—but you don't serioudy expect volcanoes, any more than you expect snow. Vol canoes are stuff for
Hawaii or the Philippines, or southern Italy, or Mexico. But not here, thank you, God. We have our little
problems, sure, but volcanoes are not included on the list.

Now thelig isoneitem longer.

Thefirgt volcano—the only one, so far, that had built ared full-size volcano-style cone for
itself—had popped up at that freeway interchange near Pomona, a couple of days after the big Y ucaipa
earthquake. Firgt there was thunder, never acommon thing in Southern California, and the ground began
to shake, and then it began to puff up, making ablister two or three yards high that sent the freeway
spilling into pieces as though King Kong's big brother had bashed it from below with hisfist, and smoke
and fine dust started to spurt from the ground. After which came ahissing that you could hear asfar avay
as Long Beach, and showers of red-hot stones went flying into the air, a pretty good indication that this
wasn't Smply an aftershock of Y ucaipa. Then came the noxious gases, agust of blue haze that ingtantly
killed half a dozen people who were stlanding around watching; and then athick column of black ash



decorated by flashes of lightning arose; and then, seven or eight hours later, thefirst lavaflow began. The
sky was bright as day dl night long from the bursts of incandescent gas and molten rock that were
coming forth. By the next morning there was agray volcanic cone forty feet high Stting wherethe
interchange had been.

If that had been dl, well, you would watch it on the news for the next few nights, and then the
Federal disaster teamswould come in and the people in the neighborhood would be rel ocated and the
National Geographic would publish an article about the eruption, and somebody would Start aclass
action suit complaining that the governor or the president or somebody had failed to give proper warning
to home buyersthat avolcano situation might develop in Pomona, and the religious craziesin Orange
County would ddliver sermons about Sin and repentance, and after awhile the impacted areawould
become anew tourist attraction, PomonaVolcanic National Park or something like that, and life would
goonintherest of Los Angelesasit dways did once the latest catastrophe had turned into history.

But the Pomonathing was only the beginning.

That great column of magma, rolling upward from the depths of the earth on along dant to the wes,
began breaking through in alot of other places, bursting out like an attack of fiery pimples acrossawide,
vaguely triangular strip bracketed, roughly, on the east by the Orange Freeway, on the north by Las
Tunas Drive and Arrow Highway, on the south by the Pomona Freeway, and on the west by San Gabriel
Boulevard. Within the affected zone anything was likely to happen. V olcanic vents opened in completely
random patterns. Lavaflowsthe sze of smal creekswould crop up in people's garages, or in their living
rooms. Fumaroles would sprout in afront lawn and fill awhole neighborhood with smoke and ash.
Houses suddenly began to rise from the ground as subsurface bulges formed beneath them. A finger of
fierce subterranean heat would whiz dong a street and fry the roots of every tree and shrub in your
garden without harming your house. All thiswould be accompanied by dmost daily earthquakes—not big
ones, just nerve-wracking little jiggles of 3.9 or 4.7 that drove you crazy with fear that something gigantic
was getting ready to follow. Then thingswould be quiet for acouple of weeks; and then they would Start
again, worse than before.

Not al the lava events weretrivid garage-sized ones. A few fissures as big asthree blocks wide
opened and sent broad sheets of molten matter rolling like rivers down main thoroughfares. That was
when the |celanders showed up to give advice about cooling the lavawith hoses. Teamslike Mattison's
were called out to build lava dams, sometimes right across the middle of abig sireet, so that the flow
would back up behind the new rock instead of continuing clear on into the townsto the west—or,
perhaps, into Los Angeles proper, the city itsdlf, still far away and untouched on the other side of the
Golden State Freeway. The dams did thetrick; but they had the unfortunate side effect of walling off the
Zone behind ugly and impassable barriers of solid black basdlt.

Today's route takes Mattison and Company on agrand tour of the entire Zone. Freeway travel isa
joke in these parts once you get anywhere east of Rosemead Boulevard, and there are new lava-created
dead ends dl over the place on the surface Streets, and so it takes real ingenuity, and alot of backing and
filling, to make ashort trip like the one from Arcadiato San Dimas, which once would have been aquick
buzz down the 210 Freeway. Now it's necessary to back-track down Santa Anita around the new
outbreaks on Duarte Road, and then to come up Myrtle in Monroviato the 210, and take the freeway as
far east asit goes before it gets plugged up by last month's uncleared lava, which is not very far down the
road at all; and then comes alot of cockeyed wandering thisway and that on surface Streets, north to
south and north again, through such towns as Duarte and Azusa and Covinaand Glendora, placesthat no
Angeleno ordinarily would be going inamillion years, in order to get to the equaly unknown municipaity
of San Dimas, whichisjust acouple of hops away from Pomona

The landscape becomes more and more hellish, the further east they go.

“Look at al thisshit,” Nicky Herzog keeps saying, over and over. “ Look at it! Thisisfucking
hopeless, you know?We dl ought to give up and move to fucking Sesttle.”

“Rainsdl thetime” says Paul Foust.

“Youlike lavabetter than rain? Y ou like fucking black ashesfdling from the sky?’

“Wedon't give up,” Nadine Doheny says dreamily. “We keep on keeping on. We are grateful for



everything we have”

“Grateful for the volcanoes,” Herzog says, in wonder. “ Grateful for the ashes. Isthat what you
think?’

“Leave her done,” Mattison warns him. Nadine's conversation is made up mostly of recovery
mantras, and that bothers the flippant, sharp-tongued Herzog. But Doheny isright and Herzog, smart as
heis, iswrong. We don't give up. We don't run away. We stand our ground and fight and fight and fight.

Stll and al, the Zone looks awful and even after dl thistime he has not grown used to its
hideousness. There are piles of ashes everywhere, making it seem asif ablack snowfall had hit the area,
and aso, not quite as universaly distributed but neverthel essimpossible to overl ook, little incrustations of
cooled lava, clinging to houses and pavements like some sort of dark fungus. Light dustings of pumice
drift on the breeze. The sky iswhite with accumulated smoke that today's winds have not yet been able
to blow out toward Riverside. Where mgjor fires have burned, whole blocks of rubble pockmark the
scene.

Thetruck hasto detour around al sorts of lesser obstacles: spatter cones, and smdll hills of tephra,
lapilli and cinders and lava bombs and other forms of gected volcanic junk, et cetera, et cetera.
Occasondly they pass an active fumarole that's enthusiastically bel ching smoke. Around it, Mattison
knows, are piles of dead bugs, ankle-deep, killed by gusts of live steam or poisonous vapors. The
fumaroles are surrounded also by broad swaths of mud that somehow have been flung up around their
rims, often quite colorful mud &t that, green or pink or red from alum deposits, bright yellow where sulfur
crystals abound. Sometimes the yellow islaced with streaks of orange or blue, and sometimes, where the
mud isvery blue, it is splotched in ahighly decorative way by acrust of rich chestnut-brown.

“It'slikefaryland, isn't it?” Mary Maude Gulliver criesout, suddenly. “It'slike something out of
Tolkien!”

“Crazy hooer,” Lenny Prochaskamuitters. “I'd like to give you afairyland, you hooer.”

Mattison shushes him. He smilesat Mary Maude. It's hard to see thisplace asafairyland, al right,
but Mary Maude isone of akind. Give her credit for accentuating the positive, anyway.

Asde from the minerd incrugtationsin the mud, the Zone shows color where the ground itself has
been cooked by the heat of some intense outbreak from below. That ranges from orange and brick red
through bright cherry red to purple and black, with somelively stresks of blue. But this show of color is
the only trace of what might be called beauty anywhere around. Every building is stained with mud and
ash. There are hardly any live trees or garden plantsto be seen, just blackened trunks with shriveled
leaves Hill hanging from the branches.

There aren't many people dill living in these neighborhoods. Most of those who could afford it have
packed up dl their worldly possessions and had them carted off to new homes outside the Zoneand, ina
good many cases, outsde the State altogether. A lot of those at the very bottom of the income ladder
have cleared out also, moving to the new Federal relocation camps that have been set up in downtown
L.A., Vaencia Mojave, the Angeles National Forest, and anyplace else where there was no irate
householders association to take out an injunction againg it. The remaining resdents of the Zone, mainly,
are the lower-middle-income people, the ones who haven't yet lost their houses but couldn't afford to hire
moving companies and aren't quite poor enough to qualify for the camps. They are till squatting here,
grimly guarding their meager homes againgt looters, and hoping againgt hope that the next round of lava
outbreaks will happen on any street but their own.

Just how desperate some of these people are getting is something Mattison discovers when the
truck’s erratic route around the various obstacles takes it through a badly messed-up segment of abarrio
somewhere between Azusa and Covinaand they see some kind of pagan religious sacrifice under way in
the middle of afour-way intersection, where the pavement has begun to bulge dightly and show signs of
imminent buckling as gas pressure builds from below. Flat dabs of blue-black lava have been piled upin
the crosswalk to form asort of crude, ragged-edged dtar that has been surrounded by boughs torn from
nearby trees.

What isevidently a priest—but not any sort of Catholic priest; his dark face is painted with green and
red stripes and heiswearing a brilliant Aztec-looking costume, bright festhers and strips of fur al over



it—is standing atop the dtar, grasping a gleaming butcher-knifein hishand. The dtar is stained with
blood, and more is about to be added to it, because two other men in less gaudy ouitfits than the priest's
are a hissde, holding forth to him awildly fluttering chicken. Assorted pigs, sheep, and birds are lined
up back of the dtar, waiting their turn. In awider circle around the Site are perhaps fifty shabbily dressed
men, women, and children, silent, stony-faced, holding hands and dowly, rhythmicaly stamping their feet.

The nature of the thing that istaking place hereis utterly obviousright avay to everyone aboard the
Citizens Service House truck. Even o, it isn't dways easy to believe the evidence of your eyes when you
see something like this. Mattison staresin shock and disbdlief, wondering whether they have dipped
through some time-fault and have dropped down into an ancient era, primitive and barbaric. But no, no,
prosaic evidence of the modern century can be seen on every side, lampposts, store fronts, billboards.
It'sjust what's going on in the middle of the street that is S0 exceedingly strange.

“Holy fucking shit,” Buck Randegger says. Hesaformer highway construction worker who has been
substance-free about four months and is, much like thislavadtar, still plenty rough around the edges. “|
thought the fucking Mexicansin this town were supposed to be Chrigtians, for Christ's sake.”

“Weare,” Annette Perez telshimicily. “And aso other things, when we have to be. Sometimes both
a thesametime.” The butcher-knife descendsin afierce arc, the newly headless chicken flapsitswings
insandly, the crowd of worshipers jumps up and down and cries out three timesin ahigh-pitched ecstatic
way, and Randegger expresses his disgust and amazement at the whole weird pagan scenewith a
maximum of pungency and aminimum of political correctness. For amoment it looks asthough Perez is
going to jump at him, and Mattison gets ready to intervene, but she smply shoots Randegger ablack
glareand says, “If thiswas your neighborhood, carajo, and you had agod, wouldn't you want to ask
him to stop thisshit?’

“With pigs? With sheep?”’

“With whatever would do it,” she says.

Gibbons, meanwhile, is backing the truck out of the intersection, since the assembled congregation
now isstaring at them asthough their presence hereis quite unwelcome and it seems manifestly not a
good ideato try to drive any closer. Mattison, taking one last look over his shoulder, seesasmal pig
being led up the Sde of the dtar. Thetruck swings|eft at the first corner, then takes the next right and
right again, which bringsit around to the far Sde of the Site of the ceremony in the same moment asalittle
earthquake goesrippling through the vicinity, 3.5 or S0, just enough to make the gaunt blackened palm
treesthat line the Sreet sart swaying. The worshipersin the intersection behind them glower and point a
thetruck asit regppears, and begin to scream and yd| furioudy and shake thelr fists, and then Mattison
hears some popping sounds.

“Hit thegas,” hetdls Gibbons over hissuit radio. “They're shooting a us.”

Gibbons speeds up. The street ahead is carpeted with alayer of loose ash maybe two feet deep, but
Gibbons ploughs through it anyway, sending up swirling black clouds that make everybody on the open
deck closetheface-plates of their suitsin ahurry. Beyond the ash isa stretch of crunchy cindersand
other sorts of tephra, so that they al grab hold of each other and hang on tight as the truck clanks and
jounces onward, and then alittle newly congedled lavain the road makes the ride even rougher; but after
that the street turns normal again for awhile and they can relax, as much relaxation as may be possble
while you ride in an open truck through territory that no longer looks like just a suburb of Hell, but the
Devil's own back yard.

There have been repested outbreaks of tectonic activity here before, early on in the criss—that much
is obvious from the burned-out houses and the black crusts of old lava everywhere and the ashen
landscape—but something new and big is apparently getting ready to happen. The ky hereis dead white
from thick upwellings of steam and sulfurous fumes, except where the fumes are coa black. Streaks of
lightning keep jumping around and the ground trembles continuoudy, asif anon-stop earthquakeis going
on. The sdewaks are warped and bulging in many places and some little red tongues of lava can be seen
beginning to ooze from cracks in the pavement. Every few minutesadull distant boom can be heard, a
muffled sound that definitely getsyour attention, something like the fart of adinosaur that might be
sauntering around afew blocks away.



Three or four weary-looking fire crews and some Guardsmen are dowly taking up positionsin the
street and getting their gear into order; some of the biggest pumps Mattison has ever seen have dready
been hauled into place for the lava-cooling work; police hdlicopters are whirling overhead, booming
down ordersto whatever remaining population may gtill beliving here to evacuate the areaat once. Itisa
truly precarious scene. Mattison is ever so happy that he traded the horrors of substance abuse for the
privilege of vigting placeslikethis.

The samething is occurring to some of his companions, evidently. Blazes McHynn lays his hand on
Mattison's right arm and says, “I didn't Sign on for any goddamned suicide missions, Matty. Let me off
thisfucking truck right now.”

“Letyou off?” Mattison saysmildly.

“Fucking A. | want out, thisvery minute.”

Mattison sighs. McHynn always makes trouble, sooner or later; if only Mattison had known that this
San Dimas operation was going to be tacked on to the day's outing, he probably would have opted to
leave McHynn behind at the outset. McFlynn s, of al goofy things, abombed-out circus acrobat and
pens oned-off movie stunt man, strong as atow-truck winch, who over the course of time has found relief
from stressin awhole smorgasbord of addictive substances and now—nhaving very badly broken hisleg
while winning amoronic barroom bet that involved jumping off the top of abuilding, thereby acquiring a
severelimp that makesit hard for him to practice elther of his profess ons—draws generous
compensation pay from avariety of governmental sources while undergoing one of his periodic spells of
detoxification and Citizens Service. Hisfirst nameisactudly Gerard, but if you cal him anything but
Blazes he will react unpleasantly. Heisthe only man in the house whom Mattison in his pre-sober state
would have fdt any reticence about decking, for McHynn, though some five inches shorter than
Mattison, is probably just about as dangerousin afight, gimpy leg and dl.

“Areyou saying,” Mattison asks him once more, “that you don't want to take part in the current
operation?’

“Thewhole street isgoing to blow any minute.”

“Maybe so. That'swhy were here, to get things under control if it does. Y ou want to walk back
from hereto Silver Lake? Y ou think you'll catch abus, maybe, or phone for a cab? The option of your
departing this operation smply does not exist at this moment, okay, McHynn?” McHynn triesto say
something, but Mattison talks right over him, although keeping hisvoice mild, mild, mild, as he has been
taught to do dl the time when addressing the inmates, no matter what the provocation. “Y ou find this
work not to your liking, well, when you get your cowardly ass back to the house tonight you can tell
Donnathat you don't want to do volcano work any more, and shelll take you off thelist. Y ou aren't any
fucking prisoner, you understand? Y ou don't have to do this stuff against your will and in fact you are
perfectly free, if you like, to pack up and leave the house tomorrow and go back to your favorite
substance, for that matter. But not today. Today you work for me, and we work in San Dimas.”

McHFlynn, who surely was aware when he began complaining that this was where the discusson was
going to end, isjust starting to crank up a disgruntled and obscene capitul ation when Gibbons says, over
the radio from the truck cab, “Volcano Central wants usto start setting up the pump, Matty. Satellite
scan says there's alava bulge about to blow two blocks east of us down Bonita Avenue, which isthe big
street straight in front of us, and we're supposed to dam it up as soon asit comes our way.” So they are
going to beright on the front line, thistime. Fine, Mattison thinks. Hot diggety damn.

They al get off thetruck, and sedl up their suits, and set about getting ready to ded with the
oncoming eruption.

Because the pump they will be using thistimeisajumbo job, just about the biggest one Maitison has
ever worked with, he designates not only Prochaska and Hawks, once again, for the pumping crew, but
aso Clyde Snow and Blazes McHynn, who will be up front not only because he's strong but also
because Mattison wants to keep a close eye on him. In any case Mattison's going to need al the
muscle-power he can get when it becomes necessary to swing that big rig around to keep the shifting lava
penned up. He puts the generaly reliable Paul Foust in charge of the controls that operate the pump itsalf.



The ret-—Randegger, Eisenstein, Herzog, Evans, and the three women, Doheny and Perez and
Gulliver—Mattison deploys at various points dong the line to the standpipe, so that they can keep the
hose from getting tangled and cope with any other interruptions to the flow of water that might arise.

Everybody isin place none too soon. Because just asthe signd arrives from the rear that the water
connection has been made, there comes an all too familiar bellowing and groaning from the next block, as
though a giant with a bad bellyache is about to cut loose, and then Mattison hears five sharp heavy grunts
in succession, oof oof oof oof oof, followed by an eerie crackling sound, and suddenly the air isfull of
fire

It'slike one of the Y dlowstone geysers, except that what isbeing flung upisalot of tiny bits of hot
lavariding on aplume of bluish steam, and for a couple of momentsit'simpossble to see morethan a
few feet in front of your face-plate. Then there is one single booming sound, not muffled at al but sharp
and hard, and the bluish geyser of steam in front of them triples or quadruplesin height in about half a
second, and the pavement ripples beneath their feet as though an earthquake has happened precisdy in
this spot. Mattison comprehends that there has been aterrific explosion avery short way down the block
and they are al about to be hurled sky-high, or maybe are aready on their way up to the stratosphere
and just haven't had time to react yet.

But they aren't. What has happened is that an underground gas pocket has blown its head off, yes,
but it has doneit in one single clean whoosh and dl the pent-up junk that is being released has taken off
for Mars as a coherent unit, the steam and mud and lava bits and whatnot rising straight up and vanishing,
clearing the air beautifully behind it. A couple of goodsized lavabombs go soaring past them, fizzing like
fireworks, and come down with thick plopping thunks somewhere not far away, but they don't seemto
do any damage; and then things are quiet, pretty much. Thewhole blurry geyser that was spewing straight
up in front of them is gone, the ground they are ganding on is till intact, and they can see again.

Maittison has just about enough time to redlize that he has survived the explosion when he registers
theforce of aninrush of coal air that's swooping in from al sidesto fill the gap where the geyser had
been. It isn't strong enough to knock anybody down, but it does make you want to brace yoursdlf pretty
good.

And then comesthe hest; and &fter it, the lavaflow.

The heat is awesome. Mattison's suit catches most of it, but enough of the surge getsthrough his
insulation so that he has no doubt at dl about itsintengity. It iswhat he calsfirgt-rush heet: the
subterranean magma mass has been cooking whatever deposits of air have surrounded it down there,
and dl that hot air, having had no place to go, has gone on getting hotter and hotter. Now it al comes
glesfully zooming out at once. Mattison recoils involuntarily asthough he has been belted by aninvisible
figt, seadieshimsdf, straightens up, looks around to check up on his companions. They're all okay.

Thelava, having busted through the pavement at last, follows right on the heels of that hot blast. A
glowing red-orange river of it, maybe two or three feet deep, flowing down the middle of the Street,
taking the line of least resistance between the buildings asit headsin their direction.

“Hose!” Mattison yells. “Pump! Hit it, you bozos, hit it right down front!”

The lavais moving faster than Mattison would prefer, but not so fast that they need to retreat, at least
not yet. It's actualy three separate streams, each runnel six to eight feet wide, traveling in parallel paths
and occasiondly overlapping in abraided flow before separating again. The surface of each flow isfairly
viscous from its exposure to the cool air, darker than what's below and showing irregular bulges and
lobes and puckerings, which break open now and then to reveal the bright red stuff that liesjust
underneath. Here and there, narrow arcs of dark congealed lavarise above the stream at sharp angles
like deek fins, making it seem asthough lava sharks are swimming swiftly downstream through the fiery
torrent.

Asthe water from their big nozzle hitsthe first onrush of the flow, ascum of cooling lava gtartsto
form almost instantly atop the middle stream. Thefront of it beginsto change color and texture,
thickening and turning gray and wrinkled, like an eephant's hide.

“That'sit!” Mattison tellshismen. “Keep hitting it there! Smack inthe middle, guys!”

Thewater boilsright off, naturaly, and within momentsthey are able to see nothing in front of them



once again except awal of sseam. Thisisthe most dangerous moment, Mattison knows: if the
lava—pushed toward them by whatever giant fist of gasis shoving it from bel ow—should suddenly
increaseits uptake velocity, he and hiswhole team could be engulfed by it before they knew what was
happening to them. For the next few minutesthey'll be fighting blind against the oncoming lavaflow, with
nothing to guide them about its speed and position but Mattison's own perceptions of fluctuationsin its
hest.

The hest, a the moment, isreally something. Not asfierce asit had been in thefirst ingtant of the
breakout, no, but powerful enough to tax the cooling systems of their lava suits practicaly to their limits.
It fedslike asolid wall, that heat: Mattison imaginesthat if he leaned forward againgt it, it would hold him
up. But he knows that it won't; and he knows, a0, that if things get much hotter they will have to back
off.

What heistrying to doisto build log-shaped strips of solidified lava aong the front of the row,
perpendicular to the line of movement. These will dow its advance as the fresh Stuff piles up behind them.
Then he can raise the angle of the hoses and start pumping the water upward to form larger blocks of
lava, which hewill eventudly link to create hisdam. And intime hewill have buried thelive lavaat its
source, entombing it beneath alittle mountain of newly created rock and thus throttling the upwelling
atogether.

Thetheory isanice one. But in practice there usudly are problems, because the lava, unlike your
averageriver, tendsto advance at a peed that varies from moment to moment, and you can build a
lovely little log-jam or even some good-sized retainer blocks and neverthel ess a sudden fast-moving spurt
of molten stuff will spill right over the top and head your way, and thereis nothing you can do then but
drop your hoses and run like hell, hoping that the lavaisn't traveling faster than you are.

Or dse, as Mattison knows dl too well, your dam will work very effectively to hat thelavainits
present path—thereby inducing it to take up adifferent path that will send it rolling off toward some il
undamaged freeway or gtill unruined houses, or maybe pouring down a hillside into another community
entirely. When you see something like that happening, you need to move your whole operation around at
a90-degree angleto itself and start building a second dam, not so easy to do when you are operating
with two-ton pumps.

Here, just now, everything isgoing sweetly so far. It's atough business because of the extreme hest,
but they are holding their own and even managing to achieve something. They have been ableto maintain
themselves at a distance of about half ablock from the front edge of the lava flow without the need to
retreat, and Mattison can see, whenever the steam thins out a bit, that the color of the lavaaong the edge
is beginning to turn from gray to acomforting black, the black of solid basdt. A pump crew from some
other Citizens Service House has arrived, Mattison has been told, and is building a second lavadam on
the opposite side of the breakout. Thefire crews are at work in the adjacent blocks, hosing down the
gructuresthat were ignited by theinitia geyser of lavafragments.

If visibility stays good, if the water supply holds out, if the pump doesn't bresk down, if thelava
doesn't pull any velocity surprises, if some randomly escaping gobbet of hot rock doesn't go flying a
them through the air and melt one of the hoses, if thereisn't some new eruption right under their feet, or
maybe an earthquake, if this, if that—well, then, maybe they'll be able to knock off in another hour or
two and head back to the house for some well-earned rest.

Maybe.

But things are beginning to change allittle, now. Thelavais penned up nicely in the middle but the
bulk of the flow has shifted to the right-hand stream and that one is gaining in depth and velocity. That
brings up the ugly possibility that Mattison's dam is achieving diversion instead of containment, and is
about to send the entire flow, which has been traveling thus far from west to eadt, off in asoutherly
direction.

Volcano Centra is monitoring the whole thing by satdllite, and somebody back there calsthe
problem to Mattison's atention via his suit radio about a fifteenth of asecond after he discoversit for
himsdlf. “ Start moving your equipment to the right side of your dam,” Volcano Centrd says. “ There's
danger now that the lavawill gart rolling south down San Dimas Avenue into Bonelli County Park, where



itll take out the Puddingstone Reservoir, and maybe keep on going south until it cuts the San Bernardino
Freeway in haf on thefar sde of the park. A piece of the 210 Freeway will aso be at risk down there.”

The street and park names mean nothing to Mattison—he has never been anywhere near San Dimas
beforein hislife—and he can form only ahazy picture of the specific geography from what Volcano
Centrd istelling him. But dl that mattersisthat theresapark, areservoir, and an apparently undamaged
dretch of freaway to the south of here, and his beautifully constructed lava dam has succeeded in tipping
the flow toward those very things, and he has to hustle now to correct the Situation.

“All right, everybody, listen up,” he announces. “We're making a 90-degree shift in operations.”

Easier said than done, of course. The hoseswill have to be decoupled and dragged to new hydrants,
the massive pump hasto be swung around, the trgectory of the water stream hasto be
recalibrated—nor will the lava stand sill while they are doing al these things. It'sachallenge, but stuff like
thisis meat and potatoes to Mattison, the fundamenta nutritive agent out of which hisrecovery isbeing
built. He starts giving the orders; and his poor battered bedraggled team of ex-abusers, ex-homelesses,
ex-burglars, ex-muggers, ex-whores, ex-this, ex-that, dl of it bad, swings gamely into action, because
thisispart of their recovery too.

But in the middle of the process of moving the pump, Blazes McHynn steps back, folds hisarms
across the chest of hislavasuit, and says, “ Coffee break.”

Mattison stares at him increduloudy. “What the fuck did you say?’

“Timeout, iswhat | said. Y ou think it'sasnap, hauling this monster around? I'mtired. I'm acrippled
man, Matty. | got to st down for awhile and take a breather.”

“Thelavaischanging direction. Theré'sapark and areservoir and afreeway in the path of danger

“S0?7" McHynn says. “What's that mean to me?’

Mattison is so astonished that for amoment he can't speak. If thisisajoke, it'sadamn lousy one. He
needs McHynn badly, and McFlynn hasto know that. Flabbergasted, Mattison gapes and gesturesin
helpless pantomime.

McFlynn says, “Not my park. Not my freeway. | don't even know where the fuck we are right now.
But my bad leg is aching like aholy son of abitch and | want to Sit down and rest and that's that.”

“I'll 9t you down, dl right,” Mattison says, recovering hisvoicefindly. “I'll St you downinsdea
volcano, you obstreperous lazy son of abitch. I'll drop you in on your head.” He knowsthat heis not
supposed to speak to the inmates thisway, and that everybody elseislistening in and someoneis bound
to talk and he will very likely be reprimanded later on by Donna, but he can't help himsdlf. He doesn't
pretend to be asaint and McFlynn's sudden rebellion has pissed him off almost to the breaking point.
Almost. What he redlly would like to do now is put one hand under McHynn'sleft armpit and one hand
under the right one and pick him up and carry him to the lava and dangle his feet over the fiery-hot flow
for amoment and then let go.

Very likely that is exactly what Mattison would have tried to do two years ago, if he and McHynn
had found themselvesin this Stuation two years ago; but it is ameasure of the progress he has been
making that he merely fantasizes tossng McHynn into thelava, now, ingtead of actualy doingit. The
fantasy isso vivid that for adizzy moment he believesthat heisactualy doing it, and he getsasavage
rush of glee from the menta spectacle of McHynn disgppearing, melting away as he goes under, into the
blazing river of molten magma

But actudly doing it would be extremely poor procedura technique. And also McHynn is not exactly
aweekling and Mattison isaware that he might find himsdlf involved in anon-trivid fight if hetries
anything. Mattison has never logt afight in hislife, but it is sometime since he has been in one, and he
may be out of practice; and in any case theré's no time now, with the lava about to overflow hisdam, to
fuck around getting into fights with people like Blazes McHynn.

So what he does, instead, isturn his back on McFlynn, swallowing the rest of what he would like to
say and do to him, and indicate to Prochaska, Hawks, and Snow, who have been watching the whole
disputein slence, that they will haveto finish moving the pump without McHynn's help. They dl know
what that means, that M cHynn has shafted them thoroughly by dumping his share of this tremendousjob



on their shoulders, and they arerighteoudy angry. A certain amount of venting occurs, which Mattison
decidesit would be best to permit. Hawkstells McHynn that hel's a fucking goof-off and Prochaska says
something guttural and probably highly uncomplimentary in what is probably Czech, and even Snow, not
famousfor hard work himself, gives McFlynn the hand-across-bent-forearm chop. M cHynn doesn't
seem to give adamn. He replies to the whole bunch of them with an upthrust finger and alazy,
contemptuous smirk that makes Maittison think that the next event is going to be a crazy free-for-al; but
no, no, they al ostentatioudy turn their backs on him too and continue the job of guiding the pump
toward its new position.

It'samiserably hard job. The pump ison awheeled carriage, sure, but it isn't designed to be moved
inan arc as narrow asthis, and they redly have to bust their humpsto swing it into its new position. The
men, clumsy within their bulky suits, grunt and groan and gasp asthey bend and push. Maittison, who as
the biggest and strongest of the group has taken up the key position, can fed things popping in hisarms
and shoulders as he puts hiswhole weight into the job. And dl the while McFlynn standsto one side,
watching.

The pump is more than hdfway into place when McHynn comes limping over asthough he has
gracioudy decided that he will join them in the work after all.

“Wadll, look who's here,” says Hawks. *Y ou fucking son of abitch.”

“Can| be of any assstance?” McHynn saysgrandly.

Hetriesto take up aposition against the side of the pump carriage between Hawks and Prochaska.
Hawks turns squardly toward M cHynn and seemsto be thinking about throwing a punch at him.
Mattison, who has been worried about this possibility since McHynn made his announcement, poises
himself to step in, but Hawks gets his anger under control just in time. Muttering to himself, he turns back
in Prochaskas direction. Thereis just enough room for McHynn to shove hisway in between Hawks
and Mattison. He braces himsalf and puts his shoulder against the carriage, making abig show of
throwing al his strength into the task.

“Hey, be careful not to strain yourself, now!” Mattison telshim.

“Fuck you, Matty,” McHynn sayssulkily. “That'sal | haveto say, just fuck you.”

“Yourewelcome,” says Mattison, aswith the aid of McFlynn's added strength they finally manageto
finish swinging the big pump around and lock it on itstrack.

The men step back from it, wheezing, sucking in bresth after their heavy exertions. But the incident
isn't over. Prochaska goes up to McHynn and says something else to him in the harsh language that
Mattison assumes is Czech. McFlynn gives Prochaska the finger again. Maybe there's going to be afight
after al. No. They are content to glare, it seems. Maittison glances a McHynn and sees, through the
face-plate of hissuit, that the expression on McHynn's face has become unexpectedly complicated. He
looks defiant but maybe just alittle shamefaced too. An attack of conscience? A bit of guilt over his
stupid dereliction kicking in at last, now that McFlynn redlizes that he actualy was needed badly just now
and fucked everybody over by crapping out? Better |ate than never, Mattison figures.

Prochaska dill isn't finished letting McHynn know what he thinks of him, though: hethrowsina
couple of harsh new Savic expletives, and McFynn, who probably has no more of an idea of what
Prochaskais saying to him than Maitison does, dourly gives him back some muttered thregts salted with
the standard Anglo-Saxonisms.

Things are sarting to get alittle out of hand, Mattison thinks. He needs to do something, athough
he's not sure what. But he has alavaflow to worry about, first.

Thelava, infact, isgetting alittle out of hand also. Not that it has started to flow in any serious way
toward Whatchamacdllit Park and Whozis Reservoir, not yet. A thin little eddy of it has begun to dribble
off that way over the right-hand edge of Mattison's dam, but nothing significant. The main flow is il
traveling from east to west. Thered problem isthat new flows are starting to emerge from the ground
alongside the original source, and there are now Six or seven streamsinstead of three. Red gleams are
showing through the gray and black of the dam in anumber of places, indicating that the hot new lavais
finding itsway between sections of the hardened stuff. That means that what is coming out now isthinner



than before.

Thin lavamovesfagter than thick lava. Sometimesit can move very fast. The direction of the flow
can get alittle unpredictable, too.

The pumpisin placein its new location and ready to start throwing water, but it needsto have the
water, firgt. Mattison is till waiting for confirmation that the hoses behind him have been moved and
hooked to different hydrants. He can see Nicky Herzog a short distance down one of the Side streetsto
his right, knedling next to a section of thick hose as he fumbles around with a connector.

“Arewe okay?’ Mattison asks him.

“Just about reedy,” Herzog replies. He straightens up and beginsto give the hand signd indicating
that the water lineis completdy set up. But suddenly Herzog seemsto freeze in place, and starts swinging
around jerkily in avery odd way, going from side to sde from the waist up without moving hislegsat dl.
Also he has begun flinging hisarmsrigidly above his head, one a atime, asthough heis suddenly getting
tickled by an eectric current.

For amoment Mattison can't figure out what's going on. Then he seesthat the rightmost lava stream,
the one that had aready begun to escape alittle from the dam, has been joined by one of the newer and
thinner streams and has grestly increased in volume and velocity. It has changed direction, too, and is
running straight a Herzog in agreat hurry, traveling a him in two prongs separated by agreen Toyota
utility van that somebody has abandoned in the middle of the Strest.

Herzogisin thedirect line of theflow, and he knowsit, and heis scared Slly.

Mattison seesimmediately that Herzog has a couple of choices that make some sense. He could go
to hisleft, which would involve adightly scary jump of about three feet over the lesser prong of the new
lava stream, and take refuge in an dleyway that looks likely to be secure againgt the immediate trgectory
of the stream because there are brick buildings on either side of it. Or he could smply turn around and
run like hell down the street hel'sin, hoping to outleg the advancing flow, which is moving swiftly but
maybe not quite as swiftly as he could manage to go. Both of these options have certain risks, but each of
them holds out the possibility of survivd, too.

Unfortunately Herzog, though a quick-witted enough fellow when it comesto sarcastic quips and
insults, or to laying out amillion-dollar sory linefor some movie-studio executive, isfundamentaly a
cludesslittle yutz asfar as most normal aspects of life are concerned, and in his panic he makes ayutzy
decison. Apparently Herzog perceivesthe Toyotaas an idand of safety inthe middle of al this madness,
and, breaking at last from his paralysis, he jumps the wrong way across a segment of the narrower lava
stream and with aberserk outlay of energy pulls himself up onto the hood of the green van. From there
he clambers desperately to the Toyotas roof and beginsto emit agodawful frightened caterwauling,
high-pitched and strident, like an automobile burglar darm that won't turn off.

What he has achieved by thisisto strand himsdlf in the middle of the lavaflow. Maybe he expects
that Mattison will now cal in apolice helicopter to lower arope ladder to him, the way they would do in
amovie, but there are no hdlicoptersin the vicinity just now, and the lava that surroundsthe Toyotaisn't
any specid effect, ether: it'safast-flowing stream of actual red-hot molten magma, a couple of thousand
degreesin temperature, which iswidening and widening and very soon will be lapping up againg the
Toyotaswhedls on both sides. At that point the Toyotais going to melt right down into the lavastream
and Nicky Herzog isgoing to die aquick but very unpleasant degth.

Mattison doesn't like the idea of losing amember of his crew, even a shithead like Herzog. He knows
that his crew ismade up entirely of shitheads, himsalf included, and the fact that Herzog is a shitheed
does not invaidate him as ahuman being. Too much of the human race fdlsinto the shithead category,
Mattison redlizes. If nobody in the world ever lifted afinger to save shitheads from their own
shitheadedness, then amost everybody would bein trouble. He himsdlf, as Mattison is only too
thoroughly aware, would till be compulsively cruising the bars dong Wilshire and waking up the next
morning under somebody's carport in Venice or SantaMonica. So he resolved some time back, quite
early in his sobriety, to do whatever he could to help the shitheads of the world overcome their
shitheadedness, sarting with himsalf but extending even unto the likes of McHynn and Herzog.

Neverthdess, Mattison ishelplessin thisingtance. Heis cut off from Herzog now by the larger of the



two lavaflows and he doesn't see adamned thing that he can do by way of rescuing himintime. A
couple of minutes ago, maybe, yes, but now there's no chance. Even with an armored suit on, he can't
just wade through a stream of hot fresh lava. Heis going to have to stand right where heis and watch
Herzog mdt.

All of thisanalys's, the 9zing up of the somber Stuation and the arriving at the melancholy conclusion,
has taken about 2.53 seconds. Roughly 1.42 seconds later, while Mattison is still glumly making his
peace with the ideathat Herzog is screwed, alava-suited figure unexpectedly appearsin the Street where
Herzog istrapped, emerging from the alleyway into which Herzog had failed to flee, and calls out,
extending hisarmsto the terrified man on top of the van, “ Jump! Jump!” And, when Herzog does
nothing, ydlsagan, angrily, “Come on, you prick, jump! I'll catch you!”

Mattison isn't sure at first who the man who has come out of the dleyway is. Everybody looks
basicdly like everybody e seinsde alavasuit, and it's not too easy to distinguish one voice from another
over the suit radios, either. Mattison glances around, taking aquick inventory of his crew. Hawks right
here, yes, and Prochaska, yes—

Can it be Clyde Snow who is out there by the mouth of that alleyway? No. No. Snow isright over
there, on the far sde of the pump carriage. So it has to be Blazes McHynn who at this very moment is
standing dmogt at the edge of adiabolically hot stream of lavaand stretching his arms out toward the
gibbering and wailing Nicky Herzog. McHynn, yes, who has found some sort of detour between the
adjacent buildings and made hisway as closeto the Toyotaasit is possible to get. Incredible, Mattison
thinks. Incredible.

“Jump, will you, you nitwit faggot?’ McHynn roars once more. “I can't day here thewholefucking
day!”
And Herzog jumps.

He doesit with the same grace and panache with which he has handled most other aspects of hislife,
coming down in McHynn's approximate direction with his body bent in some crazy corkscrew position
and hisarms and legsflaling wildly. McFlynn managesto grab one arm and one leg as Herzog sailsby
him heading nose-firg for the lava, and hangs on to him. But, dight asHerzog is, the force of hisjump is
S0 great and the angle of his descent is so cockeyed that the impact on McHynn causes the bigger man
to stagger and spin around and begin to topple. Mattison, watching in horror, comprehends at once that
McHynnisgoing to fal forward into the lava stream il holding Herzog in hisarms, and both men are
goingto die.

McHynn doesn't fal, though. He takes one ponderous lurching step forward, so that hisleft legisno
more than afew inches from the edge of the lava stream, and |leans over bending amost double so that
that leg accepts hisfull weight, and Herzog'sweight aswell. McHynn's | eft leg, Mattison thinks, isthe
broken one, the one that is bent permanently outward after the seventy-nine-cent job of setting it that was
donefor him at the county hospital. McHynn stands there leaning out and down for avery long moment,
regaining hisbaance, adjusting to his burden, getting a better grip on Herzog. Then, straightening up and
tilting himsdlf backward, McHynn pivots on hisgood leg and swingshimsef around ina
hundred-and-eighty-degree arc and goes tottering off triumphantly into the alleyway with Nicky Herzog's
inert form draped over his shoulder.

Mattison has never seen anything likeit. Herzog can't weigh more than a hundred forty pounds, but
the suit adds maybe fifty, Sxty pounds more, and McHlynn, though six feet tall and stockily built,
probably weighs two-ten tops. And hasagimpy leg, no bullshit there, agenuinely damaged limb on
which he hasjust taken dl of Herzog'sweight asthe little guy came plummeting down from that Toyota.
It must have been some circus-acrobat trick that McHynn used, Mattison decides, or else one of his
stunt-man gimmicks, because there was no other way that he could have pulled the trick off. Mattison,
big and strong as he is and with both his legsintact, doubts that even he would have been able to manage
it.

McHynnis coming around the far side of the pump carriage now, no longer carrying Herzog in his
arms but amply dragging him dong like alimp doll. McHynn'sface-plate is open and Mattison can see
that his eyes are shining like amadman's—the adrenaline rush, no doubt—and his cheeks are flushed and



glossy with sweet. It'sthelook of the hero coming back in glory from atremendous victory. McHynn's
heroism isbullshit, Mattison knows: it'sjust the next scene in McHlynn's private movie. But you live out
your movie long enough and it goes red on you. Herzog was going to get killed and, thanksto McHynn,
hewasn't. That'sredl.

“Here,” McHynn says, and dumps Herzog down practically at Mattison'sfeet. “1 thought the dumb
asshole was going to wait forever to make the jump.”

“Hey, nicegoing,” Mattison says, grinning. He bals up hisfigt and clips McHynn lightly onthe
forearm with it, agesture of solidarity and companionship, one big man to another. McHynn'sfaceis
aglow with the true redemptive gleam. That must have been why he did it, Mattison thinks: to cover over
the business about refusing to help move the pump. Well, whatever. McFlynnisatotd louse, a
completely deplorable son of abitch, but that was still ahell of athing to have done. “1 thought you had
gone off on your coffee break,” Mattison says.

“Fuck you, Matty,” McFlynn tells him, and shambles avay to one side.

Herzog is conscious, or approximately so, but he looks dazed. Maitison yanks his face-plate open,
sngps hisfingersin front of hisnose, getshim to open hiseyes.

“Go over to thetruck and St down,” Mattison orders him. “Chill out for awhile. Tell Ned Eisenstein
| want him to check you out. Y ou're off duty.”

“Yeah,” saysHerzog vagudy. “Yeah. Yeah.”

And give yoursdlf acouple of good shots of bourbon to calm yourself down whileyou'ret it,
Mattison thinks, but of course does not say. Christ, he wouldn't mind alittle of that himself, just now. It
is, however, not an available option.

“All right,” he says, looking around at Hawks, Prochaska, Snow, and a couple of the others, Foust
and Nadine Doheny, who have come up from the rear linesto see what's going on. “Where were we,
now?’

The hose line that Herzog had been supervising has been obliterated by the new lava stream, of
course, and the Toyota van is up to its door-handles now in lavatoo. But there are other hose lines
coming in from other streets, and they till have adam to build before they can cal it aday.

Mattison is getting alittle tired, now, after dl the stuff with McHynn and then with Herzog, but he can
fed himsdlf garting to function on automatic pilot. Groggily but with complete confidence he getsthe
water running again, and cuts through another handy alley so that he can set up a second line of lavalogs
aong the new front, about thirty feet south of the Toyota. It takes about fifteen minutes of fast maneuvers
and fancy dancing to choke it off entirely.

Then he can devote his attention to building the larger dam, the one that will contain thiswhole mess
and shove the lavaback onitself before it does any more damage. Maitison plods back and forth amost
like adeepwaker, giving ordersin an increasingly raspy voice, telling people to move hoses around and
change the throwing angle of the pump, and they do what he sayslike deepwakersthemsaves. Thishas
been avery long day. They don't usualy do two jobs the same day, and Mattison means to have Donna
DiStefano say something to the Citizens Service administrators when he gets back.

Big ragged-edged blocks of black stone are forming now &l across the middle of the street and
curving around toward the south where the runaway lava stream had been. So the thing is pretty well
under control. By now another team of Citizens Service people has arrived, and Mattison figuresthat if
heisastired asheis, then the othersin his crew, who don't have his superhuman physica endurance and
are il hampered to some degree by the medica aftereffects of their recently overcome bad habits, must
be about ready to drop. Hetells Barry Gibbonsthat he would like him to request permission from
Volcano Centrd to withdraw. It takes Gibbons about five minutesto get through—V olcano Central must
be having one whacko busy day—»buit findly they okay the request.

“All right, guys” Mattison sings out. “That'sit for today. Everybody back in the truck!”

They are dlent, pretty much, on the way back. The San Dimas thing has been grueling for dl of them.
Mattison notices that Herzog is standing on one side of the truck and McHynn on the other, facing in
opposite directions. He wonders whether Herzog has had the good grace even to thank McHynn for



what he has done. Probably not. But Herzog isa shithead, after al.

For along time Mattison can't stop thinking about that little episode. About McFlynn's perversity,
mainly. Crapping out on the rest of the pump team in akey moment without any reason, nonchalantly
stepping to one side and leaving Prochaska and Hawks and Snow to do the heavy hauling without him,
even though he must have known that his strength was needed. And then, just aslight-heartedly, running
into that aleyway to risk hislife for Herzog, aman whom he despises and loves to torment. It doesn't
make alot of sense. Mattison pokes around at it from thisway and that, and ill he doesn't have aclue
to what might have been going onin McHynn's mind in elther case.

Possibly nothing was going on in there, he decides finally. Perhgps McHynn's actions don't make any
sense even to McHynn.

McHFlynn has been aresident in the house long enough to know that everybody is supposed to bea
team player, and even if you don't want to be, you need to pretend to be. L etting the team down in the
clutch isnot agood way to ensure that you will get the help you need in your own time of need. On the
other hand, there was no reason in the world why McHynn had to do what he did for Herzog, except
maybe that he was fedling sheepish about the pump-moving episode, and Mattison finds that alittle hard
to believe, McFlynn feding sheepish about anything.

So maybe McFlynnisjust an ornery, unpredictable guy who takes each moment asit comes. Maybe
he fdt like being alouse when they were moving the pump, and maybe he felt like being ahero when
Herzog was about to die a horrible death. | don't know, Mattison thinks. That's cool. | don't know, and |
hereby give mysdlf permission not to know, and to hell withiit. It isn't Mattison'sjob to get inside people's
heads, anyway. HE's not ashrink, just alive-in caregiver, still much too busy working on hisown
recovery to spend time fretting about the mysterious ways of hisfellow mortals. He smply hasto keep
them from hurting themsalves and each other while they'reliving in the house. So he gives up thinking
about McHynn and Herzog and turns his attention instead to what is going on al around them, which
actudly isalittleon theweird sde.

They are dmogt a the western periphery of the Zone, now, having retraced their route through Azusa
and Covina, then through towns whose names Mattison doesn't even know—nhell, most of these places
look aike, anyway, and unless you see the signs at the boundaries you don't know where one ends and
the next begins—and are gpproaching Temple City, San Gabrid, Alhambra, dl those variousflatland
communities. Behind them, night is beginning to fdll, it being past five o'clock and this being February. In
the gathering darkness the new spurts of smoke atop far-off Mount Pomona are pretty spectacular, lit as
they are by streeks of fiery red from whatever isgoing on insde that conetoday. But o, alittleto the
south of the big volcano, something €l se seems to be happening, something odd, because aglaring cloud
of blue-white light has arisen down there. Mattison doesn't remember seeing blue-white stuff before.
Some new kind of exploson? Are they nuking the lavaflow, maybe? It |ooks strange, anyway. Hell find
out about it on the evening news, if they are. Or maybe he won'.

Booming noises come from the southeast. A lot of tectonic garbage seemsto be going into the sky
back there too; he sees smdll red lava particles glowing against the dusk, and dark cloudstoo, ash and
pumice, no doubt, and probably some nice-sized lava bombs being tossed doft. And they experience
two small earthquakes as they're driving back, one while they're going up Fair Oaks in Pasadena, another
fifteen minutes later just asthey're about to get on the westbound Ventura Freeway. Nothing surprising
about that; five or six little quakes aday are sandard now, what with al that magmamoving around
under the San Gabrid Valey. But the two so close together are further signsthat things are getting even
livelier inthe Zone just as Mattison and his crew are going off duty. Hoo boy, Mattison thinks. Hot times
in Magma City.

It'sbeginning to rain alittle, out herein Glendae where they are at the moment. Nothing big, just light
sprinkles, enough to make the rush-hour traffic alittle uglier but not to cause serious troubles. Mattison
likestherain. You get solittle of it, ordinarily, in Los Angeles, eight or ten dry months at atime,
sometimes, and right now, with everything that's going on behind him in the Zone, the rain seems sweet
and pure, aholy blessing that's being scattered on the troubled land.

It'sgood to be going westward again, moving dowly through the evening commute toward what is



gtill the norma, undamaged part of Los Angeles, toward the sprawling city hegrew upin. What is
happening back therein the Zone, the lava, the ash, the blue-whitelights, al ssemsunred to him. This
doesn't. Down thereto hisleft are the high-rise towers of downtown, and the clustering stack of freeways
meseting and going off in every which way. And straight ahead liedl the familiar places of hisown
particular life, Studio City and Sherman Oaks and VVan Nuysin this direction and Hollywood and
Westwood and West L.A. in that one, and so on and on out to Santa Monica and Venice and Topanga
and the Pacific Ocean.

If only they could drop a curtain across the face of the Zone, Mattison thinks. Or build a
fifty-foot-high wall, and sedl it off completely. But no, they can't do that, and the lava will kegp on
coming, won't it, crawling westward and westward and westward down there under the ground until one
of these days it comes shooting up under Rodeo Drive or knocks the San Diego Freeway off its pegs.
What the hell: we can only do what we can do, and the rest is up to God's mercy and wisdom, right?
Right?Right.

They are practically back at the house, now.

Therain is getting worse. The sky ahead of them is starting to turn dark. The sky behind themis
aready black, except where the strange light of eruptions breaks through the night.

“McHynn redly pissed me off today,” Mattison tells Donna DiStefano. “1 entertained serioudy hodtile
thoughtsin hisdirection. Infact | had pretty strong fantasies about tossing him right into thelava. Truth,
Donna”

The house director laughs. It'sthe famous Donnalaugh, abig one, high up on the Richter scale. She
isatdl, hefty woman with warm friendly eyes and a huge amount of dark curling hair going hafway down
her back. Nothing ever upsets her. Sheis supposed to have been addicted to something or other very
major, fifteen or twenty years back, but nobody knows the details.

“It'satemptation, isn'tit?’ she says. “What apill heis, en? Wasthat before or after the Herzog
rescue?’

“Before. A long time before. He was bitching at me from lunchtime on.” Maitison hasn't told her
about the pump-moving incident. Probably he should; but he figures she aready has heard about it, one
way or another, and it isn't required of him to file report cards on every shitty thing the residents of the
house do while he's looking after them. “ There was another time, later in the day, when it would have
given me greet pleasure to dangle him facefirgt into the vent. But | prayed for patience instead and God
was kind to me, or elsewe'd have had some vacanciesin the house tonight.”

“Some?’

“McFlynn and me, because he'd be dead and I'd beinjail. And Herzog too, because McHynn was
the only onein aposition to rescue him just then. But herewe al are, safe and sound.”

“Don't worry about it,” DiStefano says. “Y ou did good today, Matty.”

Y es. He knowsthat that's true. He did good. Every day, in every way, inch by inch, he does his best.
And he'sgrateful every hour of hislife that things have worked out for him in such away that he hashad
the opportunity. Asif God has sent volcanoesto Los Angeles as apersona gift to him, part of the
recovery program of Calvin Thomas Mattison, Jr.

There's nothing on that night's news about unusua stuff in the Zone thisevening. Usud stuff, yes,
plenty of that, getting the usud perfunctory coverage, fumaroles opening here, lavaventsthere, houses
destroyed in thistown and that and that, new street blockages, et cetera, et cetera. Maybe the blue-white
light he saw was just atremendous searchlight beam, celebrating the opening of some new shopping mdl
in Anaheim or Fullerton. This crazy town, you never cantell.

He goes upstairs—hislittle room, dl hisown. Readsfor awhile, thinks about his day, getsinto bed.
Seepslike ababy. The darm goes off at five, and he rises unprotestingly, showers, dresses, goes
downdairs.

There are lightson al over the board. Blue for new fumaroles, here, here, and there, and another red
oneinthevicinity of Mount Pomona, and awhole epidemic of green dots announcing fresh lava cutting
loose over what looks like the whole area, top to bottom. Mattison has never seen it look that bad. The



criss seemsto be entering anew and very obnoxious phase. Volcano Central will be calling them out
again today, sure as anything.

What the hell. We do what we can, and hope for the best, one day at atime,

He puts together some breakfast for himself and waits for the rest of the house to wake up.

Gossamer
STEPHEN BAXTER

Sephen Baxter writes in the hard science mode of Hal Clement and Robert L. Forward. Thiskind
of SF isparticularly valued by hard S- readers because it is comparatively scarce and requires
intense effort by the writer to be accurate to known science. It produces innovative imagery that
ispeculiar to hard SF; that sparks that good old wow of wonderment. His novels began to appear
in 1991 (Raft); the 1995 novel, The Time Ships, is his sequel, published 100 years later, to H.G.
Wells's 1895 The Time Machine. Baxter's* Gossamer” appeared in Science Fiction Age, the most
successful new SF magazine of the 1990s. His visions based on science are astonishingly precise
and clear and that is what hisfiction offers as foreground for our entertainment.

Theflitter bucked. Lvov looked up from her data desk, startled. Beyond theflitter's tranducent hull, the

wormhole was flooded with sheets of blue-white light which raced toward and past theflitter, giving Lvov
the impression of huge, uncontrolled speed.

“Weve got aproblem,” Cobh said. The pilot bent over her own data desk, afrown creasing her thin
face.

Lvov had been listening to her data desk's synthesized murmur on temperature inversion layersin
nitrogen atmospheres; now she tapped the desk to shut it off. The flitter was a transparent tube,
deceptively warm and comfortable. Impossibly fragile. Astronauts have problemsin space, she
thought. But not me. I'mno hero; I'monly a researcher. Lvov was twenty-eight years old; she had no
plansto die—and certainly not during aroutine four-hour hop through a Poole wormhole that had been
human-rated for eighty years.

She clung to her desk, her knuckles whitening, wondering if she ought to feel scared.

Cobh sighed and pushed her data desk away; it floated before her. “Close up your suit and buckle

“What'swrong?’

“Our speed through the wormhole hasincreased.” Cobh pulled her own restraint harness around her.
“Well reach the terminus in another minute—"

“What? But we should have been traveling for another half-hour.”

Cobh looked irritated. “1 know that. | think the Interface has become unstable. The wormholeis
buckling.”

“What does that mean? Arewein danger?’

Cobh checked the integrity of Lvov's pressure suit, then pulled her data desk to her. Cobhwasa
Caucasian, strong-faced, anative of Mars, perhapsfifty yearsold. “Well, we can't turn back. One way
or the other it'll be over in afew more seconds. Hold tight.”

Now Lvov could seethe Interface itself, the terminus of the wormhole. The Interface was a
blue-white tetrahedron, an angular cage that exploded a her from infinity.

Glowing struts swept over theflitter.

The craft hurtled out of the collapsing wormhole. Light founted around the fleeing craft, as stressed
gpacetimeyielded in agush of heavy particles.

Lvov glimpsed gars, wheding.

Caobh dragged the flitter sideways, away from the energy fount—

There was a lurch, adiscontinuity in the scene beyond the hull. Suddenly a planet loomed before

up.



them.

“Lethe,” Cobh said. “Where did that come from? I'll have to take her down—we'retoo close.”
Lvov saw aflat, complex landscape, gray-crimson in the light of aswollen moon. The scenewas
dimly lit, and it rocked wildly astheflitter tumbled. And, stretching between world and moon, she saw...

No. It wasimpossible.

The vision was gone, receded into darkness,

“Hereit comes,” Cobh ydled.

Foam erupted, filling the flitter. The foam pushed into Lvov's ears, mouth, and eyes, she was blinded,
but she found she could bresthe.

She heard acollision, agrinding that lasted seconds, and she imagined theflitter ploughing itsway
into the surface of the planet. She felt ahard lurch, arebound.

Theflitter cameto rest.

A synthesized voice emitted blurred safety ingtructions. Therewas aticking asthe hull cooled.

In the sudden stillness, still blinded by foam, Lvov tried to recapture what she had seen. Spider web.
It was a web, stretching from the planet to its moon.

“Welcometo Pluto.” Cobh's voice was bresthless, ironic.

Lvov Stood on the Surface of Pluto.

The suit'sinsulation was good, but enough heat |eaked to send nitrogen clouds hissing around her
footsteps, and where she walked she burned cratersin theice. Gravity was only afew percent of G, and
Lvov, Earth-born, felt asif she might blow away.

There were clouds above her: wispy cirrus, aerosol clusters suspended in an atmosphere of nitrogen
and methane. The clouds occluded bone-white stars. From here, Sol and the moon, Charon, were
hidden by the planet's bulk, and it was dark, dark on dark, the damaged landscape visble only asa
sketchin garlight.

Theflitter had dug atrench amilelong and fifty yards deep in thisworld's antique surface, so Lvov
was at the bottom of avaley walled by nitrogen ice. Cobh was hauling equipment out of the crumpled-up
wreck of theflitter: scooters, data desks, life-support boxes, Lvov's equipment. Most of the stuff had
been robust enough to survive the impact, Lvov saw, but not her own equipment.

Maybe a geologist could have crawled around with nothing more than a hammer and aset of sample
bags. But Lvov was an aamospheric scientist. What was she going to achieve here without her
equipment?

Her fear was fading now, to be replaced by irritation, impatience. She wasfive light-hours from Sal;
aready she was missing the online nets. She kicked at theice. Shewas stuck here; she couldn't talk to
anyone, and there wasn't even the processing power to generate a Virtua environment.

Cabh finished wrestling with the wreckage. She was breathing hard. “Come on,” she said. “Let's get
out of thisditch and take alook around.” She showed Lvov how to work ascooter. It wasasimple
platform, itsinert gas jets controlled by twists of raised handles.

Side by side, Cobh and Lvov rose out of the crash scar.

Pluto ice was arich crimson laced with organic purple. Lvov made out patterns, dimly, on the surface
of theice; they were like bas-reief, discsthe size of dinner plates, with the intricate complexity of
snowflakes

Lvov landed clumsily on therim of the crash scar, the scooter's blunt prow crunching into surfaceice,
and shewas grateful for the low gravity. The weight and heat of the scooters quickly obliterated theice
patterns.

“We've come down near the equator,” Cobh said. “ The albedo is higher at the south pole; a cap of
methaneice there, I'mtold.”

“Yes”

Cabh pointed to a bright blue spark, high in the sky. “ That's the wormhol e Interface, where we
emerged, fifty thousand milesaway.”

Lvov squinted at congtellations unchanged from those sheld grown up with on Earth. “ Arewe



Sranded?”’

Cobh said, with reasonable patience, “ For the time being. Theflitter iswrecked, and the wormhole
has collapsed; were going to have to go back to Jupiter the long way round.”

Threebillion miles...“ Ten hours ago | was adeep in ahotel room on 1o. And now this. What a
mess”

Cabh laughed. “I've dready sent off messagesto the Inner System. They'll be received in about five
hours. A one-way GUTship will be sent to retrieve us. It will refud here, with Charon ice—"

“How long?’

“It depends on the readiness of aship. Say ten daysto prepare, then aten-day flight out here—"

“Twenty days?’

“We'rein no danger. Weve suppliesfor amonth. Although were going to haveto livein these suits”

“Lethe. Thistrip was supposed to last seventy-two hours.”

“Well,” Cobh said tedtily, “you'll haveto cdl and cance your appointments, won't you? All we have
to do iswait here; were not going to be comfortable, but were safe enough.”

“Do you know what happened to the wormhol €?’

Cobh shrugged. She stared up at the distant blue spark. “Asfar as| know, nothing like this has
happened before. | think the Interface itself became unstable, and that fed back into the throat...But |
don't know how we fdl to Pluto so quickly. That doesn't make sense.”

“How 07’

“Qur trgjectory was spacelike. Superlumind.” She glanced a Lvov obliquely, asif embarrassed.
“For amoment there, we appeared to be traveling faster than light.”

“Through norma space? That'simpossible”

“Of courseitis.” Cobh reached up to scratch her cheek, but her gloved fingers rattled against her
faceplate. “1 think I'll go up to the Interface and take alook around there.”

Cobh showed Lvov how to access the life support boxes. Then she strapped her data desk to her
back, climbed aboard her scooter, and lifted off the planet's surface, heading for the Interface. Lvov
watched her dwindle.

Lvov'sisolation closed in. She was aone, the only human on the surface of Pluto.

A reply from the Inner System came within twelve hours of the crash. A GUTship was being sent
from Jupiter. It would take thirteen daysto refit the ship, followed by an eight-day flight to Pluto, then
more delay in taking on fresh reaction mass a Charon. Lvov chafed at the timescale, restless.

There was other mail: concerned notes from Lvov's family, atesty demand for updates from her
research supervisor, and for Cobh, orders from her employer to mark as much of the flitter wreck as she
could for salvage and analysis. Cobh's ship was acommercia wormhole transit vessd, hired by
Oxford—Lvov's university—for thistrip. Now, it sesemed, acomplex battle over liability would be joined
between Oxford, Cobh's firm, and the insurance companies.

Lvov, five light-hours from home, found it difficult to respond to the mail asynchronoudy. Shefdt as
if she had been cut out of the online mind of humanity. In the end, she drafted repliesto her family and
deleted the rest of the messages.

She checked her research equipment again, but it really was unuseable. Shetried to deep. The suit
was uncomfortable, claustrophobic. She was restless, bored, alittle scared.

She began asystematic survey of the surface, taking her scooter on widening spira sweeps around
the crash scar.

The landscape was surprisingly complex, astarlit sculpture of feathery ridges and fine ravines. She
kept afew hundred feet above the surface; whenever she flew too low, her heat evoked billowing vapor
from fragile nitrogen ice, obliterating ancient features, and she experienced obscure guilt.

She found more of the snowflakedike features, generdly inlittle clusters of eight or ten.

Pluto, like its moon-twin Charon, was aball of rock clad by thick mantles of water ice and nitrogen
ice, and laced with methane, ammonia, and organic compounds. It waslike abig, stable comet nucleus; it
bardly deserved the status of “planet.” There were moons bigger than Pluto.

There had been only ahandful of visitorsin the eighty years since the building of the Poole wormhole,



None of them had troubled to walk the surfaces of Pluto or Charon. The wormhole, Lvov redized,
hadn't been built asacommerciad propostion, but asasort of stunt: the link which connected, at last, dll
of the System's planets to the rapid-transit hub at Jupiter.

Shetired of her plodding survey. She made sure she could locate the crash scar, lifted the scooter to
amile above the surface, and flew toward the south polar cap.

Cabh called from the Interface. “I think I'm figuring out what happened here—that superlumina
effect | talked about. Lvov, have you heard of an Alcubierre wave?’ She dumped imagesto Lvov's
desk—portraits of the wormhole Interface, graphics.

“No.” Lvov ignored the input and concentrated on flying the scooter. “Cabh, why should awormhole
become unstable? Hundreds of wormhole rapid transits are made every day, al acrossthe System.”

“A wormholeisaflaw in space. It'sinherently unstable anyway. The throat and mouths are kept
open by active feedback loopsinvolving threads of exotic matter. That's matter with a negetive energy
dengty, asort of antigravity which—"

“But thiswormhole went wrong.”

“Maybe the tuning wasn't perfect. The presence of theflitter's massin the throat was enough to send
the wormhole over the edge. If the wormhole had been more heavily used, the ingtability might have been
detected earlier, and fixed....”

Over the gray-white pole, Lvov flew through banks of aerosol mist; Cobh's voice whispered to her,
remote, without meaning.

Sunriseon Pluto:

Sol wasapoint of light, low on Lvov's unfolding horizon, wreathed in the complex strata of acirrus
cloud. The Sun was athousand times fainter than from Earth, but brighter than any planet in Earth's sky.

The Inner System was apuddie of light around Sol, an oblique disc smal enough for Lvov to cover
with the pam of her hand. It was adisc that contained dmost dl of man's hundreds of billions. Sol
brought no heat to her raised hand, but she saw faint shadows, cast by the sun on her faceplate.

The nitrogen atmosphere was dynamic. At perihdion—the closest gpproach to Sol which Pluto was
nearing—the air expanded, to three planetary diameters. Methane and other volatiles joined the
thickening air, sublimating from the planet's surface. Then, when Pluto turned away from Sol and sailed
into its two-hundred-year winter, the air snowed down.

Lvov wished she had her atmospheric andysis equipment now; shefdt itslack like an ache.

She passed over spectacular features: Buie Crater, Tombaugh Plateau, the Lowell Range. She
recorded them dl, walked on them.

After awhile, her world, of Earth and information and work, seemed remote, a glittering abstraction.
Pluto waslike acomplex, blind fish, drifting around its two-century orbit, gradualy interfacing with her.
Changing her, she suspected.

Ten hours after leaving the crash scar, Lvov arrived at the sub-Charon point, called Christy. She kept
the scooter hovering, puffs of gas holding her againgt Pluto's gentle gravity. Sol was hafway up the sky, a
diamond of light. Charon hung directly over Lvov'shead, amisty bluedisc, Sx timesthesize of Lunaas
seen from Earth. Half the moon's|it hemisphere was turned away from Lvov, toward Sal.

Like Luna, Charon wastidally locked to its parent, and kept the same face to Pluto asit orbited. But,
unlike Earth, Pluto was aso locked to itstwin. Every six days the worlds turned about each other, facing
each other congtantly, like two waltzers. Pluto-Charon was the only significant system in which both
partnersweretidally locked.

Charon's surface looked pocked. Lvov had her faceplate enhance the image. Many of the gouges
were deep and quiteregular.

She remarked on thisto Caobh, at the Interface.

“The Poole people mostly used Charon materia for the building of the wormhole,” Cobh said.
“Charon isjust rock and water ice. It's easier to get to water ice, in particular. Charon doesn't have the



inconvenience of an amosphere, or an overlay of nitrogen ice over the water. And the gravity's
shdlower.”

The wormhole builders had flown out herein ahuge, unreliable GUTship. They had lifted ice and
rock off Charon, and used it to construct tetrahedra of exotic matter. The tetrahedra had served as
Interfaces, the termini of awormhole. One Interface had been |eft in orbit around Pluto, and the other
had been hauled laborioudy back to Jupiter by the GUTship, itsdf replenished with Charon icereaction
mass.

By such crude means, Michagl Poole and his people had opened up the Solar System.

“They made L ethe's own mess of Charon,” Lvov said.

She could almost see Cobh's characteristic shrug. So what?

Pluto's surface was geologicaly complex, here at this point of maximal tidal stress. Sheflew over
ravines and ridges; in places, it looked asif the land had been smashed up with an immense hammer,
cracked and fractured. Sheimagined there was a greater mix, here, of interior materia with the surface
ice

In many places she saw gatherings of the peculiar snowflakes she had noticed before. Perhapsthey
were some form of frosting effect, she wondered. She descended, thinking vaguely of collecting samples.

She killed the scooter's jets some yards above the surface, and et the little craft fall under Pluto's
gentle gravity. She hit theice with a soft collison, but without heat-damaging the surface features much
beyond afew feet.

She stepped off the scooter. Theice crunched, and she felt layers compress under her, but the
fractured surface supported her weight. She looked up toward Charon. The crimson moon was
immense, round, heavy.

She caught aglimmer of light, an arc, directly above her.

It was gone immediately. She closed her eyes and tried to recaptureit. A line, slowly curving, like a
thread. A web. Suspended between Pluto and Charon.

Shelooked again, with her faceplate set to optimal enhancement. She couldn't recapture the vison.

She didn't say anything to Cobh.

“I| wasright, by theway,” Cobh was saying.

“What?’ Lvov tried to focus.

“The wormhole ingtability, when we crashed. It did cause an Alcubierre wave.”

“What'san Alcubierre wave?’

“The Interface's negative energy region expanded from the tetrahedron, just for amoment. The
negative energy distorted achunk of spacetime. The chunk containing the flitter, and us.”

On one sde of theflitter, Cobh said, spacetime had contracted. Like amode black hole. Onthe
other sde, it expanded—Iike arerun of the Big Bang, the expansion at the beginning of the Universe.

“An Alcubierre wave is afront in spacetime. The Interface—with us embedded inside—was carried
aong. We were pushed away from the expanding region, and toward the contraction.”

“Likeasurfer, on awave.”

“Right.” Cobh sounded excited. “ The effect's been known to theory, amost since the formulation of
relativity. But | don't think anyone's observed it before.”

“How lucky for us,” Lvov said drily. “ Y ou said we traveled faster than light. But that'simpossible.”

“Y ou can't move faster than light within spacetime. Wormholes are one way of getting around this;
in awormhole you are passing through a branch in spacetime. The Alcubierre effect is another way. The
superlumina velocity comes from the distortion of space itsdlf; we were carried dong within digorting
Space.

“So we weren't breaking lightspeed within our raft of spacetime. But that spacetimeitself was
digtorting a more than lightspeed.”

“It soundslike chesating.”

“So sue me. Or look up the math.”

“Couldn't we use your Alcubierre effect to drive starships?’

“No. Theingabilitiesand the energy drain are forbidding.”



One of the snowflake patternslay mostly undamaged, within Lvov's reach. She crouched and peered
a it. Theflake was perhaps afoot across. Interna structure was visible within the clear ice aslayers of
tubes and compartments; it was highly symmetrical, and very complex. She said to Cobh, “Thisisan
impressive crystalization effect. If that'swhat it is” Gingerly, shereached out with thumb and forefinger,
and snapped a short tube off the rim of the flake. She laid the sample on her desk. After afew seconds
the analysis presented. “It's mostly water ice, with some contaminants,” shetold Cobh. “But in anovel
molecular form. Denser than normal ice, akind of glass. Water would freeze like this under high
pressures—severa thousand atmospheres.”

“Perhapsit'smaterid from the interior, brought out by the chthonic mixing in that region.”

“Perhaps.” Lvov fet more confident now; she wasintrigued. “Caobh, therésalarger pecimen afew
feet farther away.”

“Takeit easy, Lvov.”

She stepped forward. “I'll befine. |—”

The surface shattered.

Lvov's|eft foot dropped forward, into ashalow hole; something crackled under the sole of her boot.
Threads of ice crystals, oddly woven together, spun up and tracked precise parabolae around her leg.

Thefdl seemed to take an age; theicetipped up toward her like an opening door. She put her hands
out. She couldn't stop thefall, but she was able to cushion herself, and she kept her faceplate away from
theice. Shefinished up on her backside; shefdt the chill of Pluto ice through the suit material over her
buttocks and calves.

“...Lvov? Areyou OK?’

Shewas panting, shefound. “I'm fine.”

“Y ou were screaming.”

“Was1?I'm sorry. | fell.”

“You fell?How?

“Therewasahole, intheice.” She massaged her left ankle; it didn't seem to be hurt. “It was covered
up.”

“Show me.”

She got to her feet, stepped gingerly back to the open hole, and held up her data desk. The hole was
only afew inches deep. “It was covered by asort of lid, I think.”

“Movethe desk closer to the hole.” Light from the desk, controlled by Cobh, played over the
shdlow pit.

Lvov found a piece of the smashed lid. It was mostly ice, but there was atexture to its undersurface,
embedded thread which bound the ice together.

“Lvov,” Cobh said. “Takealook at this.”

Lvov lifted the desk aside and peered into the hole. The walls were quite smooth. At the base there
was acluster of spheres, fist-sized. Lvov counted seven; al but one of the spheres had been smashed by
her sumble. She picked up the oneintact sphere, and turned it over in her hand. It was pearlgray, dmost
trand ucent. There was something embedded inside, disc-shaped, complex.

Cobh sounded bresthless. “ Are you thinking what I'm thinking?’

“It'sanegg,” Lvov said. Shelooked around wildly, at the open pit, the egg, the snowflake patterns.
Suddenly she saw the meaning of the scene; it was asif alight had shone up from within Pluto,
illuminating her. The* snowflakes’ represented life, sheintuited; they had dug the burrows, laid these
eggs, and now their bodies of water glass lay dormant or dead, onthe ancientice....

“I'm coming down,” Cobh said sternly. “We're going to have to discussthis. Don't say anything to the
Inner System; wait until | get back. This could mean trouble for us, Lvov.”

Lvov placed the egg back in the shattered nest.

She met Cabh at the crash scar. Cobh was shoveling nitrogen and water ice into the life-support
modules raw material hopper. She hooked up her own and Lvov's suits to the modules, recharging the
auits interna systems. Then she began to carve GUTdrive components out of theflitter's hull. Theflitter's



central Grand Unified Theory chamber was compact, no larger than abasketball, and the rest of the
drivewassmilarly scaled. “1 bet | could get thisworking,” Cobh said. “ Although it couldn't take us
anywhere”

Lvov sat on afragment of the shattered hull. Tentatively, she told Cobh about the web.

Caobh stood with hands on hips, facing Lvov, and Lvov could hear her sucking drink from the nipples
in her hdmet. “ Spidersfrom Pluto? Give me abreak.”

“It'sonly an andogy,” Lvov said defensvely. “1'm an atmospheric specidigt, not abiologist.” She
tapped the surface of her desk. “It's not spider web. Obvioudy. But if that substance has anything like the
characteristics of true spider silk, it'snot impossible.” Sheread from her desk. “ Spider silk hasa
breaking strain twice that of sted, but thirty timesthe eladticity. It'satype of liquid crysd. It'sused
commercialy— did you know that?” She fingered the fabric of her suit. “We could be wearing spider silk
right now.”

“What about the hole with the lid?’

“There are trapdoor spidersin America. On Earth. | remember, when | was akid... The spiders
make burrows, lined with slk, with hinged lids”

“Why make burrows on Pluto?’

“I don't know. Maybe the eggs can last out the winter that way. Maybe the creatures, the flakes, only
have active life during the perihelion period, when the atmosphere expands and enriches.” She thought
that through. “ That fits. That's why the Poole people didn't spot anything. The construction team was here
closeto thelast aphdion. Pluto's year is so long that were till only half-way to the next perihelion—"

“So how do they live?” Cobh snapped. “What do they eat?’

“There must be more to the ecosystem than one species,” Lvov conceded. “ The flakes—the
spiders—need water glass. But thereslittle of that on the surface. Maybe there is some biocycle—plants
or burrowing animas—which bringsice and glassto the surface, from theinterior.”

“That doesn't make sense. The layer of nitrogen over water iceistoo deep.”

“Then where do the flakes get their glass?”’

“Don't ask me,” Cobh said. “It's your dumb hypothesis. And what about the web? What's the point
of that—if it'sred?’

Lvov ground to ahalt. “I don't know,” she said lamely. Although Pluto/Charon isthe only placein
the System where you could build a spider web between worlds.

Cabh toyed with afitting from the drive. “Have you told anyone about thisyet? In the Inner System, |

“No. You said you wanted to talk about that.”

“Right.” Lvov saw Cobh close her eyes; her face was masked by the glimmer of her faceplate.
“Listen. Heréswhat we say. We've seen nothing here. Nothing that couldn't be explained by
cryddlizaion effects”

Lvov was baffled. “What are you talking about? What about the eggs? Why would we lie about this?
Besides, we have the desks—records.”

“Datadesks can be logt, or wiped, or their contents amended.”

Lvov wished she could see Cobh's face. “Why would we do such athing?’

“Think it through. Once Earth hears about this, these flake-spiders of yourswill be protected. Won't
they?’

“Of course. What's bad about that?”

“It'sbad for us, Lvov. Y ou've seen what amess the Poole people made of Charon. If thissystemiis
inhabited, a fast GUTship won't be allowed to come for us. It wouldn't be allowed to refue here. Not
if it meant further damageto the native lifeforms.”

Lvov shrugged. “ So wed have to wait for adower ship. A liner; one that won't need to take on
more reaction mass here.”

Cabh laughed at her. *Y ou don't know much about the economics of GUTship transport, do you?
Now that the System is crisscrossed by Poole wormholes, how many linerslike that do you think are il
running? I've dready checked the manifests. There are two liners capable of around trip to Pluto till in



sarvice. Oneisin dry dock; the other is heading for Saturn—"

“On the other de of the System.”

“Right. Theré's no way either of those ships could reach usfor, I'd say, ayear.”

We only have a month's supplies. A bubble of panic gathered in Lvov's ssomach.

“Doyou get it yet?” Cobh said heavily. “We'll be sacrificed, if there's a chance that our rescue
would damage the new ecology, here.”

“No. It wouldn't happen like that.”

Caobh shrugged. “ There are precedents.”

Shewasright, Lvov knew. There were precedents, of new forms of life discovered in corners of the
system: from Mercury to the remote Kuiper objects. In every case the territory had been ring-fenced, the
local conditions preserved, once life—or even aplausible candidate for life—was recogni zed.

Caobh sad, “ Pan-genetic diversity. Pan-environmental management. That's the key to it; the public
policy of preserving dl the species and habitats of Sal, into the indefinite future. Thelives of two humans
won't matter adamn againg that.”

“What are you suggesting?’

“That we don't tell the Inner System about the flakes.”

Lvov tried to recapture her mood of afew days before: when Pluto hadn't mattered to her, when the
crash had been just an inconvenience. Now, suddenly, we're talking about threats to our lives, the
destruction of an ecology.

What a dilemma. If | don't tell of the flakes, their ecology may be destroyed during our rescue.
But if | do tell, the GUTship won't come for me, and I'll lose my life.

Cobh seemed to be waiting for an answer.

Lvov thought of how Sol light looked over Pluto'sicefields, at dawn.

She decided to stdll. “WEell say nothing. For now. But | don't accept either of your options.”

Cabh laughed. “What e se isthere? The wormhole is destroyed; even thisflitter isdisabled.”

“We havetime. Days, before the GUTship is due to be launched. Let's search for another solution. A
winwin.”

Cabh shrugged. She looked suspicious.

She'sright to be, Lvov thought, exploring her own decision with surprise. |'ve every intention of
telling the truth later, of diverting the GUTship, if | have to.

| may give up my life for thisworld.

| think.

In the daysthat followed, Cobh tinkered with the GUTdrive, and flew up to the Interface to gather
more data on the Alcubierre phenomenon.

Lvov roamed the surface of Pluto, with her desk set to full record. She cameto love the wreaths of
cirrus clouds, the huge, misty moon, the dow, oceanic pulse of the centuries-long year.

Everywhere she found the inert bodies of snowflakes, or evidence of their presence: eggs, lidded
burrows. She found no other life forms—or, more likely, shetold hersalf, she wasn't equipped to
recognize any others.

She was drawn back to Christy, the sub-Charon point, where the topography was at its most
complex and interesting, and where the greatest density of flakeswasto befound. It was asif, she
thought, the flakes had gathered here, yearning for the huge, inaccessible moon above them. But what
could the flakes possible want of Charon? What did it mean for them?

Lvov encountered Caobh at the crash scar, recharging her suit's systems from the life support packs.
Cobh seemed quiet. She kept her face, hooded by her faceplate, turned from Lvov. Lvov watched her
for awnhile. “Yourebeing evasve,” she said eventudly. “ Something's changed—something you're not
telling me about.”

Cobh madeto turn away, but Lvov grabbed her arm. “1 think you've found a third option. Haven't
you?'Y ou've found some other way to resolve this Stuation, without destroying either us or the flakes.”



Caobh shook off her hand. “Yes. Yes, | think | know away. But—"

“But whet?’

“It's dangerous, damn it. Maybe unworkable. Letha.” Cobh's hands pulled at each other.

She's scared, Lvov saw. She stepped back from Caobh. Without giving hersdf timeto think about it,
shesaid, “Our ded's off. I'm going to tell the Inner System about the flakes. Right now. So we're going to
have to go with your new idea, dangerous or not.”

Caobh studied her face; Cobh seemed to be weighing up Lvov's determination, perhaps even her
physical strength. Lvov felt asif she were a data desk being downloaded. The moment stretched, and
Lvov felt her breath tighten in her chest. Would she be able to defend hersdlf, physicdlly, if it cameto
that? And was her own will redly so strong?

| have changed, she thought. Pluto has changed me.

At lagt Cobh looked away. “ Send your damn message,” she said.

Before Cobh—or Lvov herself—had a chance to waver, Lvov picked up her desk and sent a
message to the inner worlds. She downloaded al the data she had on the flakes: text, images, anayses,
her own observations and hypotheses.

“It'sdone,” shesaid at last.

“Andthe GUTship?’

“I'm surethey'll cancd it.” Lvov smiled. “I'm dso sure they won't tdl usthey've done so.”

“So we'releft with no choice,” Cobh said angrily.

“Look, I know it'stheright thing to do. To preserve the flakes. | just don't want to die, that'sall. |
hope you'reright, Lvov.”

“Y ou haven't told me how we're going to get home.”

Cabh grinned through her faceplate. “ Surfing.”

“All right. Y ou're doing fine. Now let go of the scooter.”

Lvov took adeep breath, and kicked the scooter away with both legs; the little device tumbled
away, catching the deep light of Sol, and Lvov rolled in reaction.

Cobh reached out and steadied her. “Y ou can't fdl,” Cobh said. “Y ou'rein orbit. Y ou understand
that, don't you?’

“Of course| do,” Lvov grumbled.

The two of them drifted in space, close to the defunct Poole wormhole Interface. The Interface itself
was atetrahedron of dectric blue struts, enclosing darkness, its size overwhelming; Lvov felt asif she
were floating beside the carcass of some huge, wrecked building.

Pluto and Charon hovered before her like balloons, their surfaces mottled and complex, their forms
vigbly distorted from the spherical. Their separation was only fourteen of Pluto's diameters. Theworlds
were grikingly different in hue, with Pluto ablood red, Charon ice blue. That's the difference in surface
composition, Lvov thought absently. All that water ice on Charon's surface.

The panoramawas stunningly beautiful. Lvov had asudden, gut-leve intuition of the rightness of the
various System authorities rigid pan-environment policies.

Cobh had strapped her data desk to her chest; now she checked the time. “ Any moment now. Lvov,
you'l be fine. Remember, you'l fed no acceleration, no matter how fast we travel. At the centre of an
Alcubierre wave, spacetimeislocdly flat; youll sill bein freefal. Therewill betidal forces, but they will
remain smal. Just keep your breathing even, and—"

“Shut up, Cobh,” Lvov said tightly. “I know al this”

Cobh'sdesk flared with light. “ There,” she breathed. “The GUTdrive hasfired. Just afew seconds,

A spark of light arced up from Pluto's surface and tracked, in complete silence, under the belly of the
parent world. It wastheflitter's GUTdrive, sdlvaged and stabilized by Cobh. The flame was brighter than
Sol; Lvov saw itslight reflected in Pluto, asif the surface was a grest, fractured mirror of ice. Wherethe
flame passed, tongues of nitrogen gas billowed up.

The GUTdrive passed over Christy. Lvov had |eft her desk there to monitor the flakes, and theimage



the desk transmitted, displayed in the corner of her faceplate, showed a spark crossing the sky.

Then the GUTdrive veered sharply upward, climbing directly toward Lvov and Cobh &t the
Interface.

“Cobh, are you sure thisis going to work?’

Lvov could hear Cobh's breath rasp, shalow. “L ook, Lvov, | know you're scared, but pestering me
with dumb-ass questionsisn't going to help. Once the drive entersthe Interface, it will take only seconds
for theingtability to set in. Seconds, and then welll be home. Inthe Inner System, at any rate. Or...”

“Or what?’

Caobh didn't reply.

Or not, Lvov finished for her. If Cobh has designed this new instability right, the Alcubierre
wave will carry us home. If not—

The GUTdrive flame gpproached, becoming dazzling. Lvov tried to regulate her breathing, to keep
her limbs hanging loose—

“Lethe,” Cobh whispered.

“What?" Lvov demanded, aarmed.

“Takealook at Pluto. At Christy.”

Lvov looked into her faceplate.

Where the warmth and light of the GUTdrive had passed, Christy was aferment. Nitrogen billowed.
And, amid the paefountains, burrows were opening. Lids folded back. Eggs cracked. Infant flakes
soared and sailed, with webs and nets of their silk-anaogue hauling at therising air.

Lvov caught glimpses of threads, long, sparkling, trailing down to Pluto—and up toward Charon.
Already, Lvov saw, some of the baby flakes had hurtled more than a planetary diameter from the
surface, toward the moon.

“It'sgoose summer,” she said.

“What?’

“When | wasakid...the young spiders spin bits of webs, and climb to the top of grass stalks, and
float off on the breeze. Goose summer—' gossamer.’”

“Right,” Cobh said skepticdly. “Well, it looks asif they are making for Charon. They usethe
evaporation of the aimospherefor lift...Perhapsthey follow last year's threads, to the moon. They must
fly off every perihdion, rebuilding their web bridge every time. They think the perihelion ishere now. The
warmth of the drive—it's remarkable. But why go to Charon?’

Lvov couldn't take her eyes off the flakes. “ Because of the water,” she said. It all seemed to make
sense, now that she saw the flakesin action. “ There must be water glass on Charon's surface. The baby
flakesuseit to build their bodies. They take other nutrients from Pluto'sinterior, and the glassfrom
Charon... They need the resources of both worldsto survive—"

“Lvov!”

The GUTdrive flared past them, sudden, dazzling, and plunged into the damaged Interface.

Electric-blue light exploded from the Interface, washing over her.

Therewasaball of light, unearthly, behind her, and an irregular patch of darknessahead, likearipin
gpace. Tida forces plucked gently at her belly and limbs.

Pluto, Charon, and goose summer disappeared. But the stars, the eternal stars, shone down on her,
just asthey had during her childhood on Earth. She stared at the stars, trusting, and felt no fear.

Remotely, she heard Cobh whoop, exhilarated.

Thetidesfaded. The darkness before her hedled, to reved the brilliance and warmth of Sol.
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She was about to get baked, and al because she wouldn't freeze aman.

“Opticd,” Claire caled. Ermaobliged.

The Sun spread around them, abubbling plain. She had notched the air conditioning cooler but it
didn't help much.

Geysers burst in gaudy reds and actinic violets from the yellow-white froth. The solar corona arch
was just peeking over the horizon, like awedding ring stuck hafway into boiling white mud. A mongter,
over two thousand kilometerslong, deek and dender and angry crimson.

She turned down the cabin lights. Somewhere she had read that people felt cooler in the dark. The
temperature in here was normal but she had started swesting.

Tuning the yelows and reds dimmer on the big screen before her made the white-hot storms ook
more blue. Maybe that would trick her subconscious, too.

Claire swung her mirror to see the solar coronal arch. Itsimage was refracted around the rim of the
Sun, so shewas getting apreview. Her orbit was on the descending dope of along dlipse, itslowest
point calculated to be just at the peak of the arch. So far, the overlay orbit trgjectory was exactly on
target.

Software didn't bother with the heat, of course; gravitation was cool, serene. Heat was for engineers.
And shewasjust apilot.

In her immersion-work environment, the touch controls gave her an abstract distance from the real
physica surroundings—the plumes of virulent gas, the hammer of photons. She wasn't handling the
mirror, of course, but it felt that way. A light, feathery brush, a a crisp, bracing room temperature.

Theimaging assembly hung on its pivot high above her ship. It was far enough out from their thermdl
shield to fed thefull glare, so it was heating up fast. Pretty soon it would melt, despite its cooling system.

Let it. Shewouldn't need it then. Sheld be out there in the sunlight herself.

She swiveled the mirror by reaching out and grabbing it, tugging it round. All virtua imageshad a
glossy sheen to them that even Erma, her smcompuiter, couldn't erase. They looked too good. The
mirror was aready pitted, you could seeit on the picture of the arch itself, but the sm kept showing the
device asprigine.

“Color isatemperature indicator, right?” Claire asked.

RED DENOTESA LEVEL OF 7 MILLION DEGREESKELVIN.

Good ol' coquettish Erma, Clairethought. Never a direct answer unless you coax. “ Close-up the
top of thearch.”

In both her eyes the tortured sunscape shot by. The corona loop was ashimmering, braided family
of magnetic flux tubes, asintricately woven asa Victorian doily. Itsfeet were anchored in the
photosphere below held by thick, duggish plasma. Claire zoomed in on the arch. The hottest reachable

placein the entire Solar System, and her prey had to end up there.
TARGET ACQUIRED AND RESOLVED BY SOLWATCH SATELLITE. IT ISAT THE VERY PEAK OF THE

ARCH. ALSO, VERY DARK.
“Sure, dummy, it'sahole.”
| AM ACCESSING MY ASTROPHY SICAL CONTEXT PROGRAM NOW.
Perfect Erma; primly change the subject. “ Show me, with color coding.”
Claire peered a the round black splotch. Like afly caught in aspider web. Well, at least it didn't



squirm or have legs. Magnetic strands played and rippled like wheat blown by asummer'sbreeze. The
flux tubeswere bluein this coding, and they looked eerie. But they wereredlly just ordinary magnetic
fields, the sort she worked with every day. The dark sphere they held was the strangeness here. And the
blue strands had snared the black fly in afirm grip.

Good luck, that. Otherwise, Sol-Watch would never have seen it. In deep space there was nothing
harder to find than that ebony splotch. Which was why nobody ever had, until now.

OUR ORBIT NOW RISESABOVE THE DENSE PLASMA LAYER. | CAN IMPROVE RESOLUTION BY GOING TO
X-RAY.SHOULD I?

“Do.”

The splotch swelled. Claire squinted at the magnetic flux tubesin this ocher light. In the x-ray they
looked sharp and spindly. But near the splotch thefield lines blurred. Maybe they were tangled there, but
more likely it was the splotch, warping theimage.

“Coy, aren't we?’ She close-upped the x-ray picture. Hard radiation was the best probe of the
hottest structures.

The splotch. Light there was crushed, curdled, stirred with a spoon.

A fly caught in aspider'sweb, then grilled over acampfire. And she had to lean in, singe her hair,
snap its picture. All because she wouldn't freeze aman.

She had been ambling aong a corridor three hundred meters below Mercury's dag plains, gazing
down on the frothy water fountainsin the foyer of her apartment complex. Paying no attention to much
except the clear scent of the splashing. The water wasthe very best, fresh from the poles, not the
recycled stuff she endured on her flights. She breathed in the spray. That was when the man collared her.

“Claire Ambrase, | present forma secure-lock.”

He stuck histhird knuckle into Claire's elbow port and she felt acold, brittle thunk. Her systems
froze. Before she could move, whole command linkages went dead in her inboards.

It was like having fingers amputated. Financid fingers.

In her shock she could only stare at him—mousy, the sort who blended into the background. Perfect
for thejob. A nobody out of nowhere, complete surprise.

He stepped back. “ Sorry. Isataku Incorporated ordered meto do it fast.”

Clareressted the impulse to deck him. Helooked Lunar, thin and pale. Maybe with more kilos than
she carried, but afair match. And it would fed good.

“| can pay them as soon as—"

“They want it now, they said.” He shrugged apologeticaly, hisjaw set. Hewas used to thisall the
time. She vaguely recognized him, from some bar near the Apex. There weren't more than athousand
people on Mercury, mostly like her, in mining.

“Isataku didn't have to cut off my credit.” She rubbed her elbow. Injected programs shouldn't hurt,
but they always did. Something to do with the neuro-muscular intersection. “ That'll makeit hard to even
fly the Slver Metal Lugger back.”

“Oh, they'll give you pass credit for ship's supplies. And, of course, for the ore load advance. But
nothing big.”

“Nothing big enough to help me dig my way out of my debt hole.”

“'Fraid not.”

“Mighty decent.”

Helet her sarcasm pass. “ They want the ship Lunaside.”

“Wherethey'll confiscateit.”

She began walking toward her gpartment. She had known it was coming but in the rush to get ore
consgnmentslined up for delivery, she had gotten cardless. Agentslike this Luny usudly nailed their prey
at home, not in ahallway. She kept a stunner in the apartment, right beside the door, convenient.

Digtract him. “1 want to file aprotest.”

“Takeit to Isataku.” Clipped, efficient, probably had a dozen other dices of bad newsto deliver
today. Busy man.



“No, with your employer.”

“Mine?’ That got to him. His rock-steady jaw gaped in surprise.

“For—" she sharply turned the corner to her gpartment, using the time to reach for some
mumbo-jumbo “—feonious interrogation of in-boards.”

“Hey, | didn't touch your—"

“| fetit. Simy little groups—yeccch!” Might aswell ham it up alittle, have somefun.

Helooked offended. “1'm triple bonded. I'd never do areadout on a contract customer. Y ou can
ack—"

“Canit.” She hurried toward her gpartment porta and popped it by an inboard command. Asshe
stepped through she felt him, three steps behind.

Here goes. Onefoot over thelip, turn to her right, snatch the stunner out of its grip mount, turn and
am—and she couldnt fire.

“Damn!” she spat out.

He blinked and backed off, hands up, palms out, asif to block the shot. “What? Y ou'd do a
knockover for acrummy ore-hauler?’

“It's my ship. Not Isataku's.”

“Lady, | got no angle here. Y ou knock me, you get maybe aday before the heavies come after you.”

“Notif | freezeyou.”

His mouth opened and started to form the f of adisbelieving freeze?—then he got angry. “ Stiff metill
you shipped out? I'd sue you to your eyebdls and have 'em for hock.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Claire said wearily Thisguy wasdl clichés. “But I'd be orbiting Lunaby thetime you
got out, and with theright deal—"

“Y ou'd maybe clear enough on the ore to pay me damages.”

“And square with Isataku.” She clipped the stunner back to thewall weerily.

“Youd never get that much.”

“OK, itwasalong shot idea.”

“Lady, | wasjust ddivering, right? Peaceable and friendly, right? And you pull—"

“Get out.” She hated it when men went from afraid to angry to insulted, dl inlessthan aplit minute,

He got. She sighed and zipped the porta closed.

Timefor adrink, for sure. Because what really bothered her was not the I sataku foreclosure, but her
own gutlessness.

She couldn't bring hersdlf to pong that guy, put him away for ten mega-seconds or so. That would
freeze him out of hisongoing life, diceinto relationships, cut away daysthat could never be replaced.

Herswas an abstract sort of inhibition, but earned. Her uncle had been ponged for over ayear and
never did get hislife back together. Claire had seen the wreckage up close, asalittlegirl.

Sdf-revelation was usudly bad news. What a great time to discover that she had more principles
than she needed.

And how was she going to get out from under | sataku?

The arch loomed over the Sun's horizon now, a shimmering curve of blue-white, two thousand
kilometerstal.

Beautiful, seen in the shimmering x-ray—snaky strands purling, twinkling with scarlet hotspots.
Utterly lovely, utterly deadly. No place for an ore hauler to be.

“Timeto get adivorce,” Clairesad.

YOU ARE SURPRISINGLY ACCURATE. SEPARATION FROM THE SLAG SHIELD 1S338 SECONDSAWAY.

“Dont patronize me, Erma.”

| AM USING MY PERSONALITY SIMULATION PROGRAMSASEXPERTLY ASMY COMPUTATION SPACE
ALLOWS,

“Don't waste your running time; it's not convincing. Pay attention to the survey, then the separation.”

THE ALL-SPECTRUM SURVEY ISCOMPLETELY AUTOMATIC, ASDESIGNED BY SOLWATCH.

“Double-check it.”



| SHALL NO DOUBT BENEFIT FROM THISADVICE.

Deadpan sarcasm, she supposed. Ermas tinkling voice was inside her mind, impossible to shut out.
Ermahersdf was an interactive intelligence, partly inboard and partly shipwired. Running the Slver
Metal Lugger would be impaossible without her and the bots.

Skimming over the Sun's seethe might be impossible even with them, too, Claire thought, watching
burnt oranges and scalded yellows flower ahead.

Sheturned the ship to keep it dead center in the shield's shadow. That jagged mound of dag was
garting to spin. Fused knobs came marching over the nearby horizon of it.

“Whered that spin comefrom?’ She had started their parabolic plunge sunward with absolutely zero
angular momentumin theshidd.

TIDAL TORQUESACTING ON THE ASYMMETRIC BODY OF THE SHIELD.

“I hadn't thought of that.”

Theideawas to keep the heated side of the dag shield Sunward. Now that heat was coming around
to radiate at her. The knobby crust she had stuck together from waste in Mercury orbit now smoldered
intheinfrared. The shidd'sfar side was melting.

“Can that warm us up much?’

A SMALL PERTURBATION. WE WILL BE SAFELY GONE BEFORE IT MATTERS.

“How'rethe cameras?’ She watched a bot tightening amount on one of the exterior imaging arrays.
She had talked the SolWaich Ingtitute out of those instruments, part of her commission. If abot broke

one, it came Straight out of profits.

ALL ARE CALIBRATED AND ZONED. WE SHALL HAVE ONLY 33.8 SECONDSOF VIEWING TIME OVER THE
TARGET. CROSSING THE ENTIRE LOOPWILL TAKE 4.7 SECONDS.

“Hopethe scientigts like what they'll see”

| CALCULATE THAT THE PROBABILITY OF SUCCESS, TIMES THE EXPECTED PROFIT, EXCEEDS
SIXTY-TWOMILLION DOLLARS.

“I negotiated a seventy-five million commission for thisrun.” So Ermathought her chances of nalling

the worm were—
EIGHTY-THREE PERCENT CHANCE OF SUCCESSFUL RESOLUTION IN ALL IMPORTANT FREQUENCY

BANDS.

She should give up cdculating in her head; Ermawas dways fagter. “ Just be ready to shed the shield.
Then | pour on the positrons. Up and out. It's getting warm in here.”

| DETECT NO CHANGE IN YOUR AMBIENT 22.3 CENTIGRADE.

Claire watched a blister the Sze of Europe rise among wispy plumes of white-hot incandescence.
Congtant boiling fury. “ So maybe my imagination'sworking too hard. Just let's grab the data and run,
OK?”

The scientific officer of SolWatch had been suspicious, though he did hideit fairly well.

She couldn't read the expression on hislong face, dl planes and trimmed bone, skin stretched tight as
adrum-head. That had been the style among the asteroid pioneers half a century back. Tubular body
suited to narrow corridors, double-jointed in severd interesting places, big hands. He had acertain
beanpol e grace as he wrapped legs around a stool and regarded her, head cocked, smiling enough not to
be rude. Exactly enough, no more.

“You will do the prdiminary survey?’

“For aprice”

A disdainful sniff. “No doubt. We have aspecidly designed vessd nearly ready for departure from
Lunar orbit. I'm afraid—"

“I candoit now.”

“Y ou no doubt know that we are behind schedule in our reconnai ssance—"

“Everybody on Mercury knows. You lost thefirst probe.”

The beanpole threaded histhick, long fingers, taking greet interest in how they fit together. Maybe he
was uncomfortable dealing with awoman, she thought. Maybe he didn't even like women.



Stll, shefound his stringy look oddly unsettling, ablend of ddlicacy with amasculine, muscular effect.
Since he was studying hisfingers, she might aswell |ook, too. Idly she speculated on whether the long
proportions gpplied to al hisextremities. Old wives tale. It might be interesting to find out. But, yes,
busnessfird.

“The autopilot approached it too close, apparently,” he conceded. “ There is something unexpected
about itsrefractive properties, making navigation difficult. We are unsure precisely what the difficulty
weas”

He was vexed by the failure and trying not to show it, she guessed. People got that way when they
had to dance on strings pulled dl the way from Earthside. Y ou got to like the salary more than you liked
yoursdf.

“I have plenty of bulk,” she said mildly. “1 can shelter the diagnostic instruments, keep them cool.”

“| doubt your ore carrier hasthe right specifications.”

“How tricky canit be? | swoop in, your gear runsits survey snaps, | boost out.”

He sniffed. “Y our craft is not rated for Sun skimming. Only research craft have ever—"

“I'm coated with Fresndl.” A pricey plating that bounced photons of al races, creeds, and colors.

“That's not enough.”

“I'll useadag shidd. More, I've got plenty of muscle. Flying with empty holds, | can get avay
pronto.”

“Ourswas very carefully desgned—"

“Right, and you logt it.”

He studied hisfingers again. Strong, wiry, yet thick. Maybe he wasin love with them. She dlowed
hersdlf tofill the sllence by imagining some interesting things he could do with them. She had learned that
with many negotiations, silence did most of the work. “We... are behind in our mandated exploration.”

Ah, aconcession. “They aways have to hand-tune everything, Lunaside.”

He nodded vigoroudly. “1've waited months. And the worm could fal back into the Sun any
moment! | keep tdling them—"

She had triggered his complaint circuit, somehow. He went on for afull minute about the bullheaded
know-nothings who did nothing but screen-work, no real hands-on experience. She was sympathetic,
and enjoyed watching his own hands clench, muscles standing out on the backs of them. Businessfirgt,
she had to remind hersdlf.

“You think it might just, well, go awvay?’

“Theworm?’ He blinked, coming out of hislitany of grievances. “It'sawonder we ever foundit. It
could fal back into the Sun at any moment.”

“Then speed iseverything. Y ou, uh, have control of your local budget?’

“Wadl, yes” He amiled.

“I'm talking about petty cash here, realy. A hundred mil.”

A quick, deep frown. “That's not petty.”

“OK, say seventy-five. But cash, right?’

The great magnetic arch towered above thelong, dow curve of the Sun. A bowlegged giant, minus
the trunk.

Claire had shaped their orbit to bring them swooping in afew klicks above the uppermost strand of
it. Red flowered within the arch: hydrogen plasma, heated by the currents which made the magnetic
fields. A pressure cooker thousands of klickslong.

It had stood here for months and might last years. Or blow open in the next minutes. Predicting when
archeswould belch out solar flares was big scientific business, the most closely watched westher report
inthe Solar System. A flare could crisp suited workersin the asteroid belt. SolWatch watched them all.
That's how they found the worm.

Theflux tubes swelled. “ Got an image yet?’

| SHOULD HAVE, BUT THERE ISEXCESSLIGHT FROM THESITE.

“Big surprise. Theré'snothing but excess here.”



THE SATELLITE SURVEY REPORTED THAT THE TARGET IS SEVERAL HUNDRED METERSIN SIZE. YET |
CANNOT FIND IT.

“Damn!” Claire studied the flux tubes, following some from the peak of the arch, winding down to the
thickening at itsfeet, anchored in the Sun's seethe. Had the worm fallen back in? It could dide down
those magnetic strands, thunk into the thick, cooler plasmasea. Then it would fal al the way to the core
of the &ar, eating asit went. That wasthe real reason Lunaside was hustling to “study” the worm. Fear.

“Whereisit?’

STILL NO TARGET. THE REGION AT THE TOP OF THE ARCH ISEMITTING TOO MUCH LIGHT. NO THEORY
ACCOUNTSFOR THIS—

“Chop the theory!”

TIME TOMISSION ONSET: 12.6 SECONDS.

The arch rushed at them, swelling. She saw ddlicate filaments winking on and off as currents traced
their find equilibria, ways seeking to balance the hot plasma within againgt the magnetic wals. Squeeze
the magnet fig, the plasma answers with adazzling glow. Squeeze, glow. Squeeze, glow. That nature
could make such anintricate marvel and send it arcing above the Sun's savagery was amiracle, but one
she was not in the mood to appreciate right now.

Swet trickled around her eyes, dripped off her chin. No trick of lowering thelighting was going to
make her forget the heat now. She made hersdlf breathe in and out.

Their dag shield caught the worst of the blaze. At thislowest dtitude in the parabolic orbit, though,
the Sun's huge horizon rimmed white-hot in dl directions.

OURINTERNAL TEMPERATURE ISRISING.

“No joke. Find that worm!”

THE EXCESSLIGHT PERSISTS—NO, WAIT. IT ISGONE. NOW | CAN SEE THE TARGET.

Claire dapped the arm of her couch and let out awhoop. On the wall screen loomed the very peak
of the arch. They were gliding toward it, skating over the very upper edge—and there it was.

A dark ball. Or aworm at the bottom of agravity well. Not like afly, no. It settled in among the
strands like a black egg nestled in blue-white straw. The ebony Easter egg that would save her assand
her ship from | sataku.

SURVEY BEGUN. FULL SPECTRUM RESPONSE.

“Bravo.”

YOUR WORD EXPRESSESELATION BUT YOUR VOICE DOESNOT.

“I'm jumpy. And the feefor thisisgoing to help, sure, but | still won't get to keep this ship. Or you.”

DO NOT DESPAIR. | CAN LEARN TO WORK WITH ANOTHER CAPTAIN.

“Gresat interpersond skillsthere, Ermaold girl. Actudly, it wasn't you | wasworried about.”

| SURMISED ASMUCH.

“Without this ship, I'll have to get some groundhog job.”

Ermahad no ready reply to that. Instead, she changed the subject.

THE WORM IMAGE APPEARS TO BE SHRINKING.

“Huh?’ Asthey wheded abovethe arch, theimage dwindled. It rippled at its edges, light crushed
and crinkled. Claire saw rainbows dancing around the black center.

“What'sit doing?’ She had the sudden fear that the thing wasfaling away from them, plunging into
the Sun.

| DETECT NO RELATIVE MOTION. THE IMAGE ITSELFISCONTRACTING ASWE MOVENEARER TOIT.

“Impossible. Thingslook bigger when you get close”

NOT THISOBJECT.

“Isthewormhole shrinking?’

MARK!—SURVEY RUN HALF COMPLETE.

Shewas swesting and it wasn't from the heat. “What's going on?’

| HAVENT ACCESSED RESERVE THEORY SECTION.

“How comforting. | dwaysfed better after anice cool theory.”

Thewormhole seemed to shrink, and thelight arch dwindled behind them now. The curious brilliant



rainbows rimmed the dark mote. Soon she lost the image among the intertwining, restless strands. Claire
fidgeted.

MARK!—SURVEY RUN COMPLETE.

“Great. Our bots deployed?’

OF COURSE. THERE REMAIN 189 SECONDS UNTIL SEPARATION FROM OUR SHIELD. SHALL | BEGIN
SEQUENCE?

“Did we get dl the picturesthey wanted?’

THE ENTIRE SPECTRUM, PROBABLE YIELD, 75MILLION.

Clarrelet out another whoop. “At least it'll pay agood lawyer, maybe cover my fines.”

THAT SEEMSMUCH LESSPROBABLE. MEANWHILE, | HAVE AN EXPLANATION FOR THE ANOMALOUS
SHRINKAGE OF THE IMAGE. THE WORMHOLE HASA NEGATIVE MASS,

“Antimatter?’

NO. IT'S SPACE-TIME CURVATURE ISOPPOSITE TONORMAL MATTER.

“] don't get it.”

A wormhole connected two regions of space, sometimes points many light-years away—that she
knew. They wereleftoversfrom the primordia hot universe, wrinklesthat even the universal expansion
had not ironed out. Matter could pass through one end of the worm and emerge out the other an
apparent instant later. Presto, faster-than-light-travel.

Using her high-speed feed, Ermaexplained. Claire listened, bardly keeping up. In the fifteen billion
years since the wormhole was born, odds were that one end of the worm ate more matter than the other.
If one end got stuck ingde adtar, it swallowed huge masses. Locdly, it got more massve.

But the matter that poured through the mass-gaining end spewed out the other end. Locally, that
looked as though the mass-spewing one was losing mass. Space-time around it curved oppositely than it
did around the end that swallowed.

“So it lookslike anegative mass?’
IT MUST. THUSIT REPULSESMATTER. JUST ASTHE OTHER END ACTSLIKE A POSITIVE, ORDINARY

MASSAND ATTRACTSMATTER.

“Why didn' it shoot out from the Sun, then?’

IT WOULD, AND BE LOST IN INTERSTELLAR SPACE. BUT THE MAGNETIC ARCH HOLDSIT.

“How come we know it's got negative mass? All | saw was—" Erma popped an image into the wall
screen.

NEGATIVE MASSACTSASA DIVERGING LENS, FOR LIGHT PASSING NEARBY. THAT WASWHY IT
APPEARED TO SHRINK ASWE FLEW OVERIT.

Ordinary matter focused light, Claire knew, like aconverging lens. In aglance she saw that a
negative-ended wormhole refracted light oppositely. Incoming beams were shoved aside, leaving adark
tunnel down-stream. They had flown across that tunnel, swooping down into it so that the apparent size
of thewormhole got smaller.

“But it takesawhole star to focuslight very much.”
TRUE. WORMHOLESARE HELD TOGETHER BY EXOTIC MATTER, HOWEVER, WHICH HAS PROPERTIES

FAR BEYOND OUR EXPERIENCE.

Claredidiked lectures, even high-speed ones. But an idea wastickling the back of her mind.... “So
thisworm, it won't fall back into the Sun?’

IT CANNOT. | WOULD VENTURE TO GUESS THAT IT CAME TO BE SNAGGED HERE WHILE WORKING ITS
WAY UPWARD, AFTER COLLIDING WITH THE SUN.

“The scientists are going to be happy. The worm won't gobble up the core.”

TRUE—WHICH MAKES OUR RESULTSALL THE MORE IMPORTANT.

“More important, but not more valuable.” Working on afixed fee had dways grated on her. You
could excdl, fine—but you got the same asiif you'd just deep-walked through the job.

WEAREEXTREMELY LUCKY TOHAVE SUCH A RARE OBECT COMETOOURATTENTION.
WORMHOLESMUST BE RARE, AND THISONE HAS BEEN TEMPORARILY SUSPENDED HERE. MAGNETIC

ARCHESLAST ONLY MONTHS BEFORE THEY—
“Wait asec. How big isthat thing?’



| CALCULATE THAT IT ISPERHAPS TEN METERSACROSS,

“SolWatch waswrong—it'ssmal.”

THEY DID NOT KNOW OF THISREFRACTION EFFECT. THEY INTERPRETED THEIRDATA USING
CONVENTIONAL METHODS.

“Werelucky we ever saw it.”

IT ISUNIQUE, A RELIC OF THE FIRST SECOND IN THE LIFE OF OUR UNIVERSE. ASA CONDUIT TO
ELSEWHERE, IT COULD BE—

“Worth afortune.”

Claire thought quickly. Ermawas probably right—the seventy-five million wasn't going to save her
and the ship. But now she knew something that nobody else did. And she would only be here once.

“Abort the shield separation.”

| DONOT SO ADVISE. THERMAL LOADING WOULD RISE RAPIDLY—

“You're aprogram, not an officer. Doiit.”

She had acted on impulse, point conceded.

That was the difference between engineers and pilots. Engineerswould still fret and calculate after
they were dready committed. Pilots, never. The way through thiswasto fly the orbit and not sweet the
numbers.

Swest. Shetried not to smell hersdlf.

Think of cooler things. Theory.

Lounging on aleather couch, Claire recalled the scientific officer's briefing. Graphics, squiggly
equations, the works. Wormholes asfossils of the Big Blossoming. Wormholes as ductsto the whole rest
of the Universe. Wormholes as potentialy devadtating, if they got into astar and ateiit up.

Shetried to imagine amouth afew meters across sucking away a star, dumping its hot masses
somewhere in degp space. To make awormhole which could do that, it had be held together with exotic
materia, some kind of matter that had “ negative average energy density.” Whatever that was, it had to be
born in the Blossoming. It threaded wormholes, stem to stern. Gregt construction materid, if you could
get it. And just maybe she could.

So wormholes could kill us or make us gods. Humanity had to know, the beanpole scientific officer
had said.

“Sobeit.” Elaborately, she toasted the wal screens. On them thefull, virulent glory of hydrogen
fuson worked itsviolences.

Light deflection by a negative mass object (horizontal scale highly compressed). Light is swept out of the central
region, creating an umbraregion of zero intensity. At the edges of the umbra the rays accumulate, treating a
rainbow-like caustic and enhanced light intensity.

Claire had never gonein for the austere metal boxes most ore haulers and freighterswere. Herswas
arough business, with hefty wads of cash involved. Profit margin waslow, lately, and sometimes
negative—which was how she came to be hocked to the Isataku for so much. Toting megatons of mass
up the gravity gradient was long, dow work. Might aswell go in style. Her Fresnel coatings, ordered
when she had made a killing on commodity marketsfor ore, helped keep the ship cool, so shedidn't burn
hersdlf crawling down ingpection conduits. The added massfor her deep pile carpeting, tinkling waterfall,
and pool table wasinconsequentia. So was the water liner around the living quarters, which now was
busly saving her life.

She had two hoursleft, skimming like aflat stone over the solar corona. Slver Metal Lugger had
separated from the shield, which went arcing away on the long parabolato infinity, its skin shimmering
withmet.

Claire had fired the ship's mixmotor then for thefirst timein weeks. Antimatter came streaming out of
its magneto-traps, struck the reaction mass, and holy hell broke loose. The drive chamber focused the
snarling, annihilating massinto athrust throat, and the silvery ship arced into anew, tight orbit.

A killing orbit, if they held to it more than afew hours.

| AM PUMPING MORE WATER INTO YOUR BAFFLES.




“Good idea”

Slver Metal Lugger wasaready asslvered astechnology alowed, rgecting adl but atiny fraction
of the Sun'sglare. She carried narrow-band Fresnd filtersin multilayered skins. Top of theline.

Without the shield, it would take over ten hoursto make Slver Metal Lugger ashot asthe wall of
blaring light booming up at them at six thousand degrees. To get through even two hours of that, they
would haveto boil off most of the water reserve. Claire had bought it at steep Mercury prices, for the
voyage Lunaside. Now she listened thoughtfully to it gurgle through her walls.

She toasted water with champagne, the only bottle aboard. If she didn't make it through this, at least
she would have no regrets about that detail.

| BELIEVE THISCOURSE OF ACTION TO BE HIGHLY—

“Shut up.”

WITH OUR MISSION COMPLETE, THE DATA SQUIRTED TO SOLWATCH, WE SHOULD COUNT
OURSELVESLUCKY AND FOLLOW OUR CAREFULLY MADE PLANS—

“ Suff it.”

HAVEYOU EVER CONSDERED THE ELABORATE MENTAL ARCHITECTURE NECESSARY TO AN
ADVANCED PERSONALITY SIMULATION LIKEMY SELF?WE, TOO, EXPERIENCE HUMAN-LIKE

MOTIVATIONS, RESPONSES—AND FEARS,

“Y ou gmulate them.”

HOW CAN ONE TELL THE DIFFERENCE?A GOOD SIMULATION ISASEXACT, ASPOWERFUL AS—

“I don't have timefor adebate.” Claire felt uncomfortable with the whole subject, and shewas
damned if she spent what might be her last hour fegling guilty. Or having second thoughts. She was
committed.

Her wall screensflickered and there was the scientific officer, frowning. *“ Ship Command! We could
not acquire your tightbeam until now. Y ou orbited around. Are you disabled? Explain.”

Claretoasted him, too. The taste was lovely. Of course she had taken an anti-alcohol tab before, to
keep her reflexes sharp, mind clear. Erma had recommended some other tabs, too, and avapor to keep
Claire cdm; the consolations of chemigtry, in the face of brute physics. “1'm going to bring homethe
worm.”

“That isimpossible. Y our data transmission suggests that thisisthe negative massend, and that is
very good news, fascinating, but—"

“It'sdsosmal. | might be ableto haul it away.”

He shook hishead gravely. “Very risky, very—"’

“How much will you pay for it?’

“What?’ He blinked. It was an interesting effect, with such long eyelids. “ Y ou can't sel an
astronomicd object—"

“Whatever my grapplers hold, that's mine. Law of Space, Code 64.3.”

“Y ou would quote laws to me when a scientific find of such magnitudeis—"

“Want it or not?’

He glanced off camera, plainly yearning for somebody to consult. No timeto talk to Lunaor Isataku,
though. Hewas on hisown. “All...dl right. Y ou understand that thisis afoolish misson? And that we are
in no way respongblefor—’

“Save the chatter. | need estimates of the field strength down inside that arch. Put your crew to work
onthat.”

“Wewill of course provide technical assistance.” He gave her avery thin smile. “1 am surewe can
negotiate price, too, if you survive.”

At least he had the honesty to say if, not when. Claire poured another pae column into the shapely
glass. Best crystd, of course. When you only need one, you can have the best. * Send me—or rather,
Erma—the datasquirt.”

“We're having trouble transmitting through the dense plasma columns above you—"

“Ermais getting SolWatich. Pipe through them.”

“The problems of doing what you plan are—why, they're enormous.”



“So'smy debt to I sataku.”
“This should've been thought through, negotiated—"
“I have to negotiate with some champagne right now.”

YOU HAVENOPLAN.

Ermastinkling voice definitely had an accusing edge. A good Sm, with afeminine archnesstoit.
Clareignored that and stripped away the last of her clothes. “It's hot.”

OF COURSE. | CALCULATED THE RISEEARLY IN OUR ORBIT. IT FITSTHE STEFAN-BOLTZ-MANN LAW
PERFECTLY.

“Bravo.” She shook sweat from her hair. “ Stefan-Boltzmann, do yo' Stuff.”
WE ARE DECELERATING IN SEQUENCE. ARRIVAL TIME: 487 MINUTES. ANTIMATTER RESERVES

HOLDING. THERE COULD BE DIFFICULTY WITH THE MAGNETIC BOTTLES,

The ship thrummed as it dowed. Claire had been busy testing her ship inboards, Stting in acozy
recliner. It helped make the minutes crawl by abit faster. She had kept glancing nervoudy at the screens,
wheretitanic blazes steepled up from incandescent plains. Flames, licking up at her.

Shefdt thick, loggy. Her air was getting uncomfortably warm. Her heart was thudding faster,
working. She roused hersalf, spat back at Erma, “And | do have aplan.”

YOU HAVE NOT SEEN FIT TO CONFIDE IN ME?

Sherolled her eyes. A personality smin asnit—just the thing she needed. “1 was afraid you'd laugh.”

| HAVENEVER LAUGHED.

“That'smy point.”

Sheignored multiple red warningswinking at her. Sysemswere OK, though stressed by the heat. So
why did she fed so dow? You're not up for the game, girl.

She tossed her data board aside. The effort the smple gesture took surprised her. | hope that
alcohol tab worked. I'll get another .

She got up to go fetch one—and fdll to the floor. She banged her knee. “Uh! Damn.” Ermasaid
nothing.

It was |abor getting on hands and knees and she barely managed to struggle back into the recliner.
She weighed aton—and then she understood.

“We're decderating—so I'm feding more of locd gravity.”

A CRUDE MANNER OF SPEAKING, BUT YET. | AM BRINGING USINTO A SLOPING ORBITAL CHANGE,
WHICH SHALL END WITH A HOVERING POSITION ABOVE THE CORONAL ARCH. ASYOU ORDERED.

Claire struggled to her hands and knees. Was that malicious glee in Ermas voice? Did persondity
amsfed that?“What'sloca gravity?’

276 EARTH GRAVITIES

“What! Why didn't you tell me?’

| DID NOT THINK OF IT MY SELF UNTIL | BEGAN REGISTERING EFFECTSIN THE SHIP.

Clarethought, Yeah, and decided to teach me a little lesson in humility. It was her own faullt,
though—the physics was smple enough. Orbiting meant that centrifugal acceleration exactly balanced
locd gravity. Slver Metal Lugger could take 27.6 gravs. The ship was designed to tow ore masses a
thousand timesits own mass.

Nothing less than carbon-stressed aloys would, though. Leave orbit, hover—and you got crushed
into gooey red paste.

She crawled across her living room carpet. Her joints ached. “ Got to be—"

SHALL | ABORT THE FLIGHT PLAN?

“No! There'sgot to be away to—"

THREE POINT NINE MINUTESUNTIL ARRIVAL.

Thesm'svoiceradiated maicious glee. Claire grunted, “ The water.”

| HAVE DIFFICULTY IN PICKING UPYOUR SIGNAL.
“Because this suit isfor space, not diving.”



Clairefloated over her leather couch. Too bad about al the expensive interior decoration. The entire
living complex wasfilled with her drinking and maintenance water. It had been elther that, fat, or be
lumpy tomato paste.

She had crawled through a hatchway and pulled her pressure suit down from its clamp lock. Getting
it on was astruggle. Being dick with sweat helped but not much. Then she snagged her asamin adeeve
and couldn't pull the damned thing off to try again.

She had nearly panicked then. Pilots don't et their fear eat on them, not while theresflying to be
done. She made hersdf get the deave off one step at atime, ignoring everything else.

And as soon as Erma pumped the water reserve into the rooms, Archimedes's principle had taken
over. With her suit inflated, the water she displaced exactly baanced her own weight. Floating under
water was arare sensation on Mercury or Luna. She had never done it and she had never redlized that it
was remarkably like being in orbit. Cool, too.

Until you boil like a lobster ...shethought unessly.

Water was agood conductor, four times better than air, you learned that by fed, flying freighters near
the Sun. So firgt she had to let the rest of the ship go to hdll, refrigerating just the water. Then Ermahad
to route some of the water into heat exchangers, letting it boil off to protect the rest. Juggling for time.

PUMPS ARE RUNNING HOT NOW. SOME HAVE BEARING FAILURES,

“Not much we can do, isthere?’

Shewas stirangely cam now and that made the plain, hard fear in her belly heavy, likealump. Too
many thingsto think about, al of them bad. The water could short out circuits. And asit boiled away, she
had |ess shielding from the x-rays lancing up from below. Only amatter of time....

WE ARE HOVERING. THE MAGNETIC ANTI-MATTER TRAPS ARE SUPERCONDUCTING, ASYOU RECALL.
ASTEMPERATURE CONTINUESTORISE, THEY WILL FAIL.

She could still seethe wall screens, blurred from the water. “ OK, OK. Extend the magnetic
grapplers. Down, into the arch.”

| FAIL TO—

“We're going fishing. Not with aworm—for one.” Tough piloting, though, at the bottom of a
swimming pool, Claire thought as she brought the ship down on itsroaring pyre.

Even through the water she could fed the vibration. Antimatter annihilated in its reaction chamber at a
rate she had never reached before. The ship groaned and strummed. The gravities were bad enough;
now therma expangon of the ship itsalf was straining every beam and rivet.

She searched downward. Secondsticked away. Where? Where?

Thereit was. A dark sphere hung among the magnetic arch strands. Red streamers worked over it.
Violet raysfanned out like bizarre hair, twisting, dancing in tufts dong the curvature. A hole into another

lace.
P THE RED AND BLUE SHIFTSARISE FROM THE INTENSE PSEUDO-GRAVITATIONAL FORCESWHICH
SUSTAINIT.

“So theory says. Not something | want to get my handson.”

EXCEPT METAPHORICALLY.

Clareslaugh was jumpy, dry. “No, magneticaly.”

She ordered Ermato settle the Slver Metal Lugger down into the thicket of magnetic flux tubes.
Vibration picked up, ajittery hum in the deck. Claire swam impatiently from one wall screen to the other,
looking from the worm, judging distances. Hell of a way to fly.

Their jet wash blurred the wormhol€'s ebony curves. Like ablack tennisball in blue-white surf, it
bobbed and tossed on magnetic turbulence. Nothing wasfalling into it, she could see. Plasma streamers
arched dong the flux tubes, shying away. The negative curvature repul sed matter—and would shove
Slver Metal Lugger's hull away, too.

But magnetic fields have no mass.

Most people found magnetic forces mysterious, but to pilots and engineers who worked with them,
they were just big, strong ribbons that needed shaping. Like rubber bands, they stretched, storing
energy—then snapped back when released. Unbreakable, amost.



Inroutinework, Slver Metal Lugger grabbed enormous ore buckets with those magnetic fingers.
The buckets came arcing up from Mercury, flung out by eectromagnetic dingshots. Clairestrickiest job
was playing catcher, with amagnetic mitt.

Now she had to snag a bucket of warped space-time. And quick.

WE CANNOT REMAIN HERE LONG. INTERNAL TEMPERATURE RISESAT 19.3 DEGREESPER MINUTE.

“That can't beright. I'm still comfortable.”

BECAUSE I'M ALLOWING WATER TO EVAPORATE, TAKING THE BULK OF THE THERMAL FLUX AWAY.

“Kegpaneyeonit.”

PROBABLE YIELD FROM CAPTURE OF A WORMHOLE, | ESTIMATE, IS2.8 BILLION.

“That'll do thetrick. Y ou multiplied theyield in dollars times the odds of success?’

YES TIMESTHE PROBABILITY OF REMAINING ALIVE.

She didn't want to ask what that number was. “ Keep us dropping.”

Instead, they dowed. The arch's flux tubes pushed upward against the ship. Claire extended the
ship's magnetic fidds, firing the booster generators, pumping current into the millions of induction loops
that circled the hull. Slver Metal Lugger was one big circuit, wired like adinky toy, coilswrapped
around the cylindrical axis.

Gingerly she pulsed it, spilling more antimatter into the chambers. The ship's multipolar fields bulged
forth. Feed out the line....

They fought their way down. On her screens she saw magnetic federsreaching far below their
exhaust plumes. Groping.

Claire ordered some fast command changes. Erma switched linkages, interfaced software, dl ina
twinkling. Good worker, but spotty as a personality sim, Claire thought.

Slver Metal Lugger'sfields extended to their maximum. She could now use her it gloves as
modified wa does—mag gloves. They gave her thefed of the magnetic grapplers. Siiky, smooth, field
linesdipping and expanding, like rubbery air.

Pasma storms blew by them. She reached down, asensation like plunging her handsinto a
dretching, eastic vat. Fingersfumbled for the onejewd in dl the dross.

Shefet aprickly nugget. It waslike astone with hair. From experience working the ore buckets, she
knew thefed of locked-in magnetic dipoles. Theworm had its own magnetic fields. That had snared it
here, in the spiderweb arch.

A lashing field whipped at her grip. Shelost the black pearl.

In the blazing hot plasma she could not seeit.

She reached with rubbery fields, caught nothing.
OURANTI-MATTER BOTTLESARE IN DANGER. THEIR SUPERCONDUCTING MAGNETSARE CLOSE TO

GOING CRITICAL. THEY WILL FAIL WITHIN 7.4 MINUTES,

“Let me concentrate! No, wait—Circulate water around them. Buy sometime.”

BUT THE REMAINING WATERISIN YOUR QUARTERS.

“Thisisdl that'sleft?” She peered around a her once-luxurious living room. Counting the bedroom,
rec areaand kitchen—"“How...long?’

UNTIL YOURWATER BEGINSTO EVAPORATE? ALMOST AN HOUR.

“But when it evaporates, it's boiling.”

TRUE. | AM MERELY TRYING TOREMAIN FACTUAL.

“The emotiond stuff'sleft to me, huh?” She punched in commands on her suit board. In the torpid,
warming water her fingers moved like sausages.

She ordered bots out onto the hull to free up some servosthat had jammed. They did their job, little
boxy bodies lashed by plasmawinds. Two blew away.

She reached down again. Searching. Where was the worm?

Wispy flux tubeswrestled dong Slver Metal Lugger 'shull. Claire peered into ared glare of
superheated plasma. Hot, but tenuous. The red enemy was the photon storm streaming up from far
below, searing even the slvery hull.

She il had worker-bots on the hull. Four had jets. She popped their anchors free. They plunged,



fired jets, and she aimed them downward in a pattern.

“Follow trgectories,” she ordered Erma. Orange tracer lines appeared on the screens.

The bots swooped toward their deaths. One flicked to the Side, a sharp nudge. “ Ther€'s the worm!
We can't seefor dl thisdamned plasma, but it shoved that bot away.”

The bots evaporated, sprays of liquid metd. She followed them and grabbed for the worm.

Magnetic field lines groped, probed.

WE HAVE 88 SECONDS REMAINING FOR ANTIMATTER CONFINEMENT.

“Saveareservel”

YOU HAVE NO PLAN. | DEMAND THAT WE EXECUTE EMERGENCY—

“OK, save some antimatter. Therest | use—now.”

They ploughed downward, shuddering. Her hands fumbled at the wormhole. Now it felt dippery,
aily. Itsmagnetic dipoleswere like greasy hair, dick, the bulk beneath jumping away from her grasp asif
itweredive.

On her screens she saw the dark globe dide and bounce. The worm wriggled out of her grasp. She
snaked inductive fingersaround it. Easy, easy.... There. Gotcha.

“I've got agood grip on it. Lemme have that antimatter.”

Something like asigh echoed from Erma. On her ship's operations screen, Claire saw the ship's
magnetic vaults begin to discharge. Ruby-red pouches dipped out of magnetic mirror geometries,
squirting out through opened gates.

She felt asurge asthe ship began to lift. Good, but it wasn't going to last. They were dumping
antimatter into the reaction chamber so fag, it didn't have timeto find matching particles. The hot jet
spurting out below was amixture of matter and its howling enemy, its polar opposite. This, Claire
directed down onto the flux tubes around the hole. Leggo, damn it.

She knew an old trick, impossibly dow in ordinary free space. When you manage to force two
magnetic field lines close together, they can reconnect. That liberates somefield energy into heat and can
even blow open amagnetic structure. The processis dow—unlessyou jab it with turbulent, rowdy
plasma

The antimatter in their downwash cut straight through flux tubes. Claire carved with her jet, freeing
fidd linesthat till snared the worm. The ship rose further, dragging the worm upward.

It's not too heavy, Clairethought. That science officer said they could comein any size at all.
Thisoneisjust about right for a small ship to dlip through—to where?

YOU HAVE REMAINING 11.34 MINUTES COOLING TIME—

“Hereésyour hat—" Claire swept the jet wash over alagt, large flux tube. It glistened as annihilation
energies burt forth like bonfires, raging in aplace dready hot beyond imagination. Magnetic knots
snarled, exploded. “—What's your hurry?’

The solar coronal arch burst open.

She had sensed these potentia energieslocked in the pesk of the arch, an intuition that came through
her hands, from long work with the mag gloves. Craftswoman's knowledge: Find the stressed flux lines.
Turnthekey.

Then dl hell brokeloose.

The acceleration dammed her to the floor, despite the water. Below, she saw the vast vault of energy
stored in the arch blow out and up, directly below them.

YOU HAVE MADE A SOLAR FLARE!

“And you thought | didn't have aplan.”

Claire started to laugh. Samming into a couch cut it off. She would have broken a shoulder, but the
couch was water-logged and soft.

Now the worm was an asset. It repul sed matter, so the upjetting plume blew around it, around Silver
Metal Lugger . Free of the flux tubes grip, the wormhole itsalf accelerated away from the Sun. All very
helpful, Claire reflected, but she couldn't enjoy the spectacle—the rattling, surging deck wastrying to
bounce her off thefurniture.



What saved them in the end was their magnetic grapple. It deflected most of the solar flare protons
around the ship. Pushed out at aspeed of five hundred kilometers per second, they ill barely survived
baking. But they had the worm.

Still, the scientific officer was not pleased. He came aboard to make this quite clear. Hisface alone
would have been enough.

“Y ou're surdly not going to demand money for that?’ He scowled and nodded toward where Siver
Metal Lugger'sfields ill hung onto the wormhole. Claire had to run a sea-blue plasmadischarge behind
it S0 she could seeit at al. They were orbiting Mercury, negotiating.

Earthside, panels of experts were arguing with each other; she had heard plenty of it on tightbeam. A
negative-mass wormhole would not fal, so it couldn't knife through the Earth's mantle and devour the
core.

But athin ship could fly sraight into it, overcoming its gravitationa repulson—and come out where?
Nobody knew. The worm wasn't spewing mass, so its other end wasn't buried in the middle of agtar, or
any place obvioudy dangerous. One of the haf-dozen new theories squirting out on tightbeam held that
maybe this was a multiply-connected wormhole, with many ends, of both positive and negative mass. In
that case, plunging down it could take you to different destinations. A subway system for agalaxy; or a
universe.

So: no threat, and plenty of possibilities. Interesting market prospects.

She shrugged. “Have your advocate talk to my advocate.”

“It'saunique, natural resource—"

“Andit'smine”” Shegrinned. He waslean and muscular and the best man she had seen in weeks.
Also the only man she had seen in weeks.

“I can have ateam board you, y'’know.” He towered over her, using the usua ominous maething.

“I don't think you're that fast.”

“What's speed got to do with it?”

“I can dwaysturn off my grapplers.” She reached for aswitch. “If it'snot mine, then | canjust let
everybody haveit.”

“Why would you—no, don't!”

It wasn't the right switch, but he didn't know that. “If | rleaseit, the worm takes off—antigravity,
sort of.”

He blinked. “We could catchit.”

“Y ou couldn't even find it. It's dead black.” She tapped the switch, letting amalicious smile play on
her lips.

“Pleasedon't.”

“I need to hear anumber. An offer.”

Hislips compressed until they paled. “ The wormhole price, minus your fine?’

Her turn to blink. “What fine? | was on an gpproved flyby—"

“That solar flare wouldn't have blown for amonth. Y ou did ared job on it—the whole magnetic
arcade went up a once. People al the way out to the asteroids had to scramble for shelter.”

He looked at her steadlily and she could not decide whether he wastdlling the truth. “ So their
costs—"

“Could run pretty high. Plus advocate fees.”

“Exactly.” Heamiled, ever so dightly.

Ermawastrying to tdl her something but Claire turned the tiny voice far down, until it buzzed like an
irritated insect.

She had endured weeks of afemale personality Sm in anasty mood. Quite enough. She needed an
antidote. Thisfelow had the wrong kind of palitics, but to let that dictate everything was as dumb as
politicsitsaf. Her ship's name was ajoke, actually, about long, londly voyages as an ore hauler. Shed
had enough of that, too. And he wastall and muscular.

Shegnmiled. “ Touché. OK, it'sadone ded.”

He beamed. “I'll get my team to work—"



“Still, I'd say you need to work on your negotiating skills. Too brassy.”
He frowned, but then gave her agrudging grin.
Subtlety had never been her strong suit. “ Shall we discuss them—over dinner?’

Downloading
Midnight

WILLIAM BROWNING SPENCER

William Browning Spencer is a recent emigrant into the SF community after years spent
successfully scaling the walls of literary fiction. One of histwo earlier novels, Resume With
Monsters, alludes to Lovecraftian monsters. A collection in 1994, The Return of Count Electric,
contained a fantasy story, “ A Child's Christmasin Florida,” that drew some genre attention. His
first novel published as fantasy, Zod Wallop, was released in 1995 by . Martin's Press.

“ Downloading Midnight” is, to the best of my knowledge, one of hisfirst SF stories and bodes
well for hisfuturein the field. It is cyberpunk in the tradition of George Alec Effinger's When
Gravity Fails as much as of William Gibson's Neuromancer. It appeared in Tomorrow, the SF
magazi ne published and edited by Algis Budrys.

There was abig surge down at C-View, and ahologram from the American Midnight show went

amok.

We got the contract for the cleanup, and Bloom was desperate to do it.

“Wow, American Midnight! I'm your man for thisone, Marty.” Bloom was moving around the
room in ahighly charged state. He stopped and leaned across the desk. “1 mean, maybel cando a
repair. | mean, thisis American Midnight. Thisis Captain Armageddon. Thisis—Marty! What's
gonna happen to Zera? Are they gonna close the whole thing down? What about Zera Terminal ? Look,
you just gottalet me go. I'm an authority on American Midnight.”

Bloomwasatall, skinny kid with a sheaf of straight blond hair and round, incredulous blue eyes. He
was no respecter of persona space, and his style of argument conssted of leaning into me, filling my field
of vigon with hismanic gaze.

| leaned back, away from hisrhetoric.

“Watching theflat reruns of American Midnight until you wear aloop in your brain doesn't
necessarily make you an authority,” | said.

American Midnight was C-View's big success, a sex holoshow that had been on the Highway for
eight months. These days, amonth is considered agood run, and most shows don't make it past aweek.
The show's hero, Captain Armageddon, had fragmented and was causing disturbances up and down the
Highway. Someone had to go in and systematicaly delete the ghodts.

“I don't want azedlot onthisone,” | said. “We are way past repair here. Armageddon is out of
control, and | need someone to do a no-nonsense wipe.”

“| can dothat,” Bloom said, trying for some sort of solid expression (helooked like aguy trying to
hold back a sneeze). “I've done plenty of wipes.”

“Not likethis,” | said.

Thisone was different. It was abig surge. The sicker the bigger we say in the business, and there
was plenty of psychic rot here.

American Midnight wasfantasy sex and, of course, generated entirdly by artificid intelligence. The
peeps a Mords are ever-vigilant. One incident of a human-acted holo and Jell Baker and everyone else
at C-View would have been lodged in afedera behavior mod without recal or amitigating hearing.

A guy named Seek Trumble was the human-map for Captain Armageddon, and hisjob, like that of
any actor in asex holoshow, wasto routinely plug into the artificia for persondity updates, emotiona



fine-tuning, that sort of thing. But it was the holo that did the acting. Anything €l se would have been
obscene, athough you can il find anonymous bulletin rants arguing that explicit sex between fantasy
mock-upsis no different than explicit sex narrated visudly by real humans. Those rants are probably
generated by kids who have no memory of the Decadence. Y ou have to log some experience before you
can think reasonably about obscenity.

So Seek Trumble had done aroutine update, gone home and committed suicide, burning ahole
through hisforehead with a utility laser. His holo had gone amok and litigation was pouring into C-View.

“Marty, | can dothejob,” Bloom said. “Come on.”

| had reservations. Human/artificia feedback loops are not an exact science. One holo of recent
memory, apretty fashion gridlet named Spanskie Lark, went online, stuck afinger in her mouth, and bit it
off. Before they could get her off-line, she had eaten al the fingers of one hand. Turned out her source
was anorexic. That was recognizable cause-and-effect, but often the human kink was deeper, harder to
search.

Bloom wore me down. | let him go. He went on-line for the clean up, and three weeks later he il
wasn't back.

C-View was one of the biggest studios out on the Broad Highway. Control there was a guy named
Je| Baker.

“Y ou think you are getting paid by the hour?’ Baker screamed. “L ook, | got about ten thousand
traumaactionsfiled againgt me, and | want thisrift closed.”

| didn't like Baker, soit'sjust aswell he signed off before | could express myself. The guy had come
up through the glitter shows, and he didn't just have afile a Moras, he had awhole subdirectory.

My immediate concern wasn't Baker. It was Bloom. The job should have taken four days, aweek
max. Where was he?

| shouldn't have let him go. Hewas just akid, still trapped in adolescence despite being ayear out of
the teens. He was alate-bloomer, one of those pale, V-wise, obsessive kidsthat don't really have aniche
in the system. The sort of kid who grows up watching the Highway, an arcane data-freak with a head full
of old holoshows and stats. | hired him because he was so crazy in love with the Highway. HEd been
with me three years now.

| liked having the energy around. I'm forty. I'm not in love with any of it. Big R/LittleR, | cast acold
eyeonitdl.

| went down to the waystation at Com Wick where Bloom floated in Deprive, threads flowing out of
him, undulating like agiant jelyfish in aseaof brown ink. Hislong white face seemed to pulse under the
monitor light.

“He'sfine” thetech assured me. “Wed pull him out if there were any neuro anomalies.”

Techsawaystdl you everything is under control. That's what this one said.

“Saveit for agawker'stour,” | told her. “1've been doing maintenance for fourteen years now. |
know how it goes. Y ou're fine, and then you're dead.”

“Thisispoor persond interaction,” thetech said. “Y ou are questioning my professiona skillsand
consequently devaluing my self-image.”

| shrugged. Facts are facts: in over eighty percent of the cases where neurd trauma showson a
monitor, the floater is already too blasted to make it back dive.

| thanked the tech and apologized if | had offended her or caused an esteem deva uation. She
accepted my apology, but with a coolnessthat told me I'd have another civility demerit in my file.

| went back to my place. | called Persond Interface to seeif my request for dinner with Gloria il
held. | had to navigate the usud labyrinth of protocols, but the dinner was confirmed. I'd been seeing
Gloriafor three years, and we had graduated to low-grade, monitored encounters, step-two intimacy.
Next year we would have unrestrained access to public meetings. Gloriawas excited about it, but | had
reservations. Sometimesit seemed the courtship was going too fast. I'm old-fashioned, and | remember
thetimewhen thefirst year of arelate was strictly amatter of logging contracts and waivers—you never
even saw your sg after the dizzy moment of mutua selection on the grid.



| notified Gloriathat dinner was on, and then | lay down and turned on therain. | did some of my
best thinking intherain.

Some people don't like rain forest decor, don't like the way the rain seemsto go right through you,
like dlver needles. | like thefeding of peace, of nothingness. Asakid, | dways thought it would be cool
to be aghost.

| listened to the sound the rain made asit hissed through the trees. Every now and then some far-off
bird would cry out.

Maybeit wasalittle too restful. | fell adegp and was dmost late for dinner.

Gloriawasin abad mood. Shefelt neglected. | hadn't eft asingle message al week. | told her I'd
been off-line alot with the business, but that wasn't good enough. She said | was afraid of intimacy. She
brought up my last relate profile, which rated me down in communication and emotiona input.

| tried to change the subject.

Sheidentified that behavior, reminded me that evasiveness had shown a seventeen-point increasein
my last profile.

It was abad evening, and we terminated it without invoking the optiond after-meal conversation.

In the morning, Bloom till hadn't shown. The autotrace didn't have an aosolute for me, but it intuited
acoordinate. | went in after setting the auto-recorder. The Highway can be confusing. It doesn't hurt to
have a playback, something to log what you think you've seen.

The maintenance mock-up for the Highway is an underground system of dank tunnels, bleak
Sympathy bars, hustlers, fugitives, outlaws.

“Thisgtink isonly virtud,” | told mysdlf as| strode quickly down awet street, virus-mice scuttling out
of my way, adatatrash of newspapers and old computer jokes blowing out of the dley.

| looked for Bloom in the bars and dacker dives and loop hovels.

An old counter said held seen Bloom. “He your friend?’ the counter asked.

“We're partners,” | said.

“Better forget him,” the geez said. “Better get on up to the Big R and leave him behind.”

“Why'sthat?

“He's othersided. | recognize the look.”

The under-Highway was less stable than usual. | kept hitting blue pocketsin the road. | watched an
old gpartment building fight for integration, fail, and fly away in agrest ripple of black crows.

I'd never seen asurge likethis.

| didn't find Bloom that day. | decided to go flat in achegp wire pocket. I'velogged alot of time
under the Highway, and my mental health doesn't require luxury.

In the morning, | went down to a storefront on Gates Street and talked to an old leak named Sammy
Hood. Sammy logged alot of time under the Highway. | had never met him off-line, but down here he
wasasmadl, dirty guy in acarelesdy integrated suit that was dways wavering.

Sammy leaked to all the mgjor news beats, from tabloid to top credit, and fenced info to whoever
was hungry. He had areputation for ddlivering fresh goods.

He watched while | transferred credits. He smiled.

“Martin,” hesad, “I figured you would be along. Heard young Bloomy boy was running down the
Armageddon crazies, so | figured you'd show. Thisoneisno job for awire-whelp.”

“Have you seen Bloom?’ | asked.

“Nah. | just heard hewas around. | don't want to see him. He gripes me. Y ou should get some
grown-up help. Some burned out V-head can't be good for your image.”

Bloom had earned Sammy arow of demerits two years ago on amassaged image violation, and
Sammy held agrudge.

“Let me have awesther report,” | said.

“Y ou want weather, we got it,” Sammy said. “We got thunder and lightning.”

Sammy recounted disasters up and down the Highway, failures of integration, streets buckling, riots,



acid rain, sudden wipes and fades.

“Better watch where you step,” he said.

“Héll of alot of havoc for one renegade holo,” | said.

Sammy smiled. “ Thisain't your average echoing freak,” he said, leaning forward. “Y ou're working for
C-View, right? Sure. But they haven't told you everything, Martin. Captain Armageddon isout there, al
right, but he ain't out there aone.”

| asked what he meant by that and he laughed, causing his suit to fray and histie to mottle.

“That'sfor meto know and you to buy,” he said.

“Okay.”

Sammy narrowed his eyes, his mock-up for cunning, and shook his head. “Nah. Later maybe. | got a
feding thisisahighgrowth stock. I'm hanging on to it for awhile”

| asked if he had any suggestions whereto look for Bloom.

He sold methat. “ Check the Bin,” Sammy said.

| wasn't happy about entering the Bin. Originaly, it had been alocated for storage, but it had
ghettoized. The warehouses were now chesp tenements, flop-houses for fugitive entities. Things shifted in
the Bin, even in stabletimes, and | might find myself regressing. If the regression were deep, | might go
back to the Big R with areverb that would blow my mind apart. I'd seen it happen, seen guys come back
with just the faintest twitch or a glitched speech pattern. Guy named Morley had come back with ahead
full of “wha's’: I'm—what—talking to my sg—what—and she says—what—that maybe
|—what—should be nicer .... Three weekslater the “what's’ got him, took over entirely. Now he was
white noisein apsych cubicle.

There were thingsin the Bin that had power there. They couldn't cross over, were fueled by
something in the original storage net, but if you went in, if you found yourself on their turf, they could tear
you gpart.

| went into the heart of the Bin. | cradled the OZ riflein the crook of my right arm. The Bin spawned
some entities too crazy to care, but most Als had salf-preservation programs and could recognize a
negative simulus,

| walked down the middie of streets, stayed clear of dleysand sink holes and the dust devils of
spinning capacitors and ICs. If something sentient approached, | would let the barrel of the OZ rifle drop.
Ragged panderers kept their distance.

The bars and wire stations and loop hovels al began to look the same. The sky darkened. There was
never much light in the Bin; shadows shifted from fact to fiction like arestless man shifting hisweight from
onefoot to the other.

“Yes, hewas here,” adave waiter said when | showed him Bloom's projection. “ Another hired gun,
just likeyou.” The dave waiter rattled (laughter) and said, “ Armageddon will make short work of you
and your brother and dl your evil brethren. He will delete you forever and eterndly, to the last yes/no of
your soul.”

Things movefagt in the virus-rich soil of the Bin, and Armageddon was aready loca legend, even
local religion. There were rumors that Armageddon was accompanied by his co-star, Zera Terminal.

“ Armageddon has come,” the dave waiter declaimed. “He has shucked his corporate chains, and he
has cometo lead us out of bondage. | have seen his Queen, Queen Zera, rise up in wondrous splendor
beside him. King and Queen, they shdll lead us out of the Bin and even unto the Big R, aswas
proclaimed in the ancient books of High DOS.”

The Binwas riven by spiritual ecstasy. No one was happy to see me.

Y ou don't spend the night in the Bin if you value your life, or your sanity. | was on my way out when |
found Bloom. | had goneinto adim rendition of asqueeze bar called The Bloat, not expecting anything.

The place was dmost empty, just afew fry heads and their squalls. | saw Bloom at a corner booth.
He was talking to someone, awoman.

| walked over to the booth. “Hey, Bloom,” | said.

“Hey, Marty,” he said. He had been under the Highway for three weeks, and his eyeswere the



saturated blue of atrue V-devotee. He looked older than when I'd last seen him; watchful.

The woman looked a me. She was aguy named Jm Havana, agossip leak for the Harmonium
tabloids. Havana always projected awoman on the Highway. In the Big R he was abald suit, awhite,
dead-fish kind of guy with asickly sheen of excessfat and sweat. Down here, Havana was a stocky
fem—you might have guessed trans—with dated cosmetics and abig thicket of black hair. Shewasan
improvement, but only by comparison to the upside version.

“Thisiswonderful,” Havanasaid, glaring at Bloom. “| said private, remember?’

“It'sgood to seeyou,” Bloom said to me.

“Don't let meinterfere with thisreunion. I'm out of here,” Havanasaid. “I don't need a crowd right
now, you know?’ Havana shook her curls and stood up. She headed toward the door.

“Wait,” Bloom said. He got up and ran after her.

| followed.

The street was wet and low-res, every highlight skewed. The shimmering asphdt buckled as| ran.
An odor like aily, burning ragslingered in the V. Bloom and Havana were ahead of me, both moving fast.

| heard Havana scream.

Something detached from the shadows, risng wildly from an unthought dley full of cast-off formulag,
dirty bulletin skreeds, trashed fantasies. An angry clot of flies hovered over theform. It roared—the
famousroar of Defiance, ralying cry of Captain Armageddon!

| recognized the torn and dirty uniform, but distortion had shortened and thickened the superhero,
and he appeared to have sprouted agreat deal of body hair.

Hisface was oddly flattened, like stretched canvas on abroken skull. His mouth was aragged hole.

“Little sweeties” heroared. “I love thelittle sweeties.” He descended upon Havana and lifted her in
theair.

| saw his hand, five crooked talons, thrust forward, heard the how! of protocols violated ashisarm
plunged deep in her chest. The feedback of her screams hummed in my bones.

Hetore her into pieces, handfuls of flesh and fabric that flapped like blind moths before decaying.

Bloom ran forward and fired an encrypted burst.

Captain Armageddon roared. “ L uff the cutie pies...love Keravnin. My little baby honey Keravnin.”
He fragmented as Bloom moved closer. Something broke from the thick of the decay, screamed, and
raced off down the street, running low, a dog-image perhaps, or asmall, collgpsing demon. Nothing large
enough to survive.

“Let'sget out of here,” Bloom said.

Weran.

| wasin favor of leaving the Highway entirdly.

“Thewipesnot finished,” Bloom said. “ Therésanest in the Bin that's the source of al this other shit.
Well wipeit tomorrow.” Havana had sold Bloom the nest coordinates. She wanted to sall something else
too, something expensive, and sheld been trying to raise Bloom'sinterest without spilling afact. | had
arrived, fouling the pitch.

That night we shut down in aluxury keep. What the hell. A legitimate expense.

Before shutting down, | tried again to talk Bloom into leaving the Highway. “Y ou've been on-line too
long,” | said. “Let'stake abreak. It'll keep.”

“No, it won't,” he said.

| couldn't budge him. | tried. “It'sonly ajob,” | said.

“I hate that son-of-a-bitch,” Bloom said.

“Baker?’ | said. | figured he was talking about our client.

“Armageddon,” Bloom said.

No doubt about it. Bloom had been under too long. Y ou lose it when you take an amok personaly.

“Bloom,” | said, “an amok isjust alot of smart circuits echoing. Remember? 'Y ou're not hallucinating,
are you? Maybe you should tell me what's gone down so far.”

Bloom shrugged, ducked his head. Evasivenessisnot hislong suit. “I just want to get it over with,



that'sal.”

“No, that'snot dl,” | said. “Let'shear it.”

Hedidn't want to talk abouit it, but | had this cold certainty that | was gonnaneed the info.

He exhded. He studied me with unblinking intendity, saying nothing. | am not crazy was the sort of
message he was endeavoring to send.

“| saw ZeraTermind,” hesaid. | talked to her. Just for amoment. She came out of aburning
building, and | couldn't believe my eyes. And she said that Captain Armageddon hurt her...I don't know
how, but he hurt her, and he wanted to hurt her again and. ..shewas crying, and then shewas running
down the street and | ran after her, but thereis no way you can catch Zera Terminal, after al, and when |
came around the corner shewas goneand....”

| repeated mysdlf. “Anamok isjust alot of smart circuitsechoing,” | said. “Remember?’

“| talked to her,” Bloom said. “ She was hurt. That was real enough. It was awful. She was hurt, but
shelooked s0 beautiful, SO sweet, 0 helpless.”

| didn't say anything. The sooner we got off the under-Highway the better.

“We had better get somerest,” | said.

“Yegh”

Silence. The luxury keep smoothed the auto-circuits. | began to dim.

Bloom's voice came out of thefog. “Y ou ever beeninlove, Marty?’

“ThereésGloria” | said.

Bloom laughed softly. “Y eah, well, that's not an answer.” He turned serious again, stared darkly at
the heaven-starred smulation above usand said, “You figureloveisBig R or Little R?’

| didn't answer. | leave philasophy for younger minds.

In the morning we went back into the Bin, back to awarehouse out beyond the Leary expressway.

We bright-burned everything inside that warehouse. Some of it |looked like Armageddon, some of it
looked like mendicant sentiences that just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. And
some of it looked like your worgt trip, hell turned inside out.

Wekilled everything, and then we got out. Long streams of encrypted coderosein thear, writhing
like edson fire. Neighboring storefronts pushed in around the long, dying building, scavenging it for
whole programs, jostling for position in the rubble.

| looked at my young companion as he studied the destruction.

Hisblue eyeswerefull of slver tears.

“He can't hurt you now,” he said.

“Comeon,” | said, and | grabbed his shoulder and pulled him away.

Bloom said he needed arest, and | didn't see him for aweek. He lived down in the Grit, so | couldn't
cal himup. I needed him, but | practiced patience while things went wild on the Highway.

Dozens of anomalies bloomed. Shows were being disrupted, interference was rampant. The Window
was wondering out loud if this anarchy had anything to do with the Armageddon surge.

Baker cdled to threaten me. “You blew it!” he screamed. *Y ou botched this wipe and now every
dirty Legd onthe Net wants my ass. I'm not going down aone, Martin.”

“Wat aminute,” | said. “Y ou hired meto wipe an amok, and | did it. There hasn't been an
Armageddon sghting sncethewipe.”

“I'd trade a hundred berserk Armageddons for the shit that's flying out there now. | want it cleaned
up. | don't know what kind of rift you created, but it isyour mess. Y ours. Don't think you are just going
towak away fromit.”

It wasn't agood conversation.

The next day, anew interference hit the Highway. It broke through every filter. At first it wasjust
random noise, but it articulated quickly. It was someone crying, crying hopelesdy, heartlost. It wasa
sound that made your soul sick, and you did what you could to get out of itsrange. Viewersfled.

Baker caled. | had achoice, he said. | could put thingsto rights or | could start looking for work as



avirus-scanner on alow-rent bulletin. 1 told him I'd get back to him.

| went back under. It wasamess. A line of stark, deadwinter trees writhed in the wind. Some
buildings were missing, nothing but burned fields where stray dogs roamed. Under the highway, the
crying sounded inhuman, atortured demon locked in astedl dungeon.

Sammy Hood's storefront still stood.

“I'm on my way out,” Sammy said. Helooked scared. | noticed that histie was nothing but an old
pair of sockstied together.

“I need to know the rest. Whatever info you were saving, | need it now,” | told him.

“| waswrong about that,” he said. “1t was nothing.” He was panicked. Snow wasfaling in hiseyes,
hewaslosngit.

“Tell mewhat the nothingwas,” | said.

“| gottago,” hesaid.

Hetried to come around me, diding fast around the desk and toward the door.

| caught him and pulled him toward me.

Hisarm came away, detached with afaint, eectric belch. A hot, acrid gust of smoke accompanied
the arm, and | stumbled backward.

Sammy's eyes widened, blind with snow now. He sneezed abruptly. The ghost of his head bloomed
through his nogtrils, its mouth open, howling Setic.

| stepped back as he fragmented. What the hell ?

“Tel me” | shouted.

Perhaps he tried. His mouth shaped something more articulate than ascream. But it was againgt his
nature to give out free information. He couldn't break the habit of alifetimein an insant. And then he was
gone.

For aminute | wastoo frightened and sick to move.

Then, rocked with a sense of my own vulnerability, | got out of there—fast.

The next day, | learned what had happened to Sammy Hood. He had been disconnected, violently
and forever.

| had to see Bloom. | went out to the Grit. The Grit istotdly off-line. It was dapped together during a
Warhol-burst of eco-chic. It burned bright for about aslong as it took people to redize that they were
redly off the Broad Highway, really without Access. Now the Grit was nothing but bottom-dwellers,
godtalkers, crazies. And my goofy partner Bloom. It wasthelast place you would expect to find avirtua
fresk like Bloom.

| asked him about that. “1t makestherest redler,” he said, looking around the place like held just
noticed it himsdif.

Bloom wasliving in an old two-mod sprawl off adirt road. There wastdl grassin the yard, twisted,
spindly trees, grasshoppers. It made me want to laugh. Organic is so goddamn sincere. Look, I'm ared
tree, adirty, sap-leaking, crooked, bug-infested real tree. Love me. Y eah, sure.

Bloom hadn't shaved since | last saw him, and—if it were possible—he had grown even paer.

| told him about Sammy Hood. Someone had stuck a pressure bomb to the side of Sammy's Deprive
chamber. Sammy Hood was floating in the Big R, blood oozing from his ears, while | watched his
mock-up disintegrate.

I'd gleaned that info from adeep sink planted at Sony Corp. It was news that would never make the
Window. Imagine the panic, thefailure of faith, if Com Wick waan't safe?

Until now, it had been sofe.

“You can't get past Security at ComWick,” | said.

Bloom nodded. “Y eah. Unless you are Security. Or unless you own Security.”

Thiswas poison info. Pick it up, and you are instantly irradiated, awalking leper. No thanks. | let it
lie

| told Bloom about the interference on the Highway, the crying.

Suddenly, Bloom looked lost, looked like he was about three years old, an orphan waking on one of



Jupiter's smaller moons. He looked like I'd sucker-punched him in the gut.

“That'sZera” hesad. “That's Zerarifting.”

Zera. | was hoping that glitch in hisbrain had healed. Not so. Hed done considerable brooding. He
was convinced that Zera Terminal was causing the disturbance.

Theoretically, asurge could activate peripheras. Holos were free-functioning artificias, and one Al
could react to another. An amok could cause turbulence in related programs. In practice, it just didn't
happen.

| said as much to Bloom. How did he explain it?

Bloom rubbed his pams on histhighs and rocked in his chair. He seemed embarrassed by what he
had to say. He studied thefloor. “1 think they were having asexud, uncontracted rddationshipin BigR. |
think that'swhat did it. When the actors updated, the artificials couldn't handle the new information; it
rifted them.”

Real sex with aholo fantasy co-star's source would have been aMords violation, and it would have
offlined Trumble forever, and it was, of course, disgusting, the sort of perversion that could cause an
esteem deva uation throughout dl of Entertainment.

It would explain Jell Baker's hysteria. If that scandal leaked to the Window, Baker would be out of
work. Legaswould be the only humans hetalked to for the next fifty years.

“She's il out there, Marty,” Bloom said. “ She's till out there, and she's hurt.”

Bloom wanted to go under the Highway right away.

“Tomorrow's soon enough,” | said.

| went home. | retreated to my rain forest, jacking the oxygen way up, lowering the temp, setting the
rain for adow drizzle. | contacted Jell Baker.

“Who is Zera Termind's source?’ | asked. “Y ou want help, you have to give me what you've got. |
need that information.”

“That's privileged,” he said. “No way do you get that.”

“I cantwork inthedark,” | said. “Y ou want things smoothed or not?’

“Sorry,” Baker said. “1 got plenty of troubles without a source-privilege violation.”

| sat in my room and ran the collapsed videos of American Midnight. I'm not aholoshow fan; I'min
the business. | had watched these only after Armageddon went amok and the job came my way. Then
I'd been focused on Armageddon. Thistime around | studied his co-star, Zera

Y ou've seen her, those big eyes and the fullness of her mouth. Her features are dmost too lush for the
chisdled ovd of her face, but somehow it works, probably because of the innocence. Thisisawoman,
you think, who trusts. Thisisawoman who finds everything new and good.

Thereisusualy some chill to aholo, some glint of the non-human intelligence that runsthe programs.
Zeradmost transcended that. There was ahuman here, lodged in that sweet, surprised voice, that gawky
grace, that wow in her eyes.

It came down to asingle qudity, waysrare, rarer in aland of artifice: Innocence.

| dept and dreamed of ZeraTermind. | held her in my arms, felt the warmth of her as she pulled
closer to me, heard her smdl, shining voicein my ear. She was singing, singing a children's song.

Sally has a sweetheart,

cold asice,

Johnny hasa girlfriend

don't like mice.

Shegiggled.

In the morning, Bloom and | went under the Highway. We entered through private Deprive tanks, a
rich man's club called Mannikin. Their security wastop notch, but | hired additional Al failsafes. Better
paranoid than dead.

The under-Highway was calm when we arrived, brighter than usud. 1t felt like the eye of the sorm,
and it was. We were on the street when the sky broke open, and hard, cold rain pounded us. Therain
was gritty, as though there were sand in it. We fled the downpour, darting into asmall dacker bar.



The place was crowded—other refugees from the rain and some Al Persondities flashing smiles and
phony resumés.

“I'll get usatable” | said, and | started out.

| heard Bloom shout, and | turned and saw him dive back out into the rain. | pushed through the
crowd and went after him.

He was running flat out, and the Sdeways rain had dicked his shirt to the somehow ardent, yearning
bones of his spine. Thissingle detail pierced the blur of rain and low-res shadows and wavering
gorefronts. It frightened mewhen | recalled it later: Bloom, the skinny, dream-struck kid, urging his
skeleton through the virtua storm. It frightened me, as did the single word he shouted: “ Zeral”

| ran after him, the gritty rain clawing my face. Bloom raced down an dley. | lowered my head
againgt therain and dashed across the strest. | looked up just in time to see the buildings stretch and to
hear the cold smack of meshing programs as the alley disappeared. Bits of trash, old readouts and
superfluous machine imagings fluttered from the new wall.

| ran on down the street, hesitated at the entrance to another alley, and plunged into it. | came out on
another street, empty, swept by clattering rain.

Bloom had disappeared from the under-Highway. | spent the rest of the day seeking him.

| returned to the Big R with a sense of dread. What would | find? In Deprive, Bloom floated like an
drunken angdl.

“No problem,” the private tech told me. “Everythingisin order.”

| nodded to thistech; said nothing. | increased security.

Two weeks after Bloom's disappearance, Gloriaand | had dinner to celebrate my success.

“Smile” Gloriasad.

“That would be dishonest,” | said. “A smilewould not reflect the true state of my emotions. I'd be
subject to afalure-to-disclose fine.”

“Itissweet of you to worry about Bloom,” she said. “But he was never very stable. Perhapsheis
happy wherever heis. He has nothing to do with us.”

“Maybe hedoes,” | said. “Jel Baker just gave me afortunefor cleaning up the Highway. | didn't do
it.”

Gloriasmiled blandly. Sheraised her eyebrowsin agesture that said And so?

She leaned forward, close enough for demeritsif apeep had been watching. “1've been thinking of an
amendment to our latest contract,” she whispered.

| didn't respond.

Gloriagiggled. “A foreplay clause”

| didn't say anything. | wasn't in the mood.

| waited for the Highway to explode, for chaos to come roaring down every byway. Nothing
happened. A month went by and nothing happened. Bloom floated in luxury Deprive a the Mannikin.

| kept going in, kept looking for him, but there wasn't asign, not aword. He'd gone down the rabbit
hole and left no trace.

Seven weeks and aday after hewent in, | heard from him.

He contacted me over the little ComLink, an archaic dpha-termina that | fill used occasondly for
fallsafe codes. It was asecureline, being rarely traveled.

The message camein on my persond mix:

HI MARTY, | AM FINE.
ZERA GETSBETTER EVERY DAY . BLOOM.

| got another message two days later.

MARTY.I AM IN LOVE.



THERE ARE NO CONTRACTSHERE, BUT
THAT DOESN'T MAKEMY LOVE ANY LESS.
ZERA AGREES.

YOU MUST COME AND VISIT.

There were coordinatesthistime, and | went in immediately. | didn't know how deep the trauma
was, how impaired he would be. | felt responsible. | had known he was delusiona when | had let him
accompany methat last time.

The young couple wereliving in a cottage in the small rurd mock-up that had been stored in the
under-Highway when the holoshow Country Ways had dropped in the ratings and been retired.

They were holding hands when | came into the yard. Bloom waved, turned and said something to
Zera, thenranto me.

He put an arm around my shoulder and led me back. “Don't spook her,” Bloom whispered. “ She's
fine, but be cool, okay?’

“Zera” Bloom sad, “thisisMarty.”

Zerasmiled, extended ahand. | felt the moth-touch of her fingers, then she giggled and turned away.

Shewaslovey, breathtakingly so. She wore aydlow cotton dress and her hair wastied back with a
greenribbon. A sudden image, crude and disorienting, cameto me: Zera Termind writhing in celebrity
seX, back arched, thighs glistening with swest.

| shoved the vision away, heard Bloom speaking.

“Comelook at our garden,” he said.

We walked around the cottage and into the back yard. Insects whirred in front of us. | snatched one
fromtheair. It was an undetailed, buzzing program, ablur that tickled my palm.

Zeraran into the garden, knelt, returned with ared tomato. “Here,” she said.

“Thank you,” | said. Palitely, | took abite, and was surprised by the authenticity of the smulation.

Asthe day went on, and Bloom redlized that | was not going to do anything outrageous or hurtful, he
relaxed.

“It'sgood to seeyou,” Bloom said. “It'sredly greet.”

“Youtoo,” | said.

“Zerdslooking grest, isn't she?’ hesaid.

“Yes”

“I think I'm good for her.”

Wewatched Zerakned in the garden. She was utterly lost in the business of weeding. Theribbonin
her hair had come undone, and long, raven coils spilled over her shoulders. The effect was a once
wanton and innocent. | was on guard for prurient thoughts and so kept them at bay.

Bloom went out to help her. Together they watered the garden. Zeraturned the hose on Bloom and
they laughed and wrestled for possession and the spume of water droplets enclosed them in bright,
impossible protection.

Their laughter came to mewhere | sat under the live oak.

| did not say any of thethings | had cometo say. | did not take Bloom back with me. | did not
threaten to have the Neuros comein and forcibly disconnect him from Deprive.

| wished the young couple wdll. | told Zerahow good it wasto meet her.

| saw theway blue dectric lights skittered behind her eyes, and | said nothing about that either.

“lan't she beautiful?” Bloom said.

“Sheis” | said. “ Sheistheworld's most beautiful woman.”

| 1eft them to their dream cottage, to their small, fragile sectioninthe V, and | bused mysdf in Big R
and waited for the great, rolling doom to come. | knew it was coming—I was born knowing that—and
that, findly, waswhy | had left Bloom there without an argument. Let him have whatever nourishment
illuson offered, | thought. It would be brief enough.



| didn't hear from him for two weeks. Then | received another message on the ComL.ink, arriving
with new coordinates.

That message came the day after the Broad Highway began to burn. The day after Baker called and
said hewould kill me. The day after every holoshow suffered static, earthquakes, fires, tornadoes, and
plagues of locustsand flies.

Just words on ascreen. But | felt hisanguish.

LOVE ISN'T ENOUGH. | TRIED.
BUT SHEHURTS SO BAD.
SHE HURTSFROM THE BIG R.
SHE CAN'T FORGET.

| went to him immediately. The under-Highway had been stripped. It was stark, long flat stretches of
road and gutted buildings. Alsfunctioned on minima loop programs, responding to random stimuli.

The couple had moved from the cottage. Bloom told me rural was nothing but stuttering patterns.
Their new place broke my heart. It was just abox, acouple of deep racks and somefeed lines. It
wavered like adying scan, kept dive by nothing but desperate Will. Trugt, Love, whatever you want to
cdlit.

Zerawas till lovely, despite the blue storms behind her eyes and the new twist to her spine. She had
some difficulty spesking. “Y ou are the nice—nice—the Bloom's—friend friendly—having to do with
friendship—goodwill. Hdlo.”

The program was disintegrating.

| took Bloom outside where the sky bubbled like red soup boiling.

Bloom looked at me, and the smile he'd worn for Zera disappeared. | thought he would cry. Hiseyes
were red. Hislips were chapped and there was dried blood on his stubbled chin.

“I tried,” hesaid. “I redly tried.”

His hands dropped to his sides as his voice grew thinner.

“Shelsaholo,” | said. “ She'san atificid intelligence mapped from area person. But she'snot real.”

“Zera” he moaned.

| clutched his shoulder and shook him.

“Wevegot to get out,” | said.

“They hurt her too much,” he said.

“Who?’

“The oneswho did it. Whoever. All of them.”

“Wevegot to go now,” | said.

“It wasworse,” he said. “It would have been bad enough if they wereloversin Big R. That would
have been amgjor rift. But it wasrape.”

“No contract, you mean,” | said.

Bloom shook his head. “No. Rape. The old meaning. Trumble raped her. Forced her againgt her
will.”

The under-Highway was coming gpart around us. A shadow rolled over usand | looked up to see
something dark and vast fly over on mechanical wings. It uttered shrieks of rage asit rose into thered

sky.
A drone exploded on the street, and its head rolled by, repeating a servant mantra. If thereis
anything | can do please...if thereis anything | can do please...if thereisanything | can do please

| felt achill degper than any virtua prompt.

“Of course,” | said, although | could not say then just what it was that had achieved clarity—horror
alone, perhaps.

“Her name” | sad. “What isher name?’

“Shewon't tell me,” Bloom said. “It hurts her to remember. It causes...new disturbances. | think—"



| saw her over his shoulder. She came out of the house, running. She was oscillating. She threw her
amsintheair, her many, wavering ams, and screamed.

“Zeral” Bloom shouted, and he turned and ran toward her. He embraced her.

“Don't!” | ydled. Every action and reaction wastoo late.

Shetried, | think, to back away.

Bloom erupted in flames, green flamesthat the collgpsing walls reflected asthey fell.

Scales flowered on the Street beneath my feet asit turned into amonstrous serpent and began to
glideinto ablack pit.

| legpt away, found something like areal street, and fled.

“I'm sorry,” the tech said when he pulled me from Deprive.

“Yes” | sad. “I know.”

Gloriaand | sgned aspecia contract to attend Bloom's negation ceremony together.

“That was uplifting,” Gloriasad at the ceremony's conclusion. Bloom was of no particular faith, soa
renowned logic had been hired to utter affirmations.

“Yes” | said. “l amingpired.”

Gloriagave me askeptical look.

| wasinspired, dthough not, perhaps, in the intended fashion. | was struck by the arbitrariness of
events, of lifé's essential meaninglessness. | saw mysalf standing on the last shreds of the under-Highway,
right beforeit blew, listening to my partner anguish over arenegade hologram, and | envied hisemoation,
his pain-embraced love.

| resolved to find Zeras source. Listening to the Logic's voice drone on about essence and being and
defined goodness, | knew that alust for vengeance wasdl | had.

| went home after the ceremony and called VV-Concepts and they sent over two techsto dismantle
therain forest and ingtall the latest neutrals. | wasn't ready to head out to the Grit, but | was beginning to
weary of virtua specifics. Good timing. When Baker finished dapping suitson me, 1'd be out of the
business anyway.

The techs knew their job, and they had the rain forest packed and the neutrdsinstalled that same
day. Thewhite space fdt alittle stark, and | knew it would take some fine tuning.

| st in artificid twilight and watched the American Midnight playbacks. | watched them over and
over again, mindlesdy. | keyed loops, and | stared unblinking at the replicating images.

My mind traveled esawhere. | thought, I'm gonna cancel the contract with Gloria. | don't care
what it sets me back.

Contracts no longer excited me. Gloria could have whispered athousand legd injunctionsin my ear,
and | would have felt no tremor of lust. | understood something of Trumble's behavior. Hewasa
throw-back to the Decadence, back when people entered sexua rel ationships without any legal counsdl
or gtrictures, often long before twenty-five, the present age of consent. He had been asick man. A dream
had sucked him in, and he had unraveled. He had gone looking for Zeras human source, and he had
gonelooking with al the resources of arich man and al the determination of amadman. He had found
her. And Baker had to have known about it.

| would never proveit, but surely Baker had killed Sammy Hood. There might be other suspects, but
Baker was the only one with the ability to breech Security at ComWick.

| sudied Zera Termind as her mouth opened and her tongue licked her upper lipin adow, lazy roll.
Even on aflat, desire permeated the screen.

| watched Zera Terminal, naked, pout. | watched her ssamp her foot in childish pique. | watched her
eyesflash.

Who are you? | wondered.

| understood Bloom's obsession with aholo. “Islove Big R or Little R?" he had asked.

A graduatein rational metaphysics might have had trouble answering that one. Do you hunger for
the body or the soul ?

The American Midnight flats unsettled me. | could not then say why, although the truth, once



revealed, was obvious—and would be, | thought, to every Viewer damned by it.

Like that famous, pre-Decadence character Hamlet, | wasn't getting anywhere with the philosophical
loops. Vengeance required some action.

| needed the name of Zeras human-map, but | could be killed the minute my search surfaced ina
C-View Actionsfile. So | was careful. | found nothing in the open files.

It was Captain Armageddon who gave me the name.

| was watching the recorded playbacks from the under-Highway. | watched the amok Armageddon
tearing Jm Havanainto pieces. The regressing holo spoke in agarbled rattle. The name wasthere;
Keravnin. There were four Keravnins locally—and only one was a probable.

Shelived on Maplethorpe, down in the high-rent Op digtrict. Keravnin read out as the only child of
wedlthy parents. She'd had a brief career asamodel for sex-boutique prototypes, but she'd never
registered with any of the big agencies. She had the usua privileged list of socia outlets, and old board
files suggested an extended relate contract with Korl Mox, the sound designer. They'd consummated the
contract but signed off when their compatibility index did to four. Her current relate file was
uninformative. It could have been tampered with, or perhaps Keravnin wasn't of sufficient socia standing
to warrant alonger report on the Window.

Her profile showed the standard culturd acquisitiveness. There was anarcissstic strain in the emotion
modules she bought. She had athing for old film prints. And she had a passion for late-twentieth century
CDs, specidizing in fashionable pretense-pop.

That was my entrance. | wrote mysalf aretroscenario asacollector. It wouldn't stand under scrutiny,
s0 | would just have to hope no one was looking.

| sold her two CDs on the Net before | suggested we meet.

| sat in her pricey Op digs, cradling aMichael Penn CD that | was going to let her have for haf of
what it cost me.

Sennie Keravnin was not what | expected. Two years down from forty, her beauty was intact, but
there was something brittle in her every gesture, some shrillnessin her laughter. | saw her twenty years
from now in anew cosmetic workup, coyly signing short-term contracts. | waslooking for the connection
with ZeraTerminal, and looking, | found it. The same high cheekbones, the same elegant jaw line. The
holo had obvioudy been afantasized facamile (ftill agray agreea Mords). Keravnin looked like Zera
Termind if | squinted my eyes. But, in some fundamental way, there was no connection &t al.

We taked about pretense pop, agreed that groups with any sense of humor were second-rate, that
the great strength of such music wasits sdlf-referential seriousness.

Shewas aheavy fan. I'd done my homework, but | didn't know haf the names. Fortunately, an
occasiona murmur of assent was dl she required.

| had ample time to study the room while she talked. It was genericin itsway: expensive holoprints,
temp walls, organic projections. A wall shef held anumber of tactile-dolls, including the popular Koda
Al. | found these artifacts of girlhood depressing. There should be an age cut-off for cute. Again, | saw
Sennie Keravnin inhabiting her future, cuddling aworn childhood toy, smiling coyly a some tarnished
father figure.

Wetdked for perhaps twenty minutes. | sold her the CD and I ft.

| went home. | thought about Keravnin. Shedidn't look like arape victim. But what did | know
about that? What did arape victim look like? It was a crime requiring access, a crime from the
Decadence, acrime now out of context.

If I could prove that she had been raped, and that Baker knew about it, | could have Baker put away
forever. Trumble was dead; | couldn't kill him again, but | could shut down the engineer of al thisevil.

For Bloom. Who bloomed so briefly. Just akid. | saw Bloom and Zerawrestling in the garden,
water and laughter exploding in the air.

| knew then. | knew the way everyone will know when it hitsthe Window. And | guessit will takea
whileto takeit in. The knowing carries some emotiona freight, and it isn't processed eedlly.



| logged on. | called up Keravnin's medica. Thereit was. Nothing hidden. What's to hide when no
oneislooking?

| cdled Mordsand left amessage for aguy named Gill Hedron. | turned the flat-view off and went
out into the night.

| sat in a Sympathy bar and waited for Hedron to arrive. | had no doubt that he would come. Hedron
was alieutenant with Morals.

“My partner and | did the Armageddon wipe,” | had told the interface. “1've got something that will
put Jell Baker away.”

Hedron was the man who had logged the most time on the Baker fileat Mords. | figured Hedron
was frustrated, willing to take a chance.

He came. Hewas asmall, unshaven guy, and like every righteous I'd ever met out of Morals, he
spokein short, edited bursts of disbelief.

“Yeah, | got nothing better to do,” he said when | thanked him for coming. “Maybe I'll kick your ass,
just for something to do.”

| told him what | knew.

Heligened. When | finished, he said, *'Y ou got nothing.”

“But wecould getit,” | sad.

“You don't have anything to lose,” hetold me. “I till got some prospects. | till got dreams.”

“Ever dream of closing thelid on Baker?’ | asked.

Hedron sighed. | could see my doguence had won him over.

Driving into the Op, | thought about American Midnight. It sold sex, sure, but so did every other
holoshow. Sex wasn't arareitem. Most shows logged a couple of weeks and were gone. American
Midnight was running strong at eight monthswhen Trumble took himsdlf out. Why the long run?
Because Midnight had something new to sdll.

Hedron caled into Moras and had them shut down al security traps and fail safes for the Keravnin
res.

We rendezvoused with three Sony cops and a coordinating Legal and werein the building in two
minutes.

We blew the door, Lega started recording, and Sennie Keravnin came running out of the bedroom.
There was panic on her deep-rumpled face, but something calculating took command,; you could most
watch the fear scuttle for ratholes. If | had looked deep into her eyes, | probably could have seen the
thoughts passng. Can Baker get me out of this? What's the best deal? Can | nail these assholes on
an unwarranted?

| walked past her, down the long hall, and stopped as the door did open and the curly headed child
came blinking into the light. She wore a blue shift with cartoon Towsersonit. Her Koada-doll clung to her
neck.

“Mommy?’ thegirl said.

“Sara” | sad, “It'sdl right. Everything isokay.”

She looked a me with those famous eyes. “1 don't know you.”

“It'sokay,” | said.

“I want my mommy.” They hadn't dtered the voice at al. Thiswas Zerasvoicein dl itswonder and
trust. The voice match-up alone would have been enough to shut C-View down.

| took Saras hand and we walked back down the hall.

Weadl checked in at Mords. It was along night. When the statements were down, Hedron offered
to drive me home. Hewas full of triumph and sudden camaraderie. He dapped my back. “We got the
son-of-a-hitch. Y ou can Hill see the implant scars where they read her for the holo, and there has got to
be a synaptic map at C-View that will match.”

“I'mglad,” | said.



Hometo my white light. | logged on the Net for the latest. The Broad Highway was a desert, glitched
with gatic and noise. They didn't identify the soundtrack, but | could, a sobbing child, blown to
monstrous volume by the public hunger for innocence.

“It'sgoing to beadl right,” | had told Sara, whose fantasy lover had come looking for her
off-line—and found her.

Sennie Keravnin said she didn't know anything about that. She had no idea Trumble was amap for
Captain Armageddon or that her daughter was being read for Zera. Sara was supposed to be mapped
for akid's show. That's how the contract read. And Trumble was just supposed to be some C-View
exec.

| wanted to believe Sennie Keravnin.

Jd| Baker wasageniusin hisway, | redized. The public was sick of illuson—sick of thevirtua
shimmer. They longed for the Big R. They thirsted for innocence.

Red innocence. No imitations accepted.

SaraKeravnin would be nine next month. | wondered if Bloom had known that?

Probably not. But | thought of that line carved in silver over Fed Legd, a quote from before the
Decadence, a quote from that guy who wrote Hamlet. Y ou know, the one that goes: “L et us not to the
marriage of true minds admit impediments.”

| guessthat saysitdl.

For White Hill
JOE HALDEMAN

Joe Haldeman is one of the great living science fiction writers, known worldwide for his hard SF
adventure stories particularly. His most recent novel however, released in 1995, was not SF-. 1968
is an ambitious attempt to represent and confront a year spent as a soldier in Vietnam. His SF
novels include Mindbridge, The Forever War, Buying Time and The Hemingway Hoax. His short
fiction ranges from humor to horror, but most often has a darkness deep within it. Such is*“ For
White Hill” : a romance set against the staggering background of the approaching doom of Earth.
This was one of five fine novellas (by Haldeman, Greg Bear, Donald M. Kingsbury, Charles
Sheffield and Paul Anderson) published this year in Far Futures, the excellent original anthology
of hard SF edited by Gregory Benford this year.
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| am writing thismemoir in the language of England, an ancient land of Earth, whose tales and songs
White Hill vaued. She was fascinated by human culture in the days before machines—not just thinking
machines, but working ones; when things got done by the straining muscles of humans and animals.

Neither of uswas born on Earth. Not many people were, in those days. It was adesert planet then,
ravaged in the twelfth year of what they would call the Last War. When we met, that war had been going
for over four hundred years, and had moved out of Sol Space atogether, or so we thought.

Some cultures had other names for the conflict. My parent, who fought the century before | did,
aways cdled it the Extermination, and their name for the enemy was“roach,” or a least that'sas close as
English alows. We cdled the enemy an gpproximation of their own word for themselves, Fwndyri, which
was uglier to us. | ill have no love for them, but have no reason to make the effort. It would be easier to
love aroach. At least we have acommon ancestor. And we accompanied one another into space.

One mixed blessing we got from the war was aloose form of interstellar government, the Council of
Worlds. There had been individua treaties before, but an overdl organization had dways seemed
unlikely, since no two inhabited systems are less than three light-years apart, and severd of them are over
fifty. You can't defeat Eingtein; that makes more than a century between “How areyou?’ and “Fine.”



The Council of Worldswas headquartered on Earth, an unlikely and unlovely place, if centrally
located. There were fewer than ten thousand people living on the blighted planet then, an odd mix of
politicians, religious extremigts, and academics, mostly. Almost al of them under glass. Touristsflowed
through the domed-over ruins, but not many stayed long. The planet was ill very dangerous over al of
its unprotected surface, since the Fwndyri had thoroughly seeded it with nanophages. Those were
submicroscopic constructs that sought out concentrations of human DNA. Once under the skin, they
would reproduce at ageometric rate, deconstructing the body, cell by cell, building new nanophages. A
person might complain of aheadache and lie down, and afew hours|ater there would be nothing but a
dry skeleton, lying in dust. When the humanswere al dead, they mutated and went after DNA in generdl,
and gerilized the world.

White Hill and | were“bred” for immunity to the nanophages. Our DNA winds backwards, as was
the case with many people born or created after that stage of the war. So we could actually go through
the elaborate airlocks and step out onto the blasted surface unprotected.

| didn't like her at first. We were competitors, and aliensto one another.

When | worked through the find airlock cycle, for my first moment on the actua surface of Earth, she
waswaiting outside, Sitting in meditation on alarge flat rock that shimmered in the heet. One had to admit
shewas beautiful in agartling way, clad only in aglistening pattern of blue and green body paint.
Everything ese around was grey and black, including the hard-packed talcum that had once been a
mighty jungle, Brazil. The dome behind me wasamirror of grey and black and cobalt sky.

“Welcome home,” shesaid. “Y ou're Water Man.”

Sheinflected it properly, which surprised me. “Y ou're from Petros?’

“Of coursenot.” She spread her arms and looked down at her body. Our women always cover at
least one of their breadts, et donether genitals. “Gaan, an idand on Seldene. 1've studied your cultures,
alittlelanguage.”

“You don't dresslike that on Seldene, either.” Not anywhere I'd been on the planet.

“Only at the beach. It's so warm here.”

| had to agree. Before | came out, they'd told me it was the hottest autumn on record. | took off my
robe and folded it and | eft it by the door, with the sealed food box they had given me. | joined her on the
rock, which wastilted away from the sun and reasonably coal.

She had adight fragrance of lavender, perhaps from the body paint. We touched hands. “My name
isWhite Hill. Zephyr-Meadow-Torrent.”

“Where arethe others?’ | asked. Twenty-nine artists had been invited; one from each inhabited
world. The people who had met meinsde said | was the nineteenth to show up.

“Mog of them traveling. Going from dome to dome for ingpiration.”

“Y ou've dready been around?’

“No.” She reached down with her toe and scraped a curved line on the hard-baked ground. “All the
gory'shere, anywhere. It isn't redly about history or culture.”

Her open posture would have been shockingly sexud a home, but thiswas not home. “Did you visit
my world when you were studying it?’

“No, no money, at thetime. | did get there afew yearsago.” She smiled a me. “It wasamost as
beautiful as1'd imaginedit.” She said threewordsin Petrosan. Y ou couldn't say it precisdy in English,
which doesn't have apaindromic mood: Dreams feed art and art feeds dreams.

“When you came to Seldene | was young, too young to study with you. I've learned alot from your
sculpture, though.”

“How young can you be?’ To earn thishonor, | did not say.

“In Earth years, about seventy awake. More than a hundred and forty-five in time-squeeze.”

| struggled with the arithmetic. Petros and Seldene were twenty-two light-years apart; that's about
forty-five years squeeze. Earth is, what, alittle lessthan forty light-years from her planet. That leaves
enough gone time for someplace about twenty-five light-years from Petros, and back.

She tapped me on the knee, and | flinched. “Don't overheat your brain. | made atriangle; went to
ThetaK ent after your world.”



“Redly? When | wasthere?’

“No, | missed you by lessthan ayear. | was disgppointed. Y ou were why | went.” Shemade a
pdindromeinmy language: Predator becomes prey becomes predator ?“ So here we are. Perhaps |
can ill learn fromyou.”

| didn't much care for her tone of voice, but | said the obvious: “1'm morelikdly to learn from you.”

“Oh, | don't think s0.” She smiled in ameasured way. “Y ou don't have much to learn.”

Or much | could, or would, learn. “Have you been down to the water?’

“Once.” Shedid off therock and dusted hersalf, spanking. “It'sinteresting. Doesn't [ook redl.” |
picked up the food box and followed her down a sort of path that led usinto low ruins. She drank some
of my water, gpologetic; hers was hot enough to brew tea.

“First body?’ | asked.

“I'mnot tired of it yet.” She gave me asidewayslook, amused. “Y ou must be on your fourth or fifth.”
“I go through adozen ayear.” Shelaughed. “ Actudly, it'sstill my second. | hung on to thefirst too
long.”

“I read about that, the accident. That must have been horrible.”

“Comes with the medium. | should take up theflute.” | had been making a*controlled” fracturein a
large boulder and set off the charges prematurely, by dropping the detonator. Part of the huge rock rolled
over onto me, crushing my body from the hips down. It was aremote area, and by thetime help arrived |
had been dead for saveral minutes, from pain as much as anything ese. “ It affected al of my work, of
course. | can't even look at some of thethings| did the first few years| had this body.”

“They arehard to look at,” she said. “Not to say they aren't well done, and beautiful, in their way.”

“Aswhat isnot? Initsway.” We cameto thefirst building ruins and stopped. “Not dl of thisis
weathering. Even in four hundred years.” If you studied the rubble you could reconstruct part of the
design. Primitive but sturdy, concrete reinforced with composite rods. “ Somebody camein here with
heavy equipment or explosives. They never actudly fought on Earth, | thought.”

“They say not.” She picked up anirregular brick with arod through it. “ Rage, | suppose. Once
people knew that no onewas going to live.”

“It'shard to imagine.” The records are chaotic. Evidently the first people died two or three days after
the nanophages were introduced, and no one on Earth was dive aweek later. “Not hard to understand,
though. The need to break something.” | remembered the inchoate anger | felt as| squirmed there
helpless, dying from sculpture, of al things. Anger at therock, the fates. Not a my own inattention and
cdumgness.

“They had apoem about that,” she said. “‘ Rage, rage againgt the dying of thelight.’”

“Somebody actudly wrote something during the nanoplague?’

“Oh, no. A thousand years before. Twelve hundred.” She squatted suddenly and brushed at a
fragment that had two letterson it. “1 wonder if thiswas some sort of officid building. Or ashrine or
church.” She pointed dong the curved row of shattered bricks that spilled into the street. “That looks like
it was some kind of decoration, a gable over the entrance.” She tiptoes through the rubble toward the far
end of the arc, studying what was written on the face-up pieces. The posture, standing on the bals of her
feet, made her dim body even more attractive, as she must have known. My own body began to respond
inaway inappropriate for aman more than three times her age. Foolish, even though that particular part
isnot so old. | willed it down before she could see.

“It'salanguage| don't know,” she said. “Not Portuguese; looks like Latin. A Christian church,
probably, Cathalic.”

“They used water inthelr religion,” | remembered. “Isthat why it's close to the sea?’

“They were everywhere; sea, mountains, orbit. They got to Petros?’

“We dill have some. I've never met one, but they have a church in New Haven.”

“Aswho doesn't?’ She pointed up aroad. “Come on. The beach isjust over therise here.”

| could smell it before | saw it. It wasn't an ocean smdll; it was dry, dightly choking.

Weturned acorner and | stood staring. “It's adeep blue farther out,” she said, “and so clear you can
see hundreds of metras down.” Here the water was thick and brown, the surf foaming heavily likea



giant's chocolate drink, mud piled in baked windrows aong the beach. “This used to be soil ?”

She nodded. “ Therés ahuge river that cutsthis continent in haf, the Amazon. When the plants died,
there was nothing to hold the soil in place.” She tugged me forward. “Do you swim? Comeon.”

“Swvimin that ? It'sfilthy.”

“No, it's perfectly serile. Besdes, | haveto pee” Wdll, | couldn't argue with that. | left thebox ona
high fragment of fallen wall and followed her. When we got to the beach, she brokeinto arun. | walked
dowly and watched her gracile body, instead, and waded into the dippery heavy surf. When it was deep
enough to swim, | plowed my way out to where she was bobbing. The water was too hot to be pleasant,
and breathing was somewhat difficult. Carbon dioxide, | supposed, with atang of haogen.

We floated together for awhile, comparing this soup to bodies of water on our planets and
ThetaKent. It was tiring, more from the water's heat and bad air than exertion, so we swam back in.
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Wedried in the blistering sun for afew minutes and then took the food box and moved to the shade
of abeachsde ruin. Two walls had fallen in together, to make a sort of concrete tent.

We could have been acouple of precivilization aboriginds, painted with dirt, our hair baked into
stringy mats. Shelooked odd but still had akind of forma beauty, the dusty mud residue turning her into
aprimitive sculpture, impossibly accurate and mobile. Dark rivulets of sweet drew painterly accent lines
along her face and body. If only she were amodel, rather than an artist. Hold that pose while | go back
for my brushes.

We shared the smdll bottles of cold wine and water and ate bread and cheese and fruit. | put a piece
on the ground for the nanophages. We watched it in silence for some minutes, while nothing happened.
“It probably takes hours or days,” shefinaly said.

“| suppose we should hope so,” | said. “Let us digest the food before the creatures get to it.”

“Oh, that's not aproblem. They just attack the bonds between amino acids that make up proteins.
For you and me, they're nothing more than an aid to digestion.”

How reassuring. “But a source of some discomfort when we go back in, | wastold.”

She grimaced. “ The purging. | did it once, and decided my next outing would be along one. The
treatment'sthe samefor aday or ayear.”

“So how long hasit been thistime?’

“Just aday and ahdf. | came out to be your welcoming committee.”

“I'm flattered.”

She laughed. “I1t wastheir ides, actualy. They wanted someone out hereto *temper’ the experience
for you. They weren't sure how well traveled you were, how easily affected by...strangeness.” She
shrugged. “Earthlings. | told them | knew of four planets you'd beento.”

“They weren't impressed?’

“They said well, you know, he'sfamous and wedlthy. His experiences on these planets might have
been very comfortable.” We could both laugh at that. “I told them how comfortable ThetaKent is.”

“Wadll, it doesn't have nanophages.”

“Or anything ese. That was along year for me. Y ou didn't even stay ayear.”

“No. | suppose wewould have met, if | had.”

“Y our agent said you were going to be there two years.”

| poured us both some wine. “ She should have told me you were coming. Maybe | could have
endured it until the next ship out.”

“How gdlant.” Shelooked into the wine without drinking. “Y ou famous and wealthy people don't
have to endure ThetaKent. | had to agree to one year's indentureship to help pay for my triangle ticket.”

“Y ou were an actud dave?’

“Morelike awife, actualy. The head of atownship, awidower, financed mein exchangefor giving
his children some culture. Language, art, music. Every now and then he asked meto his chambers. For
hisown kind of culture.”

“My word. You had to... lie with him? That wasin the contract?’



“Oh, | didn't haveto, but it kept him friendly.” She held up athumb and forefinger. “It was hardly
noticesble”

| covered my smile with ahand, and probably blushed under the mud.

“I'm not embarrassing you?’ she said. “From your work, I'd think that wasimpossible.”

| had to laugh. “ That work isin reaction to my culturesvalues. | can't take apill and stop being a
Petrosan.”

White Hill smiled, tolerantly. “ A Petrosan woman wouldn't put up with an arrangement like that?”

“Our women are still women. Some actudly would likeit, secretly. Most would claim they'd rather
die, or kill theman.”

“But they wouldn't actudly do it. Trade their body for aticket?” She sat down in asingle smooth
dancer's mation, her legs open, facing me. The clay between her legs parted, sudden pink.

“I wouldn't put it so bluntly.” 1 swallowed, watching her watching me. “But no, they wouldn't. Not if
they were planning to return.”

“Of course, no one from acivilized planet would want to stay on ThetaKent. Shocking place.”

| had to move the conversation onto safer grounds. “Y our arms don't spend al day shoving big rocks
around. What do you normally work in?’

“Various mediums.” She switched to my language. “ Sometimes | shovelittle rocksaround.” That was
apun for testicles. “I like painting, but my reputation is mainly from light and sound sculpture. | wanted to
do something with the water here, internd illumination of the surf, but they say that's not possible. They
can't isolate part of the ocean. | can have a pool, but no waves, no tides.”

“Understandable.” Earth's scientists had found away to rid the surface of the nanoplague. Before
they reterraformed the Earth, though, they wanted to isolate an area, a“park of memory,” asareminder
of the Sterlization and these centuries of waste, and brought artists from every world to interpret, inside
the park, what they had seen here.

Every world except Earth. Art on Earth had been about little else for along time.

Setting up the contest had taken decades. A contest representative went to each of the settled
worlds, according to adrict timetable. Announcement of the competition was delayed on the nearer
worlds so that each artist would arrive on Earth a approximately the sametime.

The Earth representatives chose which artists would be asked, and no one refused. Even the ones
who didn't win the contest were guaranteed an honorarium equd to twice what they would have earned
during that time a home, in their best year of record.

Thevaue of the prizeitsdf was o large as to be meaninglessto anorma person. I'm awedthy man
on aplanet where wedlth is not rare, and just the interest that the prize would earn would support me and
ahdf-dozen more. If someone from ThetaKent or Laxor won the prize, they would probably have more
red usable wedth than their governments. If they were smart, they wouldn't return home.

The artists had to agree on an areafor the park, which was limited to a hundred square kaymetras. If
they couldn't agree, which seemed almost inevitable to me, the contest committee would listen to
argumentsand rule,

Most of the chosen artists were people like me, accustomed to working on amonumenta scale. The
one from Luxor was acomposer, though, and there were two conventional muraists, paint and mosaic.
White Hill'swork was by its nature evanescent. She could alway's set something up that would be
repeeted, like afountain cycle. She might have more imagination than that, though.

“Maybeit'sjust aswdl we didn't meet in amaster-student relationship,” | said. “I don't know thefirst
thing about the techniques of your medium.”

“It'snot technique.” Shelooked thoughtful, remembering. “ That's not why | wanted to study with
you, back then. | waswilling to push rocks around, or anything, if it could give me an avenue, an insght
into how you did what you did.” Shefolded her arms over her chest, and dust fell. “Ever since my
parents took me to see Gaudi Mountain, when | wasten.”

That was an early work, but | was till satisfied with it. The city council of Treding, a prosperous
coadtd city, hired meto “do something with” an unusable steep idand that stuck up inthe middle of their
harbor. | mdted it judicioudy, in homage to an Earthling artist.



“Now, though, if you'd forgiveme...wdl, | find it hard to look at. It'sdien, obtrusive.”

“Y ou don't have to apologize for having an opinion.” Of courseit looked dien; it was meant to
evoke Spain! “What would you do with it?’

She stood up, and walked to where awindow used to be, and leaned on the stone sill, looking at the
ruinsthat hid the sea. “1 don't know. I'm even lessfamiliar with your tools.” She scraped at the edge of
the sill with apiece of rubble. “It'sfunny: earth, air, fire, and water. Y ou're earth and fire, and I'm the
other two.”

| have used water, of course. The Gaudi isframed by water. But it was an interesting observation.
“What do you do, | meanfor aliving?Isit related to your water and air?’

“No. Except insofar aseverything isreated.” There are no artists on Seldene, in the sense of doing it
for aliving. Everybody indulgesin some sort of art or music, as part of “wholeness” but a person who
only did art would be considered a parasite. | was not comfortable there.

Shefaced me, leaning. “1 work at the Northport Mental Health Center. Cognitive science, a
combination of research and...isthere aword here? Jaturnary. ‘ Empathetic therapy,’ | guess.”

| nodded. “We say jadr-ny. Y ou plug yoursdf into mentd patients?’

“| sharetheir emotiond states. Sometimes | do some good, talking to them afterwards. Not often.”

“It's not done on Petrosia,” | said, unnecessarily.

“Not legdly, you mean.”

| nodded. “If it worked, people say, it might belegd.”

“‘Peoplesay.” What do you say?’ | sarted to make anoncommittal gesture. “ Tell me the truth?’

“All I know iswhat | learned in school. It wastried, but failed spectacularly. It hurt both the
therapists and the patients.”

“That was more than a century ago. The science is much more highly developed now.”

| decided not to push her oniit. Thefact isthat drug therapy is spectacularly successful, and it isa
science, unlike jadr-ny. Seldene is backward in some surprising ways.

| joined her at the window. “Have you looked around for asite yet?’

She shrugged. “1 think my presentation will work anywhere. At least that's guided my thinking. I'll
have water, air, and light, wherever the other artists and the committee decide to put us.” She scraped at
the ground with atoenall. “ And thisstuff. They cdl it ‘loss” What'sleft of what wasliving.”

“| supposeit's not everywhere, though. They might put usin aplace that used to be adesert.”

“They might. But there will be water and air; they were willing to guarantee that.”

“I don't suppose they have to guarantee rock,” | said.

“I don't know. What would you do if they did put usin adesert, nothing but sand?’

“Bring littlerocks.” | used my own language; the pun aso meant courage.

She started to say something, but we were suddenly in deeper shadow. We both stepped through the
tumbled wall, out into the open. A black line of cloud had moved up rapidly from inland.

She shook her head. “Let's get to the shelter. Better hurry.”

Wetrotted back aong the path toward the Amazoniadome city. There was alow concrete structure
behind the rock where | first met her. The warm breeze became a howling gale of sour steam before we
got there, driving bullets of hot rain. A metal door opened automatically on our gpproach, and did shut
behind us. “I got caught in one yesterday,” she said, panting. “It'sno fun, even under cover. Stinks.”

Wewerein an unadorned anteroom that had protective clothing on wall pegs. | followed her into a
large room furnished with smple chairs and tables, and up awinding stair to an observation bubble.

“Wish we could see the ocean from here,” she said. It was dramatic enough. Wavering sheets of
water marched across the blasted landscape, strobed every few seconds by lightning flashes. The tunic
I'd left outside swooped in flapping circles off to the sea.

It was gone in acouple of seconds. “Y ou don't get another one, you know. Y ou'll have to meet
everyone naked as ababy.”

“A dirty one a that. How undignified.”

“Comeon.” She caught my wrist and tugged. “Water ismy specidty, after dl.”



3

Thelarge hot bath was doubly comfortable for having aview of the tempest outside. I'm not at ease
with communal bathing—I was married for fifty years and never bathed with my wife—but it seemed
natural enough after wandering around together naked on an dien planet, swvimming in its mud-puddle
sea. | hoped | could trust her not to urinate in the tub. (If | mentioned it she would probably turn scientific
and tell methat ahedthy person'surineis sterile. | know that. But thereisatime and areceptacle for
everything.)

On Seldene, | knew, an unattached man and woman in this Situation would probably have had sex
even if they were only casua acquaintances, let donefedlow artists. She was consderate enough not to
make any overtures, or perhaps (I thought at the time) not greeatly stimulated by the sight of muscular
men. In the shower before bathing, she offered to scrub my back, but left it at that. | helped her trip of f
the body paint from her back. It was a nice back to study, pronounced lumbar dimples, small wais.
Under more restrained circumstances, it might have been | who made an overture. But one does not ask
awoman when refusal would be awkward.

Taking while we bathed, | learned that some of her people, when they become wedlthy enough to
retire, choose to work on their art full time, but they're considered eccentric, even outcasts, egotists.
White Hill expected one of them to be chosen for the contest, and wasn't even going to apply. But the
Earthling judge saw one of her ingallations and tracked her down.

She aso talked about her practical work in dedling with persondity disorders and cognitive defects.
There was some distressin her voice when she described that to me. Plugging into hurt minds, sharing
their pain or blankness for hours. | didn't fedl | knew her well enough to bring up the aspect that most
interested me, akind of ontological prurience: what isit like to actualy be another person; how much of
her, or him, do you take away? If you do it often enough, how can you know which parts of you are the
origind you?

And she would be plugged into more than one person at once, at times, the theory being that people
with smilar disorders could help each other, swarming around in the therapy room of her brain. She
would fade into the background, more or less unable to interfere, and later analyze how they had
interacted.

She had had one particularly unsettling experience, where through a planetwide network she had
interconnected more than ahundred congenitally retarded people. She said it waslike a painless death.
By thetime hdf of them had plugged in, she had felt hersdf fade and wink out. Then she was reborn with
the suddenness of adap. She had been dead for about ten hours.

But only connected for seven. It had taken technicians three hoursto pry her out of apersistent
catatonia. With more people, or alonger period, she might have been lost forever. Therewas no lasting
harm, but the experiment was never repeated.

It wasworth it, she said, for the patients inchoate happiness afterward. It was like aregular person
being given supernaturd powersfor haf aday—powers so far beyond human experience that there was
no way to talk about them, but the memory of it was worth the frustration.

After we got out of the tub, she showed me to our wardrobe room: hundreds of white robes,
identical except for size. We dressed and made teaand sat upstairs, watching the ssorm rage. It hardly
looked like an inhabitable planet outside. The lightning had intensified so that it crackled incessantly, a
jagged insane dance in every direction. Therain had frozen to white gravel somehow. | asked the
building, and it said that the stuff was called granizo or, in English, hail. For awhileit fell too fast to melt,
accumulating in white pilesthat turned trand ucent.

Staring a the desolation, White Hill said something that | thought was uncharacteristically modest.
“Thisistoo big and terrible athing. | fed like an interloper. They've lived through centuries of this, and
now they want us to explain it to them?’

| didn't have to remind her of what the contest committee had said, that their own arts had become
stylized, stunned into a grieving conformity. “Maybe not to explain—maybe they're assuming well fall,
but hope to find anew direction from our failures. That'swhat that oldest woman, Norita, implied.”



White Hill shook her head. “Wasn't she aray of sunshine?1 think they dragged her out of the grave
asaway of keeping usdl outsde the dome.”

“Wadll, shewas quite effective on me. | could have spent afew daysinvestigating Amazonia, but not
with her asanative guide.” Noritawas about as close as anyone could get to being an actual native. She
wasthelast survivor of the Five Families, the couple of dozen Earthlings who, among those who were
offworld at the time of the nanoplague, were willing to come back after robots constructed the isolation
domes.

Interms of socia hierarchy, she was the most powerful person on Earth, at least on the actud planet.
The class system was complex and nearly opaque to outsiders, but being a descendant of the Five
Familieswas a prerequisite for the highest class. Money or political power would not get you in, dthough
most of the other socia classes seemed associated with wealth or the lack of it. Not that there were any
actual poor people on Earth; the basic birth dole was equivaent to an upper-middle-classincome on
Petros.

The nearly ingtantaneous destruction of ten billion people did not destroy their fortunes. Most of the
Earth's Sgnificant wealth had been off-planet, anyhow, at the time of the Sterilization. Suddenly it was
concentrated into the hands of fewer than two thousand people.

Actudly, | couldn't understand why anyone would have come back. Y ou'd have to be pretty
sentimental about your roots to be willing to spend the rest of your life cooped up under adome,
surrounded by instant desth. The salaries and ameneties offered were substantial, with bonuses for
Earthborn workers, but it till doesn't sound like much of abargain. The shipsthat brought the Five
Families and the other origind workersto Earth |eft loaded down with Sterilized artifacts, not to return for
exactly one hundred years.

Norita seemed like afamiliar typeto me, sincel come from aculture aso rigidly bound by class.
“Old money, but not much of it” sums up the situation. She wanted to be admired for the accident of her
birth and the dubious blessing of atorpid longevity, rather than any actual accomplishment. | didn't have
to travel thirty-three light-yearsto enjoy that kind of company.

“Did she keep you away from everybody?” White Hill said.

“Interposed hersalf. No one could act naturally when she was around, and the old dragon was never
not around. Y ou'd think a person her age would need alittle deep.”

“*Sheliveson the blood of infants,” we say.”

There was a phone chime and White Hill said “Bono” as| said, “Cha” Long habits. Then we said
Eath's“Hold@ smultaneoudy.

The old dragon herself appeared. “1'm glad you found shelter.” Had she been eavesdropping? No
way to tell from her tone or posture. “ An administrator has asked permission to vigit with you.”

What if we said no? White Hill nodded, which meansyes on Earth. “Granted,” | said.

“Very well. Hewill be there shortly.” She disappeared. | suppose the oldest person on aplanet can
justify not saying hello or goodbye. Only so much time left, after dl.

“A physicd vist?’ | said to White Hill. “Through thisweather?’

She shrugged. “ Earthlings”

After aminute therewas a ding sound in the anteroom and we walked down to see an unexpected
door open. What I'd thought was a hall closet was an airlock. Hed evidently come underground.

Y oung and nervous and moving awkwardly in plastic. He shook our handsin an odd way. Of course
we were swvimming in deadly poison. “My nameis Warm Dawn Zephyr-Boulder-Brook.”

“ Arewe cousins through Zephyr?” White Hill asked.

He nodded quickly. “An honor, my lady. Both of my parents are Seldenian, my gene-mother from
your Gaan.”

A look passed over her that was pure disbelieving chauvinism: Why would anybody |eave Seldene's
forests, farms, and meadows for this sterile death trap? Of course, she knew the answer. The major
import and export, the only crop, on Earth, was money.

“I wanted to help both of you with your planning. Areyou going to travel at dl, before you start?’

White Hill made anoncommittal gesture. “ There are some placesfor meto see” | said. “The



Pyramids, Chicago, Rome. Maybe a dozen places, twice that many days.” | looked at her. “Would you
caretojoin me?’

Shelooked straight at me, whedlsturning. “ It sounds interesting.”

The man took usto aviewscreen in the great room and we spent an hour or so going over routes and
making reservations. Travel was normally by underground vehicle, from dometo dome, and if we
ventured outs de unprotected, we would of course have to go through the purging before we were
allowed to continue. Some people need aday or more to recover from that, so we should put that into
the schedule, if we didn't want to be hobbled, like him, with plastic.

Most of the places | wanted to see were safely under glass, even some of the Pyramids, which
surprised me. Some, like Ankgor Wat, were not only unprotected but difficult of access. | had to arrange
for aflyer to cover the thousand kaymetras, and schedule a purge. White Hill said she would wander
through Hanoi, insteed.

| didn't deep well that night, waking often from fantastic dreams, the nanobeasts grown large and
aggressve. White Hill wasin some of the dreams, posturing sexudly.

By the next morning the storm had gone away, o we crossed over to Amazonia, and | learned
firsthand why one might rather st in ahotel room with anice book than go to Ankgor Wat, or anywhere
that required a purge. The externd part of the purging was unpleasant enough, even with pain medication,
all the epidermis stripped and regrown. Theinsde part was beyond description, as the nanophages could
be hiding out anywhere. Every opening into the body had to be vacuumed out, including the sense
organs. | was not awake for that part, where the robots most gently clean out your eye sockets, but my
eyes hurt and my earsrang for days. They warned meto sit down thefirst time | urinated, which was
good advice, since | nearly passed out from the burning pain.

White Hill and | had aquiet supper of restorative gruel together, and then crept off to deep for haf a
day. Shewasfull of pep the next morning, and | pretended to be at |east sentient, as we wandered
through the city making preparationsfor thetrip.

After acouple of hours| protested that she was obvioudy trying to do in one of her competitors,
stop and let an old man sit down for aminute.

Wefound abar that specidized in stimulants. She had teaand | had bhan, amurky warm drink
served in alarge nutshell, coconut. It tasted woody and bitter, but was restorative.

“It'snot age,” shesaid. “The purging seems alot easier, the second timeyou doit. | could hardly
move, dl the next day, thefirst time.”

Interesting that she didn't mention that earlier. “Did they tell you it would get eeser?’

She nodded, then caught hersalf and wagged her chin horizontally, Earth-style. “Not aword. | think
they enjoy our discomfort.”

“Or like to keep us off guard. Kegpsthem in control.” She made the little kissing sound that's L ortian
for agreement and reached for alemon wedge to squeeze into her tea. The world seemed to dow
dightly, I guessfrom whatever wasin the bhan, and | found mysalf cataoguing her body microscopicaly.
A crescent of white scar tissue on the back of aknuckle, fine hair on her forearm, amost white, her
shoulders and breasts moving in counterpoised pairs, silk rustling, as she reached forward and back and
squeezed the lemon, sharp citrus smell and thetip of her tongue between her thin lips, mouth dightly
large. Chameleon hazel eyes, dark green now because of the decorative ivy wall behind her.

“What are you staring at?’

“Sorry, just thinking.”

“Thinking.” She stared at mein return, measuring. “Y our people are good at that.”

After we'd bought the travel necessities we had the packages sent to our quarters and wandered
amlesdy. The city was comfortable, but had little of interest in terms of architecture or history, oddly dull
for aplanet's adminigrative center. There was an obvious socia purpose for its blandness—by statute,
nobody was from Amazonia; nobody could be born there or claim citizenship. Most of the planet's
wedlth and power came there to work, eectronicaly if not physicaly, but it went home to some other
place.

A certain amount of that wedlth was from interstellar commerce, but it was nothing like the old days,



before the war. Earth had been a hub, a centra authority that could demand itstithe or more from any
transaction between planets. In the period between the Sterilization and Earth's token rehabitation, the
other planets made their own arrangements with one another, in pairs and groups. But most of the
fortunes that had been born on Earth returned here.

So Amazoniawas bland as cheap bread, but there was more weal th under its dome than on any two
other planets combined. Big money seeks out the company of its own, for purposes of reproduction.
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Two other artists had come in, from Auer and Shwa, and once they were ready, we set out to
explore the world by subway. Thefirst stop that was interesting was the Grand Canyon, anatura
wonder whose desol ate beauty was unaffected by the Sterilization.

We were amused by the guide there, acurious little woman who rattled on about the Greet Rift
Valey on Mars, anearby planet where she was born. White Hill had alightbox, and while the Martian
lady droned on we sketched the fantastic colors, necessarily loose and abstract because our fingers were
cdumsy indinging plagtic.

We toured Chicago, like the Grand Canyon, wrapped in plagtic. It was alarge city that had been
leveled inalocd war. It lay in ruinsfor many years, and then, famoudy, was rebuilt asasingle huge
structure from those ruins. There's a childish or drunken ad hoc qudlity to it, ascarcity of right angles, a
crazy-quilt mixture of materias. Areas of sunning imaginative brilliance next to jury-rigged junk. And
everywhere bones, the skeletons of ten million people, lying where they fell. | asked what had happened
to the bonesin the old city outside of Amazonia. The guide said hed never been there, but he supposed
that the Sght of them upset the politicians, so they had them cleaned up. “ Can you imagine this place
without the bones?’ he asked. It would be niceif | could.

The other remnants of citiesin that country were lessinteresting, if no less depressing. Weflew over
the east coast, which was essentially one continuous metropolis for thousands of kaymetras, like our
coast from New Haven to Stargate, rendered in stexileruins.

Thefirg place| visited unprotected was Giza, the Great Pyramids. White Hill decided to come with
me, though she had to be wrapped up in a shapeless cloth robe, her face veiled, because of local
religiouslaw. It seemed to me ridiculous, atrangparent tourism ploy. How many bdlieversin thet old
religion could have been off-planet when the Earth died? But every femae was obliged at the tube exit to
go into abig hall and befitted with a chador robe and veil before aman could be allowed to look at her.

(Wewondered whether the purging would be done completely by women. The technicianswould
certainly seealot of her uncovered during that excruciation.)

They warned usit was unseasonably hot outside. Almost too hot to breathe, actualy, during the day.
We accomplished most of our sight-seeing around dusk or dawn, spending most of the day in
ar-conditioned shelters.

Because of our specid status, White Hill and | were allowed to visit the pyramids done, in the dark
of the morning. We climbed up the largest one and watched the sun mount over desert haze. It wasa
sngular timefor both of us, edifying but something more.

Coming back down, we were treated to a sand-storm, khamsin, which actudly might have done the
first stage of purging if we had been alowed to take off our clothes. It explained why al the boneslying
around looked so much older than the onesin Chicago; they normally had ten or twelve of these
sandblasting storms every year. Lately, with the heat wave, the khamsin came weekly or even more
often.

Raised more than five thousand years ago, the pyramids were the oldest monumental structureson
the planet. They actudly held as much fascination for White Hill asfor me. Thousands of men moved
millions of huge blocks of stone, with nothing but muscle and ingenuity. Some of the stoneswere mined a
thousand kaymetras away, and floated up the river on barges.

| could build asmilar structure, even larger, for my contest entry, by giving machinestheright
ingtructions. It would be a complicated business, but easily done within the two-year deadline. Of course
there would be no point to it. That some anonymous engineer had done the same thing within the lifetime



of aking, without recourse to machines—I agreed with White Hill: that was an actua marvel.

We spent a couple of days outside, traveling by surface hoppers from monument to monument, but
nonewas asimpressive. | suppose | should have redlized that, and saved Gizafor last.

We met another of the artists at the Sphinx, Lo Tan-Six, from Pao. | had seen hiswork on both Pao
and ThetaKent, and admitted there was something to be admired there. He worked in stone, too, but
was more interested in pure geometric formsthan | was. | think stone fights form, or imposesits own
tensonson the artist'swishes.

| liked him well enough, though, in spite of thisand other differences, and we traveled together for a
while. He suggested we not go through the purging here, but have our things sent on to Rome, because
wed want to be outside there, too. There was adaily hop from Alexandriato Rome, an airship that had
asection reserved for those of uswho could est and bresthe nanophages.

As s00n as she was ing de the cool ness of the ship, White Hill shed the chador and vell and stuffed
them under the seet. “Bregthe,” she said, stretching. Her white body suit was alittle less reveding than
paint.

Her directness and undisguised sexuality made me catch my breath. Thetiny crease of punctuation
that her vulvamade in the body suit would have her jailed on some parts of my planet, not to mention the
part of thisonewed just |eft. The costume wasinnocent and natura and, | think, completely calculated.

Pao studied her with an interested detachment. He was neuter, an option that was available on
Petros, too, but one I've never redly understood. He claimed that sex took too much time and energy
from hisart. | think hislack of gender took something else away fromiit.

We flew about an hour over theimpossibly blue sea. There were afew Sterileidands, but otherwise
it was as plain as spilled ink. We descended over the ashes of Italy and landed on apad on one of the
hills overlooking the ancient city. The ship mated to an air-lock so the normal-DNA people could go
down to atube that would whisk them into Rome. We could cdl for transportation or walk, and opted
for the exercise. It was baking hot here, too, but not as bad as Egypt.

White Hill was polite with Lo, but obvioudy wished he'd disappear. Heand | chattered alittle too
much about rocks and cements, explosives and lasers. And his asexudity diminished her interestin
him—as, perhaps, my polite detachment increased her interest in me. The murdist from Shwa, to
complete the spectrum, was after her like a puppy initsfirst heat, which | think amused her for two days.
They'd had a private conversation in Chicago, and he'dd kept his distance since, but still admired her from
afar. Aswe waked down toward the Roman gates, he kept acareful twenty paces behind, trying to
contemplate things besides White Hill'swalk.

Inside the gate we stopped short, stunned in spite of knowing what to expect. It had aforma name,
but everybody just caled it Osd, the Bones. An order of catholic clergy had spent more than two
centuries building, by hand, awall of bones completely around the city. It was twice the height of aman,
varnished dark amber. There were repetitive patterns of femurs and rib cages and stacks of curving
spines, and a eyelevd, arow of skulls, uninterrupted, kaymetra after kaymetra.

Thiswas where we parted. Lo was determined to walk completely around the circle of death, and
the other two went with him. White Hill and | could do it in our imagination. | till creaked from climbing
the pyramid.

Prior to the ascent of Chrigtianity here, they had huge spectacles, displays of martia skill where many
of the participants werekilled, for punishment of wrongdoing or just to entertain the masses. The two
large amphitheaters where these displays went on were inside the Bones but not under the dome, so we
walked around them. The Circus Maximus had aterrible dignity to it, little more than along depressionin
the ground with afew eroded monuments | eft standing. The sSze and age of it were enough; your mind's
eye supplied the rest. The smaler one, the Colosseum, was overdone, with robots in period costumes
and ferocious mechanical animals re-creating the old scenes, lots of too-bright blood spurting. Stones and
bones would do.

I'd thought about spending another day outside, but the shelter's air-conditioning had failed, and it
was literdly uninhabitable. So | braced mysdlf and headed for the torture chamber. But as White Hall had
said, the purging was more bearabl e the second time. Y ou know that it's going to end.



Rome insde was interesting, many ages of archaeology and history stacked around in no particular
order. | enjoyed wandering from place to place with her, building akind of organization out of the chaos.
We were both more interested in inspiration than education, though, so | doubt that the three dayswe
spent thereleft us with anything like a coherent picture of that tenacious empire and the millenniathat
followed it.

A long timelater she would surprise me by reciting the names of the Roman emperorsin order. Shed
aways had atrick memory, atalent for retaining trivia, ever since she was old enough to read. Growing
up different that way must have been afactor in swaying her toward cognitive science.

We saw some ancient cinema and then returned to our quartersto pack for continuing on to Greece,

which | was anticipating with pleasure. But it didn't happen. We had a message waiting: ALL MUST
RETURN IMMEDIATELY TO AMAZONIA. CONTEST PROFOUNDLY CHANGED.
Lives, it turned out, profoundly changed. The war was back.
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We met in amgjestic amphithegter, the twenty-nine artists dwarfed by the size of it, huddled front
row center. A few Amazonian officials sat behind atable on the stage, silent. They dl looked detached,
or stunned, brooding.

We hadn't been told anything except that it was amatter of “dire and immediate importance.” We
assumed it had to do with the contest, naturaly, and were prepared for the worst: it had been called off;
we had to go home.

The old crone Norita appeared. “We must confessto carelessness,” she said. “The unseasonable
warmth in both hemispheres, it isn't something that has happened, ever since the Sterilization. We looked
for atmospheric causes here, and found something that seemed to explain it. But we didn't make the
connection with what was happening in the other haf of theworld.

“It's not the atmosphere. It's the Sun. Somehow the Fwndyri have found away to make its luminosity
increase. It'sbeen going on for haf ayear. If it continues, and we find no way to reverseit, the surface of
the planet will be uninhabitablein afew years.

“I'm afraid that most of you are going to be stranded on Earth, at least for thetime being. The
Council of Worlds has exercised its emergency powers, and commandeered every vessal capable of
interstellar trangport. Those who have sufficient power or the proper connections will be able to escape.
Therest will have to stay with usand face...whatever our fateisgoing to be.”

| saw no reason not to be blunt. * Can money do it? How much would aticket out cost?’

That would have been a gaffe on my planet, but Noritadidn't blink. “I know for certain that two
hundred million marksis not enough. | dso know that some people have bought ‘tickets,” asyou say, but
| don't know how much they paid, or to whom.”

If I liquidated everything | owned, | might be able to come up with three hundred million, but | hadn't
brought that kind of liquidity with me; just abox of rare jewery, worth perhagpsforty million. Most of my
wedlth was thirty-three years away, from the point of view of an Earth-bound investor. | could sign that
over to someone, but by the time they got to Petros, the government or my family might have seized it,
and they would have nothing save the prospect of alegd battlein aforeign culture.

Noritaintroduced Skylha Sygoda, an astrophysicist. He was pae and swesting. “We have andyzed
the solar spectrum over the past six months. If | hadn't known that each spectrum was from the same
dar, | would have said it was a systemeatic and subtle demongtration of the microstages of stellar
evolution in the late main sequence.”

“Could you express that in some human language?’ someone said.

Sygoda spread his hands. “ They've found away to age the Sun. In the normal course of things, we
would expect the Sun to brighten about sSix percent each billion years. At the current rate, it'smore like
one percent per year.”

“Soinahundred years,” White Hill said, “it will betwice asbright?’

“If it continues a thisrate. We don't know.”

A stocky woman | recognized as ! Oona Something, from Jua-nguvi, wrestled with the language: “To



how long, then? Before this Earth is uninhabitable?’

“Wel, in point of fact, it's uninhabitable now, except for people like you. We could surviveinsde
these domesfor along time, if it were just amatter of the outside getting hotter and hotter. For those of
you able to withstand the nanophages, it will probably be too hot within adecade, here; longer near the
poles. But the wesether islikely to become very violent, too.

“And it may not be amaiter of asmpleincreasein heat. In the case of norma evolution, the Sun
would eventualy expand, becoming ared giant. It would take many hillions of years, but the Earth would
not survive. The surface of the Sun would actually extend out to touch us.

“If the Fwndyri were speeding up time somehow, locally, and the Sun were actudly evolving at this
incredible rate, we would suffer that fate in about thirty years. But it would be impossible. They would
have to have away to magicaly extract the hydrogen from the Sun's core.”

“Wait,” | said. “Y ou don't know what they're doing now, to make it brighten. | wouldn't say
anything'simpossible”

“Water Man,” Noritasaid, “if that happenswe shdl smply die, dl of us, a once. Thereisno need to
plan for it. We do need to plan for less extreme exigencies.” There was an uncomfortable silence.

“What can we do?’” White Hill said. “We artists?’

“There's no reason not to continue with the project, though | think you may wishto doitinsde.
Ther€'s no shortage of space. Are any of you trained in astrophysics, or anything having to do with stellar
evolution and the like?” No onewas. “Y ou may gill have someideas that will be useful to the specidids.
Wewill keep you informed.”

Mogt of the artists stayed in Amazonia, for the amenitiesif not to avoid purging, but four of us went
back to the outside habitat. Denli om Cord, the composer from Luxor, joined Lo and White Hill and me.
We could have used the tunnd airlock, to avoid the midday hest, but Denli hadn't seen the beach, and |
suppose we al had an impulse to see the sun with our new knowledge. In thisnew light, asthey say.

White Hill and Denli went swvimming while Lo and | poked around the ruins. We had since learned
that the destruction here had been methodical, agrim resolve to leave the enemy nothing of vaue. Both of
uswere scouting for raw materia, of course. After ashort while we sat in the hot shade, wishing we had
brought water.

We taked about that and about art. Not about the sun dying, or usdying, in afew decades. The
women's laughter drifted to us over the rush of the muddy surf. Therewas asad hysteriatoit.

“Have you had sex with her?” he asked conversationdly.

“What aquestion. No.”

Hetugged on hislip, staring out over the water. “I try to keep these things straight. It seemsto me
that you desire her, from the way you look at her, and she seems cordid to you, and is after dl from
Seldene. My interest is academic, of course.”

“Y ou've never done sex? | mean before.”

“Of course, asachild.” Theimplication of that was obvious.

“It becomes more complicated with practice.”

“| supposeit could. Although Seldenians seem to treet it as casualy as...conversation.” He used the
Sdldenian word, which isthe same asfor intercourse.

“White Hill isreasonably sophigticated,” | said. “ Sheisn't bound by her culturesfreedoms.” Thetwo
women ran out of the water, arms around each other's waists, laughing. It was an interesting contrast;
Denli was dmost aslarge as me, and about as feminine. They saw us and waved toward the path back
through theruins.

We got up to follow them. “1 suppose | don't understand your restraint,” Lo said. “Isit your own
culture? Y our age?’

“Not age. Perhaps my culture encourages self-control.”

Helaughed. “That's an understatement.”

“Not that I'm adaveto Petrosian propriety. My work is outlawed in severd states, at home.”

“You're proud of that.”

| shrugged. “ It reflects on them, not me.” We followed the women down the path, an interesting



study in contrasts, one pair nimble and naked except for afilm of drying mud, the other pacing evenly in
monkish robes. They were dready showering when Lo and | entered the cool shdlter, momentarily
blinded by shade,

We made cool drinks and, after aquick shower, joined them in the communa bath. Lo was not
anatomically different from asexud mae, which | found obscurdly disturbing. Wouldn't it bother you to
be constantly reminded of what you had |ost? Renounced, | suppose Lo would say, and accuse me of
being parochid about plumbing.

| had made the drinks with guava juice and ron, neither of which we have on Petros. A littletoo
swest, but pleasant. The alcohol |oosened tongues.

Denli regarded me with deep black eyes. “Y ou'rerich, Water Man. Are you rich enough to escape?’

“No. If | had brought al my money with me, perhaps.”

“Somedo,” WhiteHill said. “I did.”

“I would too,” Lo said, “coming from Seldene. No offenseintended.”

“Whedsturn,” she admitted. “ Five or Six new governments before | get back. Would have gotten
back.”

Weweredl slent for along moment. “It'snot red yet,” White Hill said, her voiceflat. “Were going
to die here?’

“We were going to die somewhere,” Denli said. “Maybe not so soon.”

“And not on Earth,” Lo said. “It'slikealong preview of Hell.” Denli looked a him quizzicdly. “ That's
where Chrigtians go when they die. If they were bad.”

“They send their bodiesto Earth?” We managed not to smile. Actualy, most of my people knew as
little as hers, about Earth. Seldene and L uxor, though relatively poor, had centuries more history than
Petros, and kept closer tiesto the central planet. The Home Planet, they would say. Homey as ablast
furnace.

By tacit consensus, we didn't dwell on desth any more that day. When artists get together they tend
to wax enthusiastic about materials and tools, the mechanical lore of their trades. We talked about the
wayswe worked a home, the things we were able to bring with us, the improvisations we could effect
with Earthling materias. (Criticstalk about art, we say; artiststalk about brushes.) Three other artists
joined us, two sculptors and awesathershaper, and we al wound up in the large sunny studio drawing and
painting. White Hill and | found sticks of charcod and did studies of each other drawing each other.

While we were comparing them she quietly asked, “Do you deep lightly?’

“I can. What did you havein mind?’

“Oh, looking at the ruins by starlight. The moon goes down about three. | thought we might watch it
Set together.” Her expression was S0 open asto be enigmatic.

Two more artists had joined us by dinnertime, which proceeded with akind of forced jollity. A lot of
ron was consumed. White Hill cautioned me againgt overindulgence. They had the same liquor, called
“rum,” on Seldene, and it had areputation for going down easily but causing ssorms. Therewasno legd
didtilled liquor on my planet.

| had two drinks of it, and retired when people started sSinging in various languages. | did deep lightly,
though, and was amost awvake when White Hill tapped. | could hear two or three people still up,
murmuring in the bath. We dipped out quietly.

It was amost cool. The quarter-phase moon was near the horizon, adim orange, but it gave us
enough light to pick our way down the path. It was warmer in the ruins, the tumbled stone still rediating
the day's heat. We walked through to the beach, where it was cooler again. White Hill spread the blanket
she had brought and we stretched out and looked up at the stars.

Asisadwaystrue with anew world, most of the constdllations were familiar, with afew bright stars
added or subtracted. Neither of our home stars was significant, as dim here as Earth's Sol isfrom home.
Sheidentified the brightest star overhead as AlphaKent; there was a brighter one on the horizon, but
neither of usknew what it was.

We compared names of the congtdllations we recognized. Some of hers were the same as Earth's
names, like Scorpio, which we call the Insect. It was about halfway up the sky, prominent, embedded in



the gdaxy's glow. We both cal the brightest star there Antares. The Executioner, which had set perhaps
an hour earlier, they call Orion. We had the same meaningless names for its brightest stars, Betelgeuse
and Rigd.

“For asculptor, you know alot about astronomy,” she said. “When | visited your city, there was too
much light to see sarsat night.”

“You can see afew from my place. I'm out at Lake Pachlg, about ahundred kaymetrasinland.”

“I know. | cdled you.”

“I wasn't home?’

“No; you were supposedly on ThetaKent.”

“That'sright, you told me. Our paths crossed in space. And you became that burgher's dave wife.” |
put my hand on her arm. “ Sorry | forgot. A lot has gone on. Was he awful ?’

She laughed into the darkness. “He offered me alot to stay.”

“I canimagine”

She haf turned, one breast soft against my arm, and ran afinger up my leg. “Why tax your
imagingion?’

| wasn't especidly in the mood, but my body was. The robesrustled off easly, their only virtue.

The moon was down now, and | could see only adim outline of her in the starlight. It was strange to
make love deprived of that sense. Y ou would think the absence of it would amplify the others, but | can't
say that it did, except that her heartbeat seemed very strong on the hedl of my hand. Her breath was
sweet with mint and the smell and taste of her body were agreeable; in fact, there was nothing about her
body that | would have cared to change, ingde or out, but nevertheless, our progress became difficult
after acouple of minutes, and by mute agreement we dowed and stopped. We lay joined together for
some time before she spoke.

“Thetiming isall wrong. I'm sorry.” She drew her face acrossmy arm and | fdlt tears. “I wasjust
trying not to think about things.”

“It'sdl right. The sand doesn't help, either.” We had gotten alittle bit insde, rubbing.

Wetaked for awhile and then drowsed together. When the sky began to lighten, a hot wind from
bel ow the horizon woke us up. We went back to the shelter.

Everyone was adeep. We went to shower off the sand and she was amused to see my interest in her
quicken. “Let'stake that downstairs,” she whispered, and | followed her down to her room.

The memory of the earlier incapability wasthere, but it was not greetly inhibiting. Being ableto see
her made the act more familiar, and besides she was very pleasant to see, from whatever angle. | was
able to withhold mysdlf only once, and so the interlude was shorter than either of uswould have desired.

We dept together on her narrow bed. Or she dept, rather, while | watched the bar of sunlight grow
on the oppositewal, and thought about how everything had changed.

They couldn't really say we had thirty yearsto live, since they had no ideawhat the enemy was doing.
It might be three hundred; it might be less than one—but even with body switch that was awaystrue, as
it wasin the old days. sooner or later something would go wrong and you would die. That | might die at
the same ingtant as ten thousand other people and a planet full of history—that wasinteresting. But asthe
room filled with light and | studied her quiet repose, | found her more interesting than that.

| was old enough to be immune to infatuation. Something deep had been growing since Egypt, maybe
before. On top of the pyramid, the rising sun dim in the mist, we had sat with our shoulders touching,
watching the ancient forms gppear below, and | felt a surge of numinism mixed oddly with content. She
looked a me—I could only see her eyes—and we didn't have to say anything about the moment.

And now this. | was sure, without words, that she would share this, too. Whatever “this’ was.
England's versatile language, like mine and hers, is strangely hobbled by having the one word, love, stand
for such amultiplicity of fedings.

Perhapsthat lack revedsatruth, that no one loveislike any other. There are other truthsthat you
might forget, or ignore, distracted by the growth of love. In Petrosian thereisasaying in the palindromic
mood that dways carriesasardonic, or at least ironic, inflection: “Happiness presages disaster presages
happiness.” Soif you die happy, it means you were happy when you died. Good timing or bad?
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I0ona M'vua had aroom next to White Hill, and she was glad to switch with me, an operation that
took about three minutes but was good for amuch longer period of talk among the other artists. Lo was
smugly amused, which in my temporary generosity of spirit | forgave.

Once we were adjacent, we found the button that made the wall dide away, and pushed the two
beds together under her window. I'm afraid we were antisocial for acouple of days. It had been some
time since either of ushad had alover. And | had never had onelike her, literdly, out of the dozens. She
said that was because | had never been involved with a Seldenian, and | tactfully agreed, banishing five
perfectly good memoriesto amnesia.

It'strue that Seldenian women, and men aswell, are better schooled than those of us from normal
planets, in the techniques and subtleties of sexua expression. Part of “wholeness,” which | supposeisa
week punin English. It kept Lo, and not only him, from taking White Hill serioudy as an artist: the fact
that a Seldenian, to be “whole,” must necessarily treat art as an everyday activity, usudly subordinate to
affairs of the heart, of the body. Or at least on the same level, which isthe point.

Theredity isthat it is dl one to them. What makes Seldenians so dienisthat their need for balancein
life dissolves hierarchy: this piece of art isvaluable, and so isthis orgasm, and so isthis crumb of bread.
The bread crumb connectsto the artwork through the artist's metabolism, which connects to orgasm.
Then through afluid and automatic mixture of logic, metaphor, and rhetoric, the bread crumb linksto sail,
sunlight, nuclear fusion, the beginning and end of the universe. Any intelligent person can map out chains
likethat, but to White Hill it was autometic, drilled into her with her first nouns and verbs. Everything is
important. Nothing matters. Change the world but stay relaxed.

| could never come around to her way of thinking. But then | was married for fifty Petrosan yearsto
awoman who had stranger beliefs. (The marriage asa socid contract actudly lasted fifty-seven years; a
the half-century mark we took a vacation from each other, and | never saw her again.) White Hill's
worldview gave her an equanimity | had to envy. But my art needed unbalance and tension the way hers
needed harmony and resolution.

By the fourth day most of the artists had joined usin the shelter. Maybe they grew tired of wandering
through the bureaucracy. More likely, they were anxious about their competitors progress.

White Hill was drawing designs on large sheets of buff paper and taping them up on our walls. She
worked on her feet, bare feet, pacing from diagram to diagram, changing and rearranging. | worked
directly insde ashaping box, an invention White Hill had heard of but had never seen. It's cube of light a
little lessthan ametrawide. Insde is an image of a sculpture—or arock or alump of clay—that you can
fed aswell assee. Y ou can mold it with your hands or work with finer insrumentsfor cutting, scraping,
chipping. It records your progress constantly, so it's easy to take chances, you can dwaysrun it back to
an earlier dage.

| spent afew hours every other day cruising in aflyer with Lo and a couple of other sculptors,
looking for native materids. We were severely constrained by the decision to put the Memory Park
ingde, since everything we used had to be smal enough to fit through the airlock and purging rooms. Y ou
could work with large pieces, but you would have to dice them up and reassemble them, the individua
chunks no bigger than two by three metras.

Wetried to stay congenia and fair during these expeditions. Ideally, you would spot a piece and we
would land by it or hover over it long enough to tag it with your 1D; in aday or two the robots would
deliver it to your “holding area’ outside the shelter. If more than one person wanted the piece, which
happened as often as not, a decision had to be made before it was tagged. Therewasalot of arguing
and trading and Solomon-style splitting, which usudly satisfied the requirements of something other than
art.

The qudity of light was changing for the worse. Earthling planetary engineers were spewing bright
dust into the upper atmosphere, to reflect back solar heat. (They modified the nanophage-egting
machinery for the purpose. That was aso designed tofill the atmo-sphere full of dust, but at alower
leved—and each grain of that dust had atiny chemical brain.) It made the night sky progressively less



interesting. | was glad White Hill had chosen to initiate our connection under the gtars. It would be some
time before we saw them again, if ever.

And it looked like “daylight” was going to be auniform overcast for the duration of the contest.
Without the dynamic of moving sunlight to continualy change the appearance of my piece, | had to
discard awhole family of first gpproachesto itsdesign. | was starting to think dong the lines of something
irrationa-looking; something the brain would reject asimpossible. The way we mentally veer avay from
unthinkable thingslike the Sterilization, and our proximeate future.

We had divided into two groups, and jokingly but serioudly referred to one another as* origindists’
and “redigs.” We origindists were continuing our projects on the basis of the charter'srules: amemorid
to thetragedy and its aftermath, astark sterile reminder in the midst of life. The rediststook into account
new developments, including the fact that there would probably never be any “midst of life” and,
possibly, no audience, after thirty years.

| thought that was excessve. There was plenty of pathosin the original assgnment. Adding another,
impasto, layer of pathos along with irony and the artist'sfear of persona degth...well, we were doing art,
not literature. | sincerely hoped their pieceswould be fatally muddied by complexity.

If you asked White Hill which group she belonged to, she would of course say, “Both.” | had no idea
what form her project was going to take; we had agreed early on to surprise one another, and not
impede each other with suggestions. | couldn't decipher even one-tenth of her diagrams. | speak
Seldenian pretty well, but have never mastered the pictographs beyond the usud travelers vocabulary.
And much of what she was scribbling on the buff sheets of paper wasin no language | recognized, an
arcane technica symbology.

Wetaked about other things. Even about the future, asloverswill. Our most probable future was
smultaneous degth by fire, but it was cdming and harmlessto make “what if?” plans, in case our hosts
somehow were ableto find away around that fate. We did have a choice of many possible futures, if we
indeed had more than one. White Hill had never had accessto wesdlth before. She didn't want to live
lavishly, but the idea of being ableto explore dl the planets excited her.

Of course she had never tried living lavishly. | hoped one day to study her reaction to it, which would
be strange. Out of the box of valuables I'd brought along, | gave her anecklace, atraditional beginning-
love gift on Petros. It was anetwork of perfect emerads and rubieslaced in gold.

She examined it closdly. “How much isthisworth?’

“A million marks, more or less.” She gtarted to hand it back. “ Please keep it. Money has no vaue
here, no meaning.”

Shewas at alossfor words, which wasrare enough. “1 understand the gesture. But you can't expect
meto vauethistheway you do.”

“I wouldn't expect that.”

“Suppose | loseit? | might just set it down somewhere.”

“I' know. I'll ftill have givenit to you.”

She nodded and laughed. “All right. Y ou people are strange.” She dipped the necklace on, il
latched, wiggling it over her ears. The colors glowed warm and cold againgt her olive skin.

Shekissed me, afesther, and rushed out of our room wordlessly. She passed right by amirror
without looking at it.

After acouple of hours| went to find her. Lo said held seen her go out the door with alot of water.
At the beach | found her footprints marching straight west to the horizon.

She was gone for two days. | was working outside when she came back, wearing nothing but the
necklace. There was another necklace in her hand: she had cut off her right braid and interwoven a
complex pattern of gold and silver wireinto a closed loop. She dipped it over my head and pecked me
on the lips and headed for the shelter. When | started to follow she stopped me with atired gesture. “ L et
me deep, eat, wash.” Her voice was a hoarse whisper. “Come to me after dark.”

| sat down, leaning back againgt agood rock, and thought about very little, touching her braid and
smdling it. When it wastoo dark to see my feet, | went in, and she was waiting.
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| spent alot of time outside, at least in the early morning and late afternoon, studying my accumulation
of rocksand ruins. | had images of every piece in my shaping box's memory, but it was eesier to visudize
some aspects of the project if | could walk around the e ements and touch them.

Inspiration iswhere you find it. Wed played with an orrery in the museum in Rome, aminiature solar
system that had been built of clock-work centuries before the Information Age. There was awistful,
humorous, kind of comfort initsjerky regularity.

My mental processes aways turn thingsinside out. Find the terror and hopelessnessin that comfort. |
had in mind amassive but delicately balanced assemblage that would be viewed by smdl groups; their
presence would cause it to teeter and turn ponderoudly. It would seem both fragile and huge (though of
coursethe fragility would be anillusion), like the ecosystem that the Fwndyri so abruptly destroyed.

The assemblage would be mounted in such away that it would seem awaysin danger of toppling off
its base, but hidden welghts would make that impossible. The sound of the rolling weights ought to
produce a nice anxiety. Whenever a part tapped the floor, the tap would be amplified into a hollow
boom.

If the viewers stood absolutdly ill, it would swing to ahdt. Asthey left, they would disturb it again. |
hoped it would disturb them aswell.

Thelarge technica problem was measuring the distribution of massin each of my motley pieces. That
would have been easy a home; | could rent a magnetic resonance densitometer to map their insdes.
There was no such thing on this planet (so rich in things | had no usefor!), so | had to make do with a
pair of robots and aknife edge. And then start hollowing the pieces out asymmetrically, so that once set
in motion, the assemblage would tend to rotate.

| had alarge number of rocks and artifacts to choose from, and was tempted to use no unifying
principle at al, other than the unstable balance of the thing. Boulders and pieces of old statues and foss|
machinery. The models| made of such arandom collection were ambiguous, though. It was hard to tell
whether they would look ominous or ludicrous, built to scae. A symbol of helplessness before an
implacable enemy? Or alurching, crashing junkpile? | decided to take areasonably conservetive
gpproach, dignity rather than daring. After dl, the audience would be Earthlings and, if the planet
survived, tourists with more money than sophigtication. Not my usud jury.

| was able to scavenge twenty long bars of shiny black monofiber, which would be the spokes of my
irregular whed. That would give it some unity of composition: make a crosswith four smilar chunks of
granite at the ordind points, and alarger chunk at the center. Then build up aweb inside, monofiber lines
linking bits of thisand that.

Some of the people were moving their materidsinsde Amazonia, to work in the area marked off for
the park. White Hill and | decided to stay outside. She said her project was portable, at this stage, and
mine would be easy to disassemble and move.

After acouple of weeks, only fifteen artists remained with the project, insde Amazoniaor out in the
shelter. The others had either quit, surrendering to the passive depression that seemed to be Earth's new
norm, or, in one case, committed suicide. The two from Wolf and Mijhoven opted for colddegp, which
might be deferred suicide. About one person in three dept through it; one in three came out with some
kind of treatable mental disorder. The others went mad and died soon after reawakening, unable or
unwillingtolive

Colddeep wasn't done on Petros, athough some Petrosians went to other worldsto indulgeinit asa
risky kind of timetravel. Sleep until whatever's wrong with the world has changed. Some people even
didit for financia speculation: buy up objects of art or antiques, and deep for acentury or morewhile
their valueincreases. Of course their value might not increase sgnificantly, or they might be stolen or
coopted by family or government.

But if you can make enough money to buy aticket to another planet, why not hold off until you had
enough to goto aredly distant one? Let time dilation compressthe years. | could make atriangle from
Petrosto Skaal to Mijhoven and back, and more than 120 years would pass, while | lived through only



three, with no danger to my mind. And | could take my objects of art aong with me.

White Hill had worked with colddeep veterans, or victims. None of them had been motivated by
profit, given her planet'sinditutionalized antimaterialism, SO most of them had been suffering from some
psychologicd ill beforethey dept. It wasrare for them to come out of the “treatment” improved, but they
did comeinto aworld where people like White Hill could at least attend them in their madness, perhaps
guide them out.

I'd been to three times as many worlds as she. But she had been to stranger places.
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Theterraformersdid their job too well. The days grew cooler and cooler, and some nights snow fell.
The snow on the ground persisted into mornings for awhile, and then through noon, and findly it began
to pile up. Those of uswho wanted to work outside had to improvise cold-weather clothing.

| liked working in the cold, athough al | did was direct robots. | grew up in asmall town south of
New Haven, where winter was long and intense. At somelevel | associated snow and ice with the
exciting plessures that waited for us after school. | wasto have my fill of it, though.

It was obvious | had to work fast, faster than I'd originaly planned, because of theincreasing cold. |
wanted to have everything put together and working before | disassembled it and pushed it through the
airlock. The robots weren't made for cold wesather, unfortunately. They had bad traction on the ice and
sometimes their joints would seize up. One of them complained congtantly, but of course it wasthe best
worker, t0o, so | couldn't just turn it off and let it disappear under the drifts, an ideathat tempted me.

White Hill often came out for afew minutesto stand and watch me and the robots struggle with the
icy heavy boulders, machinery, and statuary. We took walks aong the seashore that became shorter as
the weather worsened. Thelast walk was a disaster.

We had just gotten to the beach when a sudden storm came up with asandblast wind so violent that
it blew us off our feet. We crawled back to the partial protection of the ruins and huddled together, the
wind screaming so loudly that we had to shout to hear each other. The storm continued to mount and, in
our terror, we decided to run for the shelter. White Hill dipped on someice and suffered ahorrible
injury, ajagged piece of metal dashing her face diagonally from forehead to chin, blinding her |eft eye and
tearing off part of her nose. Pearly bone showed through, cracked, at eyebrow, cheek, and chin. She
rose up to one elbow and fell dack.

| carried her the rest of the way, immensely glad for the physica strength that made it possible. By
the time we got inside she was unconscious and my white coat was a scarlet flag of blood.

A plastic-clad doctor came through immediately and did what she could to get White Hill out of
immediate danger. But there was a problem with more sophisticated treatment. They couldn't bring the
equipment out to our shelter, and White Hill wouldn't survive the stress of purging unless she had had a
chanceto hedl for awhile. Besdesthe facia wound, she had a broken elbow and collarbone and two
cracked ribs.

For aweek or so shewas awaysin pain or numb. | sat with her, numb myself, her face aterrible
puffed caricature of its former beauty, the wound glued up with plaskin the color of putty. Split skin of
her eyelid dack over the empty socket.

The mirror wasn't visible from her bed, and she didn't ask for one, but whenever | looked away from
her, her working hand came up to touch and catal ogue the damage. We both knew how fortunate she
wasto bediveat dl, and especidly in an eraand situation where the damage could dl be repaired, given
timeand alittleluck. But it was il aterrible thing to live with, an awful memory to keep reiving.

When she was more hersdlf, able to talk through her ripped and pasted mouth, it was difficult for me
to keep my composure. She had considerable philosophical, | suppose you could say spiritud,
resources, but she was so profoundly stunned that she couldn't follow aline of reasoning very far, and
usualy wound up sobbing in frustration.

Sometimes | cried with her, athough Petrosian men don't cry except in response to music. | had been
asoldier once and had seen my ration of injury and death, and | waysfelt the experience had hardened
me, to my detriment. But my friends who had been wounded or killed were just friends, and al of us



lived then with the certainty that every day could be anybody's last one. To have the woman you love
senselesdy mutilated by an accident of weather was emotionaly more arduous than losng adozen
companionsto the steady erosion of war, adifferent kind of wegather.

| asked her whether she wanted to forget our earlier agreement and talk about our projects. She said
no; shewas still working on hers, in away, and she till wanted it to be asurprise. | did manageto
distract her, playing with the shaping box. We made cartooni sh representations of Lo and old Norita, and
combined them inimpossible sexua geometries. We shared alimited kind of sex ourselves, findly.

The doctor pronounced her well enough to be taken apart, and both of us were scourged and
reappeared on the other side. White Hill was dready in surgery when | woke up; there had been no
reason to revive her before beginning the restorative processes.

| spent two days wandering through the blandness of Amazonia, jungle laced through concrete,
quartering the huge place on foot. M ost areas seemed catatonic. A few were boisterous with
end-of-the-world hysteria. | checked on her progress so often that they eventually assigned arobot to
cal me up every hour, whether or not there was any change.

Onthethird day | was dlowed to see her, in her deegp. She was pale but seemed completely
restored. | watched her for an hour, perhaps more, when her eyes suddenly opened. The new one was
blue, not green, for some reason. She didn't focus on me.

“Dreamsfeed art,” she whispered in Petrosian; “and art feeds dreams.” She closed her eyesand

dept again.
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She didn't want to go back out. She had lived dl her lifein the tropics, even the year she spent in
bondage, and the idea of returning to the ice that had dashed her was more than repugnant. Inside
Amazoniait was aways summer, now, the authorities trying to keep everyone happy with heat and light
and jungleflowers.

| went back out to gather her things. Ten large sheets of buff paper | unstuck from our wallsand
stacked and rolled. The necklace, and the satchd of rare coins she had brought from Seldene, all her
worldly wesdlth.

| considered wrapping up my own project, giving the robotsingructionsfor its dismantling and
transport, so that | could just go back inside with her and stay. But that would be chancy. | wanted to
see the thing work once before | took it apart.

So | went through the purging again, athough it wasn't gtrictly necessary; | could have sent her things
through without hand-carrying them. But | wanted to make sure she was on her feet before | Ieft her for
severa weeks.

She was not on her feet, but she was dancing. When | recovered from the purging, which now took
only haf aday, | went to her hospital room and they referred me to our new quarters, athree-room
dwelling in aplace cdled Plaza de Artistes. There were two bedsin the bedroom, one afancy medical
one, but that was worlds better than trying to find privacy in ahospital.

Therewas anotefloating in the air over the bed saying she had gone to a party in the common room.
| found her in agossamer whedlchair, teaching a hand dance to Denli om Cord, while a harpist and
flautist from two different worldstried to settle on amutua key.

Shewasin good spirits. Denli remembered an engagement and | whedled White Hill out onto a
balcony that overlooked alake full of deegping birds, some perhapsred.

It was hot outside, dways hot. There was amist of perspiration on her face, partly from the light
exercise of the dance, | supposed. In the light from below, the mist gave her face a scul pted appearance,
unsparing sharpness, and there was no sign | eft of the surgery.

“I'll be out of the chair tomorrow,” she said, “at least ten minutes at atime.” Shelaughed, “ Stop
thet!”

“Stop what?”

“Looking a melikethat.”

| was still staring at her face. “It'sjud. ..l supposeit'ssuch arelief.”



“I know.” She rubbed my hand. “ They showed me pictures, of before. Y ou looked at that for so
many days?’

“1 saw you.”

She pressed my hand to her face. The new skin wastaut but soft, like ababy's. “Take me
downgtairs?’
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It's hard to describe, especidly inlight of later developments, disintegrations, but that night of fragile
love-making marked a permanent change in the way we linked, or at least the way | waslinked to her:
I've been married twice, long and short, and have been in some kind of love ahundred times. But no
woman has ever owned me before.

Thisis something we do to ourselves. I've had enough women who tried to possess me, but always
was ableto back or circle away, in literd preservation of sdf. | dwaysfet that life wastoo long for one
woman.

Certainly part of itisthat lifeis not so long anymore. A larger part of it was the run through the
screaming storm, her life streaming out of her, and my stewardship, or at least companionship, afterward,
during her dow transformation back into health and physical beauty. The core of her had never changed,
though, the stubborn serenity that | cameto redlize, that warm night, had findly infected me aswell.

The bed was afirm narrow dab, cooler than the dark air heavy with the scent of Earth flowers. |
helped her onto the bed (which instantly conformed to her) but from then on it was she who cared for
me, saying that was al she wanted, al shereally had strength for. When | tried to reverse that, she
reminded me of aholiday paindrome that has sexud overtonesin both our languages: Giving istaking is

gving.
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We spent a couple of weeks as close as two people can be. | was her lover and aso her nurse, as
she dowly strengthened. When she was able to spend most of her day in norma pursuits, free of the
whedlchair or “intelligent” bed (with which we had made athreesome, a times uneasy), she urged meto
go back outside and finish up. She was ready to concentrate on her own project, too. Impatient to do art
again, agood sgn.

| would not have left so soon if | had known what her project involved. But that might not have
changed anything.

Assoon as| stepped outside, | knew it was going to take longer than planned. | had known from the
insde monitors how cold it was going to be, and how many ceemetras of ice had accumulated, but |
didnt realy know how bad it was until | was standing there, looking at my piles of materiaslocked in
opague glaze. A good thing I'd left the robots ingde the shelter, and agood thing | had left afew hand
tools outside. The door was buried under two metras of snow and ice. | sculpted mysdlf a passageway,
an gpplication of artigtic skills1'd never foreseen.

| debated calling White Hill and telling her that | would be longer than expected. We had agreed not
to interrupt each other, though, and it was likely she'd started working as soon as| |eft.

The robots were like a bad comedy team, but | could only be amused by them for an hour or so at a
time. It was s0 cold that the water vapor from my bregth froze into an icy sheath on my beard and
mustache. Breathing was painful ; deep breathing probably dangerous.

So most of thetime, | monitored them from inside the shelter. | had the place to mysdlf; everyone
elselong since goneinto the dome. When | wasn't working | drank too much, something | had not done
regularly in centuries.

It was obviousthat | wasn't going to make aworking model. Delicate balance wasimpossiblein the
shifting gae. But therobotsand | had our hands full, and other grasping appendages engaged, just
dismantling the various pieces and moving them through the lock. It was unexciting but paingtaking work.
Wedid al thelaser cutsinsde the shelter, dlowing the rock to come up to room temperature so it didn't
gpall or shatter. The air-conditioning wasn't quite equal to the chalenge, and neither were the cleaning



robots, so after awhileit waslikeliving in afoundry: everywhere akind of greasy dickness of rock dust,
theair dry and metallic.

So it waswith no regret that | followed the last dice into the airlock myself, even looking forward to
the scourging if White Hill was on the other side.

Shewasn't. A number of other people were missing, too. Sheleft this note behind:

| knew from the day we were called back here what my new piece would haveto be, and | knew |
had to keep it from you, to spare you sadness. And to save you the frustration of trying to talk me out of
it.

Asyou may know by now, scientists have determined that the Fwindyri indeed have sped up the
Sun's evolution somehow. It will continue to warm, until in thirty or forty yearsthere will be an exploson
cdled the“hdium flash.” The Sun will become ared giant, and the Earth will beincinerated.

There are no starships|eft, but there is one avenue of escape. A kind of escape.

Parked in high orbit thereis a huge interplanetary transport that was used in the terraforming of Mars.
It'sacouple of centuries older than you, but like yourself it has been excellently preserved. We are going
torideit out to adistance sufficient to survive the Sun's catastrophe, and there remain until the Stuation
improves, or does not.

Thisiswherel enter the picture. For our surviva to be meaningful in thisthousand-year war, we have
to resort to colddeep. And for alarge number of people to survive centuries of colddeep, they need my
jaurnary skills. Alone, in theice, they would go dowly mad. Connected through the matrix of my mind,
they will have a sense of community, and may come out of it intact.

| will be gone, of course. | will be by the time you read this. Not dead, but immersed in service. |
could not be revived if thiswere only ahundred people for ahundred days. Thiswill be athousand,
perhaps for athousand years.

No one else on Earth can do jaturnary, and there is neither time nor equipment for meto transfer my
ability to anyone. Eveniif there were,

I'm not sure | would trust anyone elsgs kill. So | am gone.

My only lossislosng you. Do | haveto elaborate on that?

Y ou can comeif you want. In order to use the transport, | had to agree that the survivors be chosen
in accordance with the Earth's strict class sysem—starting with dear Norita, and from that pinnacle, on
down—but they were willing to make exceptionsfor dl of thevigting artigs. Y ou have until
mid-Deciembre to decide; the ship leaves Januar fird.

If I know you at al, I know you would rather stay behind and die. Perhaps the prospect of living “in”
me could move you past your fear of colddeep; your averson to jaturnary. If not, not.

| love you morethan life. But thisis more than that. Are we what we are?

W.H.

Thelast sentenceisapaindromein her language, not mine, thet | believe has some significance
beyond the obvious.
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| did think about it for sometime. Weighing aquick death, or even adow one, againgt spending
centurieslocked frozen in atiny room with Noritaand her ilk. Chattering on at the speed of synapse, and
me unableto not listen.

| have dways valued quiet, and the eternity of it that | face is no more dreadful than the eternity of
quiet that preceded my birth.

If White Hill wereto be at the other end of those centuries of torture, | know | could tolerate the
excruciation. But she was dead now, at least in the sense that | would never see her again.

Another woman might have tried to give me afa se hope, the possibility that in some remote future
the process of jaturnary would be advanced to the point where her personality could be recovered. But
she knew how unlikely that would be even if teams of scientists could be found to work onit, and years
could befound for them to work in. It would be like unscrambling an egg.

Maybe | would even do it, though, if there were just some chance that, when | was released from



that din of garrulous bondage, there would be something like area world, aworld where | could function
asan artist. But | don't think there will even be aworld where | can function asaman.

There probably won't be any humanity &t al, soon enough. What they did to the Sun they could do to
al of our gars, one assumes. They win thewar, the Extermination, as my parent caled it. Wrong side
exterminated.

Of course the Fwndyri might not find White Hill and her charges. Even if they do find them, they
might leave them preserved as an object of study.

The prospect of living on eternally under those circumstances, even if there were some growth to
compensate for the immobility and the company, holds no apped.
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What | did in the time remaining before mid-Deciembre was write this account. Then | had it
trandated by axenolinguist into aform that she said could be decoded by any creature sufficiently smilar
to humanity to make any sense of the story. Even the Fwndyri, perhaps. They're human enough to want
to wipe out acompeting Species.

I'm looking at the preliminary sheets now, English down the left Sde and ajumble of dots, squares,
and triangles down theright. Both sdeswould have looked equally strange to me afew years ago.

White Hill's story will be conjoined to a standard book that starts out with basic mathematical
principles, in dots and squares and triangles, and moves from that into physics, chemidtry, biology. Can
you go from biology to the human heart?| have to hope 0. If thisisread by dien eyes, long after the last
human breath is tilled, | hopeit's not utter gibberish.
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So | will takethisfinal sheet down to the trandator and then deliver the whole thing to the woman
who isgoing to transfer it to permanent sheets of platinum, which will be put in a prominent place aboard
the transport. They could last amillion years, or ten million, or more. After the Sunisacinder, and the
ship isafrozen block enclosing athousand bits of frozen flesh, shewill liveonin thissmall way.

So now my work isdone. I'm going outside, to the quiet.

In Saturn Time
WILLIAM BARTON

William Barton has been, mostly without fanfare, developing into a considerable writer in the SF
field over the past decade. He has published several novels and a number of short stories, but has
drawn relatively little attention. This story isan original from Amazing: the Anthology, edited by
Kim Mohan, who also produced one, perhaps the last, issue of the oldest surviving S magazine
titlein 1995. “ In Saturn Time” is an alternate history story about science and space travel, set in
part in the future, a harder trick than it might seem. It uses the old “ looking backward” technique
to good effect and yields a memorable science fiction story.

On the Ides of October, 1974, LM pilot Nick jensen rode across the Lunar regolith under afeatureless

black sky not far from the north pole of the Moon. Almighty strange here, he thought, nothing like what
we saw at the other six landing sites. Maybe alittle bit like Taurus-Littrow, but...

Long, long shadows cast across the surface, black lanes running off to infinity behind crater wals,
every rock the origin of adark finger that pointed away from the Sun, the Sun itself aglareright on the
southern horizon. Post abig sign: Penumbra Starts Here. Scary when you looked around the sky, too.
The Earth was nowhere in sight, had disappeared below the horizon as they'd descended the long hill
away from the lander's touchdown site.

Orbiter pilot Ben Santori's voice crackled in his earphones, lightly fuzzed by dtatic. “Inertia nav puts



you at seven klicks.”

Nick sad, “Rog. Coming up on Black Hillsterminator.” Somewhere up in that flat black sky, Apollo
21'sorbiting CSM Nightwing would be asilvery fleck. And somewhere behind them, back up thetwin
tracksthe rover was leaving in the dust, in the direction of Peary's north rim mountain structure, Lunar
Module Flamebird was abarely visble golden freckle on the gray landscape. Seven kilometers. A long
walk back if thisthing bresks down.

Goddamned lucky to be here. Eight long yearsin training since acceptance into the 1966 astronaut
candidate pool. Watching men from the earlier intakes get their second and third flights, Alan Shepard on
the Moon, Walter Cronkitejolly on TV...AsNixon canceled the Air Force's Manned Orbiting
L aboratory, then the advanced Apollo Lunar program, then what little remained of Apollo Applications
other than Skylab...

Nick glanced over at mission commander Stan Freeman in the rover's left-hand seat, craning his neck
alittleto see around the EVA helmet's visor rim. These outer hard-hat helmetswith their gold visor
structure were anuisance. We should just go with the red cloth cover they rigged for the orbital EVAS.
“Time”

“Ontime, on target.” Freeman's voice came over the earphones clear and crisp, marked by his
familiar Chicago accent. Freeman's luck was even greater, contaminating everything he touched. First
black man in space. Firgt black man on the Moon. Mission commander. Ph.D. in mechanica engineering.
Darling of the press, interviewed by al and sundry only hours before liftoff.

Lucky for us. Y oung black moderate Jesse Jackson giving a speech in which he praised NASA,
saying King would've been proud, telling them al how much King had liked Star Trek, giving themisson
SCLC'shlessing and, by extension, its gpprova of the whole revived space program.

They pulled up on the edge of shadow, near alow, hummaocky ridge, the solar wind- and
gecta-eroded wal of avery old highland-type crater, unclipped their restraints and got out of the rover.
Nick stlaggered dightly, bouncing insde his suit.

“Watchit.”

“I'madl right. A little disoriented from theride.” Wouldn't matter if | fell down anyway. Just get the
auit dirty. And, though gtiff and dlumsy and uncomfortable as hell, these Apollo EVA suitsare nothing if
not sturdly.

“All 7’

“Lead on, MacDuff.” The newsmen interpreting for the home viewing audience would like that.
Hardy, bluff, brave, uncomplicated men, our representativesin the Great Void. Nick smiled to himsdlf.
Then why do we keep having post-mission nervous breakdowns? It was getting to be aNASA in-joke.
Go to the Moon. Then the nuthouse.

They walked into night.

“Dark here”

Nick said, “Yeah. Let'shold here for cooldown.” Stepping into shadow, they'd just taken a 100K+
temperature drop, and another few steps might double that. Orbital sensing said the minimum
temperature down inside the crater's permanent shadow was no more than 100K, theory said it might be
aslow as40K. The suits were sturdy, but not invulnerable.

Lovely luminous night, night that. .. Nick flipped up the gold visor. “ Jesusl”

“What...” Freeman flipped up hisown visor and looked. “Oh...” Soft whisper of ddight. Above
them, the sky was flooded by the gentle radiance of ahundred million suns, distant, steady needles of
light, white, pale blue, tawny red-orange here and there, the Milky Way like ariver of golden dust.

Lucky to be here. All because Morris Udall and adetermined band of party conservativestook the
Democratic nomination away from the McGovernites Children's Crusade, al because Nixon got alittle
paranoid and pulled that Watergate crap, crap that lost him the eection.

President Uddll standing up there on Inauguration Day, decreeing that U.S. military forceswould turn
their equipment over to the ARVN in stu and evacuate Vietnam forthwith, “ ... because, right or wrong,
it'stime we were done with this sorry business...”

President Uddll stting in the Ova Office Sgning an executive order that canceled Nixon's space



trangportation system, reingtating Apollo and AAP, “....because we spent forty billion dollars acquiring
thistechnology. Let's get the benefit of it before we go out and buy another one.”

And, three weeks after that, astronaut trainee Nick Jensen had been assigned to the Apollo 21 prime
crew. Apollo 17 to the Moon, numbers 18 through 20 up to Skylab 1, then back to the Moon again.
Ten more flights to the Moon were decreed, and another Sylab, and anywhere between three and
seven freestanding AAP missions. After that? Who cares? Thiswill keep us busy through 1981....

They walked on into the degper darkness, picking over rocks, skirting small, shalow craters, taking
samples, talking to Santori in orbit, back through the LM link to Mission Contral.

“Okay, let'sget the lightson.” Thiswasthe other limiting factor. It was gill seventy Kelvins here, not
enough to redline the suits, not even close, but the power necessary to run this new lighting system would
drain the backpack batteriesin less than forty-five minutes. Ten minutesin here was what the profile
cdled for.

Flame on. The crater bottom lit up around them, rock and dirt and dust and nothing else.
Disappointing. “ Over there.” Nick pointed at what ooked like alow ridge of black talus near the steeper
southern wall of the depression.

He knedled by it and prodded with hisrock hammer. “ Sintered solid, | guess, whatever itis.”

“Crack off asample and let's get out of here. Thisplaceisabust.” The commentators would be
talking about thet one, dl right.....

Nick hit therock a sharp blow with the hammer's pointed end, breaking a chunk loose. Flash of
bright white. “Uh.” He picked up the sample and turned it over. Opague white rock, colored like chalk
but hard like granite, no crystalline structure, covered by athin black rind.

Freeman was suddenly knedling beside him, reaching out, taking the piece, looking at it himsdif,
watching light glint off the flat, exposed ice surface. “Wél, well. Happy birthday, Nick.”

Summer 1977. It was the best of time.... Period. No Dickensian dichotomies at dl.

Nick Jensen floated cradled in the arms of his gas-powered astronaut maneuvering unit Sxty meters
from Apollo 29's CSM, slver and white cone-cylinder-cone hanging above Earth's bright limb. Beautiful
day for an EVA. You could look straight down eight hundred kilometers on the brilliant blue Pecific,
through thin stratus above the green hills of Hawali. Not as good a view asthe one from higher up. You
couldn't really tdl it was dl one giant shield volcano, just like the bigger one on Mars, but ill....

Viking 1. Still laughing about that badly tuned color camera. “ Jeez, it looksjust like Utah! Wait a
minute, let's have alook at the color whedl....” Red sky at night, sailors delight.

A red-helmeted head poked out of the command modul€e's open hatch, and Amy Jordan's voice was
sharp and distinct in his earphones. “Nick? We should be able to eyeball the Agenaany time now.”

“Copy that.” She was a superb engineer, had had a decisive hand in designing the radio-telescope
mission, but the media had ignored dl that, going on and on and on about having this sweet young thing
fly in the cramped confines of an Apollo capsule with two men, about how sheld haveto do al her
private busnessright in front of them....

Worth an exasperated sigh, an attempt a explanation: Thisis business. Important business, and were
al professionals, polite to each other...Order of the Dolphin, my ass...

Smirk, smirk; wink, wink. All busness. Right. Sure itis, buddy...

Nick hit the hand controllers, compressed air stuttering behind his back, and did asow turn. About
ten meters away the completed radio telescope floated, a twenty-meter dish they'd brought up
disassembled in the CSM's science bay, where alunar mission would've carried camera packs and one
of those little subsatdllites. When they'd begun, just aweek ago, it had been no more than a collection of
wire mesh and cabling and electronic boxes. Now...

A lovely, shining flower of silver and black, floating in low Earth orbit, waiting for itslifein spaceto
begin. There. The Agenabooster wasjust ascintillaof light on the edge of vision, out in black night. “I've
got it. How far?’

Amy said, “Radar saysten klicks.”

“Okay. Bring her in.” Once they had thisthing coupled to the telescope and got it on itsway to GEO,



they could go home.... Chrigt, | love being in space, but...two weeks packed into acabin the size of a
compact station wagon interior with two other people, people who smelled alittle worse with each
passing day.... That sort of thing could wear thin pretty fast.

Another voicein hisears, faintly tinged with ahiss of gatic, alittle echoey fromitstrip through two
ground links and one comsat: “ Apollo 29, Mission Control.”

“That you, Jeke?’

“Roger.” Jake Burnett was the third-shift capcom, hoping to get up here one of these days. He said,
“Be advised the two-man crew of Soyuz L-4 has successfully touched down on the edge of Oceanus
Procdlarum.”

So, Bykovsky and Leonov on the Moon. “Took 'em long enough.” And it would be abig help. Udall
had won redlection, still supported the ongoing program, but the 1980 e ection would get here sooner or
later, and once Apollo 40 flew...

No one knew what would be coming after that.

Burnett said, “Here's hoping. We do need the competition.” Y ou could say thingslike that now; the
pressdidn't listen to orbital work chit-chat anymore.

“Y eah. Wonder if they know that?’

“Probably better than we do.”

Amy Jordan said, “Guys? Coming up on Agenarendezvousin four minutes. We'd better get onto the
businessat hand.”

Business All business.

Hesad, “Roger. Copy that.” Get to work.

Late spring 1980.

Nick stood on the grass beside Mosquito Inlet not far from the VIP Viewing Stand, just acrossthe
big ditch from the Press Site, waiting, swesting alittle in the hot FHooridasun. Always makes meitch alittle
bit.... Reporters sddom came for the launches anymore, big countdown clock talying away for no one
sometimes, even when it was atrip to the Moon.

Moon? Ho-hum. Seen one moon, seen 'em dl. Let us know when you're ready for Mars. Or, better
dill, thestars, just likeon TV....

Out inforce today though, clogging the press bleachers, forming long, yackety lines by the washroom
doors, crowding the wagons of the hot dog vendorsthey'd let in for the day.

Nick looked at hiswatch, then acrossthe inlet, up the length of the causeway to the launch site.
Above the vehicle there was till awisp of smoky vapor, but they'd be shutting the pressure bleed and
topoff vavesin afew minutes, going into thefind countdown.

The Saturn 5M was not a pretty vehicle. Not pretty at al. Our future, though. Y ou couldn't even see
the core Saturn 5 vehicle, S'1D and S-I1 stages hidden by four 360-inch segmented-solid strap-on
boosters. All you could see wasthe S-VB poking out the top, amodified S-11 stage with five restartable
J-2sthat had taken the place of the old S-IVB, surmounted by an odd-looking, forty-foot-diameter
hammerhead payload shroud.

Could be abig mistake, using thefirst test vehicleto fly ared misson. Animportant misson. One of
those never-flown field joints springs alesk at dtitude, maybe right after max-Q, well seeapretty big
bang up there....

Well. At least it was unmanned. It's only money.

Nick looked around again, a the sprinkling of VIPswho'd come to see the thing off. Outgoing
Presdent Udall standing with D.C. Senator Jesse Jackson and Vice Presdent Mondae, Uddl's
designated successor. President cometo see hislast big space-related decision cometo fruition.

Fritz Monda e looking away, hardly interested in what was going on, just knowing he had to show
the flag as he steadily dipped in the polls. Primaries not going too well. Therés never going to bea
President Mondde. Arewe in deep shit?

Helooked at the dender man at his sde. Governor Brown, standing next to Gene Roddenberry, had
apair of binoculars pressed to his eyes, looking intently toward the pad, teeth showing in what looked



likealittle bit of agrin, or maybe just aglare-squint grimace. Hard to tell with this...very strange dude.

Watching the governor walk around with Linda Ronstadt this morning, held tried to listen in. What
would | have said, with alittle cutie like that in my clutches? Telling her al about the vast resources we'd
find out in the Asteroid Belt. How it would postpone the coming world crisisfor centuries. Maybe that's
what | would've said, too. Right.

Sothisis, just maybe, the Democratic front-runner, somelittle ex-seminarian determinedly levering
thefat cats hands off the whedls of power. Political journdigtslicking their chops. Because, on the other
sdeof the aide, it waslooking to be Ronald Reagan. Battle of the Californians, they said. Or better till,
M oonbeam versus Bonzo.

Jesus Chrigt.

Out on the pad, the vehicle had stopped smoking, thin haze of white frost evaporating away in the
sun. Nick said, “Thirty seconds, Governor.”

Brown pulled the binoculars off hisface, leaving little red rings where hed been pressing them in too
hard. “Okay, Nick. Y ou promise me thisthing's going to work?” Thin grin, sardonic, not aman who said
things by accident.

Nick nodded dowly. “Well. ‘Four neins,” Governor.”

Brown grinned wider, recognizing the reference. “WEell see,” he said, putting the binoculars back to
hiseyes. “Cadl me Jerry.”

The loudspeaker said, “T minusten seconds. Sustainer coreignition...” Out on the pad, aglare of
orange light down in the flame trough, athick boil of greasy black smoke as high-grade jet aviation fuel
burned in liquid oxygen. Silence. “ .. .three, two, one...solids...”

A huge burgt of white smoke, blowing the black smoke away, clouds forming, yellow fire boiling
crazily inther depths.

Loudspesker: “Liftoff...”

The Saturn 5M bounded off the pad, then seemed to pause, staggering visibly, Nick's breath trapped
in hischest, heart pounding. Oh, God....It seemed to take hold of itself, Sraighten vigbly, then climb into
the sky, climb, trailed by athick column of gray-white smoke, smoke that seemed to grow organicaly
from the base of the rocket....

Crackling roar, sound having crossed the intervening three miles, afew brief seconds of familiar F-1
fire, then the hard bump-ROAR of the solids lighting, something amighty powerful besting on his ches,
trying to push him backward, sixteen million pounds of thrust from the four strap-on boosters, another
seven and ahdf million from theliquid fuel engines, seven hundred thousand pounds of payload headed
for low Earth orbit.

Nick glanced over at the governor. Jerry Brown's head was tipped back, following the Moonbase as
it left for its new home not far from Amundsen Crater and the south pole of the Moon. He had
Roddenberry by the arm, shaking the producer hard. And he was laughing out loud.

Nick looked back at the Saturn 5M, listened to its diminishing thunder, and thought, Maybe
President Brown will want to give thet little cutie an asteroid for her birthday. And, just maybe, we can
talk him into funding the S-VI nuclear stage wed liketo stick on thisthing, calling it the Saturn 5N. Just
maybe.

What wasit the governor had said?“Well see...”

In the late summer of 1984, Nick was back on the Moon, walking the dusty plain not far from Lunar
Polar Station 1, not quite relishing the job of escorting the VVIP. Not quite. But the old man had proven to
be an interesting enough character, making the professond astronauts want to like him, despite their
irritation with the whole program.

A journalist in space was bad enough, but sending one of these bastards to the Moon? It was an
order of magnitude more outrageous than putting that teacher in space aboard Skylab 3, wasting an
Apollo Transport flight just to put her up there for two weeks. Now this, wasting aflight to the Moon...

But it happened as President Brown decreed, probably just part of his redection strategy.

They were setting up at what appeared to be a strategic location, the base down-Sun, a collection of



half-buried modules, rovers parked here and there, solar collectors sticking up like silver radar dishes
againg adramatic backdrop, the low, rounded hills of acrater ringwall, looking for al the world like
some denuded and dead A ppalachian range.

And the old man was the most useful member of the EV A team just now. He knew just how to set
up the cameras, which connectorsto plug in where, how to lay the cables so no one would trip over
them, issuing commandsinacam, quiet voice....

That same reassuring voice of wisdom I've been hearing since | was akid. And you know that's why
Brown picked him. The President's one smart cookie, al right. Dole doesn't have achance.

It was asmart choice, but wewere dl againg it, especialy when we found out who was going.
Come on...aman hisage up here? But he's pushing seventy! D'you redize what it'slike, three fucking
days stuffed insde the cabin of afive-man Apollo Transport?

Sure, hell bedl right at Moonbase, but what about the trip?

But the oldest professiona astronaut till on flight statusis Sxty-three now. Y ou want usto can him?
No, but...How about you, Nick? Going to be forty-four thisfall. When you think we should retire you?

Vision of the upcoming Mars mission crew assignments. Um. Well, | sortahoped | had afew good
yearsleftinme....

And held been okay on thetrip up after all. Keeping his hands off the hardware, looking out the
window, doing his standups....and suffering not atrace of space sckness, whiletheflight's other rookie
floated in his acceeration couch, retching quigtly.. ..

And, sitting there on the pad, just as T minus thirty seconds was called, hed chuckled softly and said,
“Thiskindareminds me of Paris...”

Uh. Paris.

“Sure. | went in with the Airborne. Jumped with them, carrying agoddamn typewriter ...”

Then, ditting on the Extended LM'sfloor, asrequired, face far below theleve of the window while
the engine rumbled and we dropped toward touchdown, he'd whipped out akid's folding cardboard
periscope, the kind of thing you could still buy for 98 cents, holding it up so he could see out. That won
usover, akind of guildessastronautica ingenuity, like smuggling aham sandwich onto the first space
flight....

Now, the old man came bouncing gently over. “You al se?’

“Yes, gr. Just tell mewhereto stand.”

The old man looked around, quickly, professond, glancing briefly at the camera, then scuffed an “ X”
inthe dust. “ On your mark, Nick. Now open your face-shield so the folks at home can see that pretty
face” The old man grinned at him from under histrademark mustache. “And please. Cal meWalter...”

Thered light came on then, and the old man turned to face the world. “ August 14, 1984,” he said.
“Good evening. Thisis Water Cronkite reporting to you live from the surface of the Moon...”

May 1988.

Nick sat, sort of, in front of the telefax consolein the science module, toes tucked into foot restraints,
seatbelt across hislap. A little unsteady, hard to keep the mouse cursor positioned on the little white

<NEXT> Button, but...click-click.

Breathtaking. Unbelievable. VVoyager 3's1o lander had sent back a steady stream of images, almost
inred time asit dropped out of orbit, actudly passing through the thin, hazy umbrella-plume of an
erupting sulfur volcano, taking samples on itsway to the surface.

Click-click. On the surface now, looking out across arolling, low-rdief yellow plain. In the distance,
the eruption was afaint, dmogt invisble inverted cone againgt afeatureess black sky.

Click-click. Chridt...The camerahad panned around, deliberately tilted up by the programmers,
looking just where they figured...

Fat, banded Jupiter, asullen orange crescent lying on its side, sun beyond it a dimmed-out spark.
There. That little bit of crud had to be Amalthes, and...

Image of mysdf out on the surface of that moon, clad in an Apollo moonsuit, bounding acrossthe
dusty yellow plains, Jupiter in the sky above me, and the other moonsand. ..



Nick shook hishead dowly. Not in my lifetime, anyway. Not until we work out atechnology to
shield againgt the ambient radiation. By the time we have that, well be thinking about Bussard ramjets
and what star welll bewanting to visit firgt. | wish...

He smiled to himsdf. Listen to me, wishing for the stars. Sudden memory of himsdlf as ateenager, a
senior in high school, turning on the TV and hearing Frank McGee discuss the significance of Sputnik.
And hearing some expert say that, just maybe, some smal child, atoddler perhaps, would one day walk
on the Moon. Incredible. And, of course, the first man who did walk on the Moon was aready an adullt,
dready flying jet arcraft. ..

He pulled the mouse cursor up to the menu bar and popped open the SELECTION pulldown,
clickedon“V-4, G-1V Lander.” <NexT>—The surface of Calisto, seen close up, was amost
indistinguishable from the cratered highlands of the Earth's moon. Outside Jupiter's Van Allen belts. Just
maybe, someone will go there soon....

Maybe. Maybe. But no one knew what Jesse Jackson would do if he won the election thisfall.
Continue the program? Cancdl it? Maybe. But then, no one knew what would happen if the Republicans
somehow took over either. J. Danforth Quayle? Christ...

He sighed and clicked the ExIT icon, docked the mouse in itslittle monitor-side pocket, and
unhooked from the chair. Thisisal very nice, but theré'swork to be done. He floated out through the
forward hatch, through the node and into the command module, where Jake Burnett was holding down
thefort.

“About time you got up here, pa. I'veredly got to pee!”

Nick smiled. “ Sorry. | keep looking at those damned V oyager photos...”

Jake unhooked himsdlf from the accel eration couch and floated above the control console, essentialy
filling the window. He grinned and nodded. “Y ou and me both. Wouldn't that be akick, going to fucking
Jupiter?’

“Yeah”

When hewas gone, Nick pulled himself down in the chair, strapped in and relaxed, scanning the
CRT screensand LED readouts, making sure God was in his Heaven and dl was right with the world.
Okay. Then he sat back to stare out the window and day-dream.

Jupiter, for Chrit'ssake...

But thisroom, here, now, wasfilled with soft, ruddy light, light reflected from the surface of adull red
world rolling dowly by below. Okay, coming up onit....

Vales Marineris did over the horizon, an enormous gash in the Sde of Mars, asif some giant rock
had struck the planet aglancing blow, cutting it open, threatening to spill its gutsinto the void, looking for
al theworld like an unsutured wound.

Andin forty-eight hours I'll be down there. Butterfliesfluttered briefly, exploring the far reaches of his
intestines. Day after tomorrow and welll be setting down on the north rim of Coprates. Me, Jake, and
Amy making the first manned touchdown. Then. Then. Ares carried five additiond disposable
aeroshidds, enough fue for the lander to set down six times, at Six different sites. And each crew
member would get one landing, until al eighteen of them had been down.

And me, Misson Commander. Piloting thefirst lander, climbing down the ladder firg.

| guess, he thought, watching the terminator come up, watching a Martian sunset come over the
horizon, | better start thinking about what I'm going to say.

Though the late winter and early spring of 1993 had been incredibly wet, what with the Big Snow,
then one rainstorm band after another sweeping across the country, west to east, on toward summer the
westher stabilized, blue skies dominating the southeast, Floridawarming up nicely. And, on afine, sunny
June morning, Nick Jensen stood atop the VAB with hisbinoculars, watching and waiting.

Sitting on the pad, it didn't look like much after a decade and more of the big 5SMsand Ns, but here
it was, the Saturn 5R and its. .. payload? Wdll, not quite, but the term did sort of fit the new second stage.
Ingpecting it through the binoculars, he couldn't help but fedl aresurgence of the anger that had boiled in
him for the past couple of years.



Just onthelosing side, that's al. Regroup, get on to the next thing. The worst mistake we can dl
make isto continue an argument after one Sde has claimed victory. Bad enough having dl those fightsin
front of President Jackson, whose support for the space program seemed tepid at best after eight years
of Browntdling us, “Gofor it.”

But we should've built the SSTO, the demonstrator at least....Built it up out of the old S-1VB stages
we've got gtting around in storage because therere no more Saturn 5Asfor them to ride. Aerospike
engine, gas-layer reentry shield, ared spaceship at ladt...

But we did lost the argumen.

And they built thisthing instead.

S0, good idea or bad, thereitis.

Out on refurbished Pad 39A, the Saturn 5R was a highly modified S| stage, the so-called S-1G,
with those redesigned 90/110 throttlable F-IR engines, dightly lengthened tankage because the. .. second
dage...wasalot lighter than the S-11/S-1VB/A pollo combination had been...and wings. Big damned
deltawingsand vertical sabilizer. Big bumps on the fourth sde, pods where the landing skids folded
away.

A reusable S| stage, radio-controlled glide-back booster...

Waste of time, we said. Waste of money. Spend thefive billion dollars designing something new,
something with up-to-date hardware. Dammit, thisthing is based on 1950's technol ogy!

But its designersjust laughed, then turned to a puzzled President Jackson and said, 1930's, redlly;
thisthing's not so much more than agiant V-2, after al. Getting our money'sworth, al right.

And, on top of it, something that looked like a cross between an X-15 and a fat-bodied cargo plane,
Max Faget's long-championed “ straight-wing orbiter,” white-painted bird, Star Spear in deek black
letters down the side, NASA meatbal logo on thetall empennage.

Twenty thousand pounds payload seems like nothing compared to the seven hundred thousand-plus
you can loft with a5M. On the other hand, it's two hundred dollars a pound compared to fifteen
hundred...

There.

Out on the pad, the vapor stopped drifting, the count went down, and the engineslit, boil of black
smoke, red-orange flame down the deflector channels, and the first ement of the Space Transportation
System lifted off, twenty-four years after it'd first been proposed, seventeen years behind schedule.

Long ydlow-white flame licking around the launch tower, kerosenefire, lifting six crew and acargo
of consumables up to the space station, because old Max knew his ship would fly. Nick took the
binoculars away from his eyes and watched it go, spaceship turning into a bright speck far out over the
ocean.

Flicker-flash. Staging. Bright white fleck of the orbiter, running on itstwo hydrogen-powered M-1
engines, separating, headed for orbit. In alittle while, if everything went okay, the first stage would come
scraping down on the new runway. Then well see who's gotten their money'sworth....

Chrigt. It'sup, it'sflying, forget about it. Plenty of politicking to be done. Hdll, I'm only fifty-two. I'll
haveto get busy if | want to go...someplace.

And then it wasthefdl of 2001, just four days after Nick Jensen's sixty-first birthday.

Sitting bunched together in Discovery's control room, the six of them were suited up, breath hissngin
respirator valves, softly, gently, the breathing that you did while you waited, excited, trying to stay cam.
No more voicesin the earphones, people just waiting now. Mission Control, over an hour away by
radio, wouldn't know whether they lived or died until they were dready here or gone.

Our find gasps, maybe, over thelink, aswefal and fal and fry.

Up onthe big HDTV monitor, Jupiter was a plump orange ball, dmost featurel ess because they had
the mag tuned to zero—keep it redl, we said, like it was awindow—Callisto a bright white ball, not quite
full, phase the same as the mother planet's.

It seems, he thought, just as bright asthe Moon. Albedo very different, though; nothing to compare it
to but Jupiter and the other Galilean moons. Not like looking back afew days after interplanetary



injection, on the way to Mars, then an asteroid, then here, Lunajust adim piece of old rock compared to
bright white-and blue-shining Earth.

Not even thirty yearssince | lay on my back, stuffed into the right-hand seet of that old Apollo
capsule, and waited for them to finish counting down, waited for them to send me to the Moon. Now...

He glanced over a Amy Jordan, the ship's other oldster, smiled at her through the faceplate. She
reached out and patted the back of his gloved hand, just a movement, unfeelable, and gestured at the
disolay console. “T minusfive minutes...”

“Fiveminutes.” One hand on the emergency switch, but the computer would handle everything, had
been doing so, working just fine for the eeven months of the voyage out. “ Everyone okay?’

Chorus of whispered assents from the four youngstersin the room. “ Chdlenger?’

From the other ship, JII Rodriguez's voice crackled over theradio link. “ Engine precharge seemsto
be going wel.”

Seems. Soft fuzz of gtatic in her voice, picking up interference from Jupiter's outer radiation belts.
“Three minutes.”

Seems. But if the main enginesfail to fire, well fal through those radiation beltsand die. Be dead just
afew minutesfrom now. And these empty shipswill go flying off into space, whipped by Jupiter's gravity,
never to be seen again....

Wi, no. That's not right. The ships eectronicswill survive the trip. Maybe the engineers on Earth
will get things fixed, get us headed on ahomeward-bound trgectory, get us back into Earth orbit. And
we can be buried beside our friendsin only three or four years.

“One minute. Engine precharge complete.”

No. I'd rather not go home again, if that happens. Stay out here in the cold and dark...

Thisismy last flight. I'll be sixty-five by the time we get home. Can't keep cheating the flight surgeon
forever....

“Three, two, one...”

The engineslit, shoving them dl back into their seats, dropping Discovery and Challenger into orbit
around Cdlisto.

Three old men, sitting on atropica veranda, Indian Ocean breezes blowing in off the grounds, were
watching NASA Sdect, pulling the signd directly from one of the old TDRSS satdllitesthrough the little
receiver disk on the roof. Jupiter was hanging there in the big HD monitor, crisp orange, more like aview
out some magic spaceship window than amere TV image, Cdlisto hanging in front of it, dull
ydlow-white,

Time advanced and the image moved, bright face of Cdlisto narrowing asthe ship moved closer,
diding under the pole, then going entirely black, growing very large, eclipsing the Sun. Over in one corner
of the veranda, an automatic camerablinked, filming them discreetly. Just in case someone might be
interested.

Walter said, “ Remember when we covered Apollo 11 together? It seems so long ago, now.”

Wally said, “Yeah. But it's only been thirty-two years. Not long at al. Barely timefor our
grandchildren to grow up.”

“Y ou ever regret getting out of the program after Apollo 77’

Waly shrugged, watching the screen carefully, not looking at the camera. “ Sometimes. But | was
aready middle-aged, back then. Timeto let the younger guysfly.”

“Jensen'sin hissixties...”

“Sure. And Al Shepard went to the Moon. We do what we have to do. Make our choices...”

It was pitch-black on the monitor now, nothing visible there, though they knew the dark side of
Calisto would be passing below as the ship moved on toward its orbital insertion burn. Walter looked at
hiswatch and said, “ Any second now....”

Arthur picked up hisuniversal household system remote and hefted it lightly, looking at the TV
screen. “l wish,” hesaid, “that | could be there mysdlf, but...” He thumbed one of the contacts and, from
somewhere insde the house, Thus Spake Zarathustra began to play. “This, | suppose, will haveto do.”



Cronkite and Schirrasmiled for the camera, and, on TV, the Sun began rising over Callisto'sdark
horizon.

Coming of Age
in Karhide

Sov THADE TAGE EM EREB, OF RER
IN KARHIDE, ON GETHEN

URSULA K. LE GUIN

Ursula K. Le Guinisawriter whose literary impact extends far beyond the boundaries of the
science fiction field. But her recognition began with such contemporary classics of S+ as The Left
Hand of Darkness and The Dispossessed. In the last three years she has flowered again asa
science fiction writer, producing new short fiction work of mature excellence. In 1995 she
published at least five stories, all of sufficient quality to be included in this book. In this story, a
pleasant and powerful tale about sex, Le Guin returnsto the setting of The Left Hand of
Darkness, the planet Winter. “ Coming of Age in Karhide” appeared in the excellent original
anthology edited by Greg Bear, New Legends.

| livein the oldest city in the world. Long before there were kingsin Karhide, Rer was accity, the

marketplace and meeting ground for al the Northeast, the Plains, and Kerm Land. The Fastness of Rer
was a center of learning, arefuge, ajudgment seet fifteen thousand years ago. Karhide became anation
here, under the Geger kings, who ruled for athousand years. In the thousandth year Sedern Geger, the
Unking, cast the crown into the River Arre from the palace towers, proclaiming an end to dominion. The
timethey cdl the Flowering of Rer, the Summer Century, began then. It ended when the Hearth of Harge
took power and moved ther capitd across the mountainsto Erhenrang. The Old Pdace has been empty
for centuries. But it stands. Nothing in Rer falls down. The Arre floods through the street-tunnels every
year in the Thaw, winter blizzards may bring thirty feet of snow, but the city stands. Nobody knows how
old the houses are, because they have been rebuilt forever. Each one Sitsin its gardens without respect to
the position of any of the others, asvast and random and ancient as hills. The roofed streets and candl's
angle about among them. Rer isal corners. We say that the Harges | eft because they were afraid of what
might be around the corner.

Timeisdifferent here. | learned in school how the Orgota, the Ekumen, and most other people count
years. They cdl the year of some portentous event Y ear One and number forward from it. Hereit's
aways Y ear One. On Getheny Thern, New Y ear's Day, the Y ear One becomes one-ago, one-to-come
becomes One, and so on. It'slike Rer, everything always changing but the city never changing.

When | wasfourteen (inthe Y ear One, or fifty-ago) | came of age. | have been thinking about that a
good desal recently.

It was adifferent world. Most of us had never seen an Alien, aswe caled them then. We might have
heard the Mohile talk on the radio, and at school we saw pictures of Aliens—the oneswith hair around
their mouths were the most pleasingly savage and repulsive. Most of the pictures were disgppointing.
They looked too much like us. Y ou couldn't even tell that they were dwaysin kemmer. Thefemae
Aliens were supposed to have enormous breasts, but my Mothersib Dory had bigger breasts than the
onesin the pictures.

When the Defenders of the Faith kicked them out of Orgoreyn, when King Emran got into the
Border War and lost Erhenrang, even when their Mobiles were outlawed and forced into hiding & Estre
in Kerm, the Ekumen did nothing much but wait. They had waited for two hundred years, as patient as
Handdara. They did onething: they took our young king off-world to foil aplot, and then brought the



same king back sixty years|later to end her wombchild's disastrous reign. Argaven XVII isthe only king
who ever ruled four years before her heir and forty years after.

Theyear | was born (the Y ear One, or sixty-four-ago) was the year Argaven's second reign began.
By thetime | was noticing anything beyond my own toes, the war was over, the West Fall was part of
Karhide again, the capital was back in Erhenrang, and most of the damage doneto Rer during the
Overthrow of Emran had been repaired. The old houses had been rebuilt again. The Old Palace had
been patched again. Argaven XV Il was miraculoudy back on the throne again. Everything wasthe way it
used to be, ought to be, back to normal, just like the old day—everybody said so.

Indeed those were quiet years, an interva of recovery before Argaven, thefirst Gethenian who ever
left our planet, brought us at last fully into the Ekumen; before we, not they, became the Aliens, before
we came of age. When | was a child we lived the way people had lived in Rer forever. It isthat way, that
timeless world, that world around the corner, | have been thinking about, and trying to describe for
people who never knew it. Yet as| write | see how also nothing changes, that it istruly the Year One
aways, for each child that comes of age, each lover who falsin love.

There were a couple of thousand people in the Ereb Hearths, and a hundred and forty of them lived
inmy Hearth, Ereb Tage. My nameis Sov Thade Tage em Ereb, after the old way of naming we il use
in Rer. Thefirg thing | remember isahuge dark place full of shouting and shadows, and | am fdling
upward through agolden light into the darkness. In thrilling terror, | scream. | am caught inmy fdl, held,
held close; | weep; avoice so closeto methat it seemsto speak through my body says softly, “ Sov,
Sov, Sov.” And then | am given something wonderful to eat, something so swest, so ddlicate that never
againwill | est anything quite so good.. ..

| imagine that some of my wild elder hearthsibs had been throwing me about, and that my mother
comforted me with abit of festival cake. Later on when | wasawild elder sb we used to play catch with
babiesfor bals, they aways screamed, with terror or with delight, or both. It'sthe nearest to flying
anyone of my generation knew. We had dozens of different wordsfor the way snow falls, floats,
descends, glides, blows, for the way clouds move, the way icefloats, the way boats sail; but not that
word. Not yet. And so | don't remember “flying.” | remember faling upward through the golden light.

Family housesin Rer are built around abig central hall. Each story has an inner balcony clear round
that space, and we cal the whole story, rooms and al, abalcony. My family occupied the whole second
bal cony of Ereb Tage. Therewerealot of us. My grandmother had borne four children, and al of them
had children, so | had abunch of cousins aswell asayounger and an older wombsib. “The Thades
aways kemmer as women and always get pregnant,” | heard neighbors say, varioudy envious,
disapproving, admiring. “And they never keep kemmer,” somebody would add. The former wasan
exaggeration, but the latter was true. Not one of us kids had afather. | didn't know for years who my
getter was, and never gave it athought. Clannish, the Thades preferred not to bring outsiders, even other
members of our own Hearth, into the family. If young peoplefell in love and started talking about keeping
kemmer or making vows, Grandmother and the mothers were ruthless. “Vowing kemmer, what do you
think you are, some kind of noble? some kind of fancy person? The kemmerhouse was good enough for
me and it's good enough for you,” the mothers said to their lovelorn children, and sent them away, clear
off to the old Ereb Domain in the country, to hoe bratiestill they got over beinginlove.

So asachild I was amember of aflock, aschool, aswarm, in and out of our warren of rooms,
tearing up and down the staircases, working together and learning together and looking after the
babies—in our own fashion—and terrorizing quieter hearthmates by our numbers and our noise. Asfar
as | know we did no real harm. Our escapades were well within the rules and limits of the sedate, ancient
Hearth, which we felt not as congtraints but as protection, the walls that kept us safe. The only timewe
got punished was when my cousin Sether decided it would be exciting if wetied along rope we'd found
to the second-floor balcony railing, tied abig knot in the rope, held onto the knot, and jumped. “1I'll go
firg,” Sether said. Another misguided attempt at flight. Therailing and Sether's broken leg were mended,
and therest of us had to clean the privies, al the privies of the Hearth, for amonth. | think the rest of the
Hearth had decided it was time the young Thades observed some discipline.



Although | redlly don't know what | waslike asachild, I think that if I'd had any choice | might have
been less noisy than my playmates, though just asunruly. | used to loveto listen to the radio, and while
the rest of them were racketing around the bal conies or the centerhdl in winter, or out in the streets and
gardensin summer, | would crouch for hoursin my mother's room behind the bed, playing her old
serem-wood radio very softly so that my sbswouldn't know | wasthere. | listened to anything, Laysand
plays and hearthtales, the Palace news, the analyses of grain harvests and the detailed weather reports; |
listened every day al one winter to an ancient sagafrom the Pering Storm-Border about snowghoulls,
perfidioustraitors, and bloody ax-murders, which haunted me at night so that | couldn't deep and would
crawl into bed with my mother for comfort. Often my younger sb was dready there in the warm, soft,
breathing dark. We would deep dl entangled and curled up together like anest of pesthry.

My mother, Guyr Thade Tage em Ereb, was impatient, warm-hearted, and impartia, not exerting
much control over us three wombchildren, but keeping watch. The Thades were dl tradespeople
working in Ereb shops and masteries, with little or no cash to spend; but when | was ten, Guyr bought
me aradio, anew one, and said where my sibs could hear, “Y ou don't have to shareit.” | treasured it for
years and findly shared it with my own wombchild.

So the yearswent along and | went along in the warmth and density and certainty of afamily and a
Hearth embedded in tradition, threads on the quick ever-repesting shuttle weaving the timeless web of
custom and act and work and relationship, and at thisdistance | can hardly tell one year from the other or
mysdlf from the other children: until | turned fourteen.

The reason most people in my Hearth would remember that year isfor the big party known as Dory's
Somer-Forever Celebration. My Mothersib Dory had stopped going into kemmer that winter. Some
people didn't do anything when they stopped going into kemmer; others went to the Fastnessfor aritud,;
some stayed on at the Fastness for months after, or even moved there. Dory, who wasn't spiritudly
inclined, said, “If | can't have kids and can't have sex anymore and haveto get old and die, at least | can
have aparty.”

| have dready had sometroubletrying to tell this story in alanguage that has no somer pronouns,
only gendered pronouns. In their last years of kemmer, as the hormone bal ance changes, many people
tend to go into kemmer as men; Dory's kemmers had been malefor over ayear, so I'll call Dory “he,”
athough of course the point was that he would never be either he or she again.

In any event, his party was tremendous. He invited everyonein our Hearth and the two neighboring
Ereb Hearths, and it went on for three days. It had been along winter and the spring was late and cold;
people were ready for something new, something hot to happen. We cooked for aweek, and awhole
storeroom was packed full of beer kegs. A lot of people who werein the middle of going out of kemmer,
or had dready and hadn't done anything about it, came and joined in theritual. That'swhat | remember
vividly: inthefirelit three-story centerhdl of our Hearth, acircle of thirty or forty people, al middle-aged
or old, snging and dancing, stamping the drumbesats. There was afierce energy in them, their gray hair
was |oose and wild, they stamped asif their feet would go through the floor, their voices were deep and
strong, they were laughing. The younger people watching them seemed pallid and shadowy. | looked at
the dancers and wondered, why are they happy? Aren't they old? Why do they act like they'd got free?
What'sit like, then, kemmer?

No, | hadn't thought much about kemmer before. What would be the use? Until we come of age we
have no gender and no sexudity, our hormones don't give usany trouble at dl. And in acity Hearthwe
never see adultsin kemmer. They kissand go. Where's Maba? In the kemmerhouse, love, now eat your
porridge. When's Maba coming back? Soon, love. And in acouple of days Maba comes back, looking
deepy and shiny and refreshed and exhausted. Isit like having abath, Maba? Y es, abit, love, and what
have you been up to while | was away?

Of course we played kemmer, when we were seven or eight. This here's the kemmerhouse and | get
to be the woman. No, | do. No, | do, | thought of it! And we rubbed our bodies together and rolled
around laughing, and then maybe we stuffed aball under our shirt and were pregnant, and then we gave
birth, and then we played catch with the ball. Children will play whatever adults do; but the kemmer
game wasn't much of agame. It often ended in atickling match. And most children aren't even very



ticklish, till they come of age.

After Dory's party, | was on duty in the Hearth creche al through Tuwa, the last month of spring;
come summer | began my first gpprenticeship, in afurniture workshop in the Third Ward. | loved getting
up early and running across the city on the wayroofs and up on the curbs of the open ways, after the late
Thaw some of the wayswere still full of water, degp enough for kayaks and poleboats. The air would be
still and cold and clear; the sun would come up behind the old towers of the Unpaace, red as blood, and
all the waters and the windows of the city would flash scarlet and gold. In the workshop there wasthe
piercing sweet smell of fresh-cut wood and the company of grown people, hard-working, patient, and
demanding, taking me serioudy. | wasn't achild anymore, | said to mysdf. | was an adult, aworking
person.

But why did | want to cry dl thetime? Why did | want to deep dl thetime? Why did | get angry a
Sether? Why did Sether keegp bumping into me and saying “Oh sorry” in that stupid husky voice? Why
was| so clumsy with the big electric lathe that | ruined six chair-legs one after the other?“ Get that kid off
thelathe,” shouted old Marth, and | dunk away in afury of humiliation. | would never be a carpenter, |
would never be adult, who gave a shit for chair-legs anyway?

“I want to work in the gardens;” | told my mother and grandmother.

“Finish your training and you can work in the gardens next summer,” Grand said, and Mother
nodded. This sensible counsd gppeared to me as aheartlessinjustice, afallure of love, acondemnation
to despair. | sulked. | raged.

“What's wrong with the furniture shop?’ my elders asked after several days of sulk and rage.

“Why does stupid Sether have to be there!l” | shouted. Dory, who was Sether's mother, raised an
eyebrow and smiled.

“Areyou dl right?” my mother asked me as | douched into the balcony after work, and | snarled,
“I'mfine” and rushed to the privies and vomited.

| was sick. My back ached dl thetime. My head ached and got dizzy and heavy. Something | could
not locate anywhere, some part of my soul, hurt with akeen, desolate, ceaseless pain. | was afraid of
mysdf: of my tears, my rage, my sickness, my clumsy body. It did not fed like my body, like me. It felt
like something ese, anill-fitting garment, asmelly, heavy overcoat that belonged to some old person,
some dead person. It wasn't mine, it wasn't me. Tiny needles of agony shot through my nipples, hot as
fire. When | winced and held my arms across my chest, | knew that everybody could see what was
happening. Anybody could smell me. | smelled sour, strong, like blood, like raw pelts of animals. My
clitopenis was swollen hugely and stuck out from between my labia, and then shrank nearly to nothing, so
that it hurt to piss. My labiaitched and reddened as with loathsome insect-bites. Deep in my belly
something moved, some monstrous growth. | was utterly ashamed. | was dying.

“Sov,” my mother said, Sitting down beside me on my bed, with a curious, tender, complicitous smile,
“shdl we choose your kemmerday?’

“I'mnot inkemmer,” | said passionately.

“No,” Guyr said. “But next month | think you will be.”

“I won't!”

My mother stroked my hair and face and arm. We shape each other to be human, old people used to
say asthey stroked babies or children or one another with those long, dow, soft caresses.

After awhile my mother said, “ Sether's coming in, too. But amonth or so later than you, | think.
Dory sad let's have a double kemmerday, but | think you should have your own day in your own time.”

| burst into tears and cried, “1 don't want one, | don't want to, | just want, | just want to go away....”

“Sov,” my mother said, “if you want to, you can go to the kemmerhouse at Gerodda Ereb, where
you won't know anybody. But | think it would be better here, where people do know you. They'd likeit.
They'll be so glad for you. Oh, your Grand's so proud of you! ‘ Have you seen that grandchild of mine,
Sov, have you seen what a beauty, what amahad!” Everybody's bored to tears hearing about you....”

Mahad isadiaect word, aRer word; it means a strong, handsome, generous, upright person, a
reliable person. My mother's stern mother, who commanded and thanked, but never praised, said | was
amahad? A terrifying ides, that dried my tears.



“All right,” | said desperatdly, “Here. But not next month! It isn't. I'm not.”

“Let mesee” my mother said. Fiercely embarrassed yet relieved to obey, | stood up and undid my
trousers.

My mother took avery brief and ddlicate look, hugged me, and said, “Next month, yes, I'm sure.
Youll fed much better in aday or two. And next monthiit'll be different. It redly will.”

Sure enough, the next day the headache and the hot itching were gone, and though | was il tired
and deepy alot of thetime, | wasn't quite so stupid and clumsy at work. After afew moredaysl| felt
pretty much mysdlf, light and easy inmy limbs. Only if | thought about it there was till that queer feding
that wasn't quitein any part of my body, and that was sometimes very painful and sometimes only
strange, dmost something | wanted to fed again.

My cousin Sether and | had been apprenticed together at the furniture shop. We didn't go to work
together because Sether was il dightly lame from that rope trick a couple of years earlier, and got alift
to work in apoleboat so long asthere was water in the streets. When they closed the Arre Watergate
and the wayswent dry, Sether had to walk. So we walked together. The first couple of dayswe didn't
talk much. | il felt angry a Sether. Because | couldn't run through the dawn anymore but had to walk at
alame-leg pace. And because Sether was dways around. Always there. Taller than me, and quicker at
the lathe, and with that long, heavy, shining hair. Why did anybody want to wear their hair so long,
anyhow?| fdt asif Sether'shair wasin front of my own eyes.

We were walking home, tired, on ahot evening of Ockre, the first month of summer. | could see that
Sether was limping and trying to hide or ignoreit, trying to swing right dlong at my quick pace, very
straight-backed, scowling. A great wave of pity and admiration overwhelmed me, and that thing, that
growth, that new being, whatever it wasin my bowels and in the ground of my soul moved and turned
again, turned towards Sether, aching, yearning.

“Areyou coming into kemmer?’ | said in ahoarse, husky voice | had never heard come out of my
mouth.

“Inacouple of months,” Sether said in amumble, not looking a me, ill very giff and frowning.

“I guess| haveto havethis, do this, you know, this stuff, pretty soon.”

“I wish | could,” Sether said. “Get it over with.”

Wedid not look at each other. Very gradualy, unnoticeably, | was dowing my pacetill wewere
going dong sde by sde at an easy walk.

“Sometimes do you fed like your titsare on fire?’ | asked without knowing that | was going to say
anything.

Sether nodded.

After awhile, Sether said, “Listen, doesyour pisser get....”

| nodded.

“It must be what the Alienslook like,” Sether said with revulsion. “ This, thisthing sticking out, it gets
o hig...it getsintheway.”

We exchanged and compared symptomsfor amile or so. It was arelief to talk about it, to find
company in misery, but it was a o frightening to hear our misery confirmed by the other. Sether burst
out, “I'll tell you what | hate, whét | really hate about it—it's dehumanizing. To get jerked around like that
by your own body, to lose control, | can't stand the idea. Of being just asex machine. And everybody
just turnsinto something to have sex with. Y ou know that people in kemmer go crazy and dieif thereisn't
anybody elsein kemmer? That they'll even attack people in somer? Their own mothers?’

“They cant,” | said, shocked.

“Yesthey can. Tharry told me. Thistruck driver up in the High Kargav went into kemmer asamale
while their caravan was stuck in the snow, and he was big and strong, and he went crazy and he, hedid it
to his cab-mate, and his cab-mate wasin somer and got hurt, redly hurt, trying to fight him off. And then
the driver came out of kemmer and committed suicide.”

This horrible story brought the sickness back up from the pit of my stomach, and | could say nothing.

Sether went on, “ Peoplein kemmer aren't even human anymore! And we have to do that—to be that

way!”



Now that awful, desolate fear was out in the open. But it was not arelief to speak it. It was even
larger and moreterrible, spoken.

“It'sstupid,” Sether said. “It'saprimitive device for continuing the species. There's no need for
civilized people to undergo it. People who want to get pregnant could do it with injections. It would be
genetically sound. Y ou could choose your child's getter. Therewouldn't be dl thisinbreeding, people
fucking with their sibs, like animas. Why do we haveto be animas?’

Sether'srage stirred me. | shared it. | also felt shocked and excited by the word “fucking,” which |
had never heard spoken. | looked again a my cousin, the thin, ruddy face, the heavy, long, shining hair.
My age, Sether looked older. A half year in pain from a shattered leg had darkened and matured the
adventurous, mischievous child, teaching anger, pride, endurance. “ Sether,” | said, “listen, it doesn't
matter, you're human, even if you have to do that stuff, that fucking. Y ou're amahad.”

“Getheny Kus,” Grand said: thefirst day of the month of Kus, midsummer day.

“I won't beready,” | said.

“Youll beready.”

“I want to go into kemmer with Sether.”

“ Sether's got amonth or two yet to go. Soon enough. It looks like you might be on the same
moon-time, though. Dark-of-the-mooners, eh? That'swhat | used to be. So, just stay on the same
wavelength, you and Sether....” Grand had never grinned at methisway, aninclusvegrin, asif | werean
equd.

My mother's mother was sixty years old, short, brawny, broad-hipped, with keen clear eyes, a
stone-mason by trade, an unquestioned autocrat in the Hearth. 1, equd to this formidable person? It was
my firg intimation that | might be becoming more, rather than less, human.

“I'dlikeit,” said Grand, “if you spent this haf-month at the Fastness. But it's up to you.”

“At the Fastness?’ | said, taken by surprise. We Thadeswere dl Handdara, but very inert
Handdara, keeping only the great festivals, muttering the grace al in one garbled word, practicing none of
the disciplines. None of my older hearthsibs had been sent off to the Fastness before their kemmerday.
Was there something wrong with me?

“You'vegot agood brain,” said Grand. “Y ou and Sether. I'd like to see some of you lot casting
some shadows, some day. We Thades sit here in our Hearth and breed like pesthry. Isthat enough? It'd
be a good thing if some of you got your heads out of the bedding.”

“What do they do in the Fastness?’ | asked, and Grand answered frankly, “1 don't know. Go find
out. They teach you. They can teach you how to control kemmer.”

“All right,” | said promptly. | would tell Sether that the Indwelers could control kemmer. Maybe|
could learn how to do it and come home and teach it to Sether.

Grand looked at me with approval. | had taken up the challenge.

Of course | didn't learn how to control kemmer, in ahafmonth in the Fastness. The first couple of
daysthere, | thought | wouldn't even be able to control my homesickness. From our warm, dark warren
of roomsfull of peopletalking, deeping, eating, cooking, washing, playing remma, playing music, kids
running around, noise, family, | went acrossthe city to ahuge, clean, cold, quiet house of strangers. They
were courteous, they trested me with respect. | wasterrified. Why should a person of forty, who knew
magic disciplines of superhuman strength and fortitude, who could wak barefoot through blizzards, who
could Foretdll, whose eyes were the wisest and calmest | had ever seen, why should an Adept of the
Handdara respect me?

“Becauseyou are o ignorant,” Ranharrer the Adept said, smiling, with great tenderness.

Having me only for ahafmonth, they didn' try to influence the nature of my ignorance very much. |
practiced the Untrance severd hoursaday, and cameto likeit: that was quite enough for them, and they
praised me. “At fourteen, most people go crazy moving dowly,” my teacher said.

During my last Sx or seven days in the Fastness certain symptoms began to show up again, the
headache, the swellings and shooting pains, theirritability. One morning the sheet of my cot in my bare,
pesaceful little room was bloodstained. | looked at the smear with horror and loathing. | thought | had



scratched my itching labiato bleeding in my deep, but | knew aso what the blood was. | beganto cry. |
had to wash the sheet somehow. | had fouled, defiled this place where everything was clean, austere, and
beavtiful.

An old Indweller, finding me scrubbing desperately at the sheet in the washrooms, said nothing, but
brought me some soap that bleached away the stain. | went back to my room, which | had cometo love
with the passion of one who had never before known any actua privacy, and crouched on the sheetless
bed, miserable, checking every few minutesto be sure | was not bleeding again. | missed my Untrance
practice time. The immense house was very quiet. Its peace sank into me. Again | felt that strangenessin
my soul, but it was not pain now; it was adesolation like the air at evening, like the pesks of the Kargav
seen far inthe west in the darity of winter. It was an immense enlargement.

Ranharrer the Adept knocked and entered at my word, looked a me for aminute, and asked gently,
“What isit?’

“Everythingisstrange,” | said.

The Adept smiled radiantly and said, “Yes”

| know now how Ranharrer cherished and honored my ignorance, in the Handdara sense. Then |
knew only that somehow or other | had said the right thing and so pleased a person | wanted very much
to please.

“Weredoing somesinging,” Ranharrer said, “you might liketo heer it.”

They werein fact Snging the Midsummer Chant, which goes on for the four days before Getheny
Kus, night and day. Singers and drummers drop in and out a will, most of them singing on certain
gyllablesin an endless group improvisation guided only by the drums and by melodic cuesin the
Chantbook, and faling into harmony with the soloist if oneis present. At first | heard only a pleasantly
thick-textured, droning sound over aquiet and subtle best. | listened till | got bored and decided | could
doit too. So | opened my mouth and sang “Aah” and heard dl the other voices singing “Aah” above and
with and below mine until | lost mine and heard only dl the voices, and then only the musicitself, and then
suddenly the gartling slvery rush of a single voice running across the weaving, againgt the current, and
sanking into it and vanishing, and risng out of it again.... Ranharrer touched my arm. It wastime for
dinner, | had been singing since Third Hour. | went back to the chantry after dinner, and after supper. |
spent the next three days there. | would have spent the nightsthere if they had let me. | wasn't deepy at
al anymore. | had sudden, endless energy, and couldn't deep. In my little room | sang to myself, or read
the strange Handdara poetry which was the only book they had given me, and practiced the Untrance,
trying to ignore the heat and cold, the fire and ice in my bodly, till dawn came and | could go sSing again.

And then it was Ottormenbod, midsummer's eve, and | must go home to my Hearth and the
kemmer-house.

Tomy surprise, my mother and grandmother and al the elders came to the Fastness to feich me,
wearing ceremonid hiebs and looking solemn. Ranharrer handed me over to them, saying to me only,
“Come back to us.” My family paraded me through the streetsin the hot summer morning; al thevines
werein flower, perfuming theair, al the gardens were blooming, bearing, fruiting. “Thisisan excdlent
time,” Grand said judicioudy, “to comeinto kemmer.”

The Hearth looked very dark to me after the Fastness, and somehow shrunken. | looked around for
Sether, but it was aworkday, Sether was at the shop. That gave me a sense of holiday, which was not
unpleasant. And then up in the hearthroom of our balcony, Grand and the Hearth ldersformally
presented me with awhole set of new clothes, new everything, from the boots up, topped by a
magnificently embroidered hieb. There was a spoken ritua that went with the clothes, not Handdara, |
think, but atradition of our Hearth; the wordswere dl old and strange, the language of athousand years
ago. Grand rattled them out like somebody spitting rocks, and put the hieb on my shoulders. Everybody
sad, “Haya”

All the elders, and alot of younger kids, hung around helping me put on the new clothesasif | wasa
king or ababy, and some of the elders wanted to give me advice—"last advice,” they cdled it, Ssnceyou
gan shifgrethor when you go into kemmer, and once you have shifgrethor adviceisinsulting. “Now you
just keep away from that old Ebbeche,” one of them told me shrilly. My mother took offense, snapping,



“Keep your shadow to yourself, Tadsh!” And to me, “Don't listen to the old fish. Flgpmouth Tadsh! But
now listen, Sov.”

| listened. Guyr had drawn me alittle away from the others, and spoke gravely, with some
embarrassment. “Remember, it will matter who youre with firgt.”

| nodded. “I understand,” | said.

“No, you don't,” my mother snapped, forgetting to be embarrassed. “ Just keep it in mind!”

“What, ah,” | said. My mother waited. “If I, if | gointo, asa, asfemale,” | said. “Don' |, shouldn't
|—7’

“Ah,” Guyr said. “Don't worry. It'll be ayear or more before you can conceive. Or get. Don't worry,
thistime. The other people will seetoit, just in case. They dl know it'syour first kemmer. But do keep it
in mind, who you're with first! Around, oh, around Karrid, and Ebbeche, and some of them.”

“Comeon!” Dory shouted, and we al got into a procession again to go downgtairs and across the
centerhall, where everybody cheered “Haya Sov! Haya Sov!” and the cooks begat on their saucepans. |
wanted to die. But they al seemed so cheerful, so happy about me, wishing mewell; | wanted also to
live

We went out the west door and across the sunny gardens and came to the kemmerhouse. Tage Ereb
shares akemmerhouse with two other Ereb Hearths; it's a beautiful building, all carved with deep-figure
friezesin the Old Dynasty style, terribly worn by the weather of a couple of thousand years. Onthered
stone steps my family al kissed me, murmuring, “Praise then Darkness” or “In the act of creation
praise,” and my mother gave me ahard push on my shoulders, what they call the dedge-push, for good
luck, as | turned away from them and went in the door.

The doorkeeper was waiting for me; a queer-looking, rather stooped person, with coarse, pale skin.

Now | realized who this* Ebbeche” they'd been talking about was. I'd never met him, but I'd heard
about him. He was the Doorkeeper of our kemmerhouse, a halfdead—that is, a person in permanent
kemmer, likethe Aliens.

There are always afew people born that way here. Some of them can be cured; those who can't or
choose not to be usudly livein aFastness and learn the disciplines, or they become Doorkeepers. It's
convenient for them, and for norma peopletoo. After al, who esewould want to liveina
kemmerhouse? But there are drawbacks. If you come to the kemmerhouse in thorharmen, ready to
gender, and thefirgt person you meet isfully male, his pheromones are likely to gender you femae right
then, whether that's what you had in mind this month or not. Responsible Doorkeepers, of course, keep
well away from anybody who doesn't invite them to come close. But permanent kemmer may not lead to
responsibility of character; nor does being called hafdead and pervert dl your life, | imagine. Obvioudy
my family didn't trust Ebbeche to keep his hands and his pheromones off me. But they were unjust. He
honored afirst kemmer as much as anyone el se. He greeted me by name and showed me where to take
off my new boots. Then he began to speak the ancient ritual welcome, backing down the hdl before me;
thefirst timel ever heard the words | would hear SO many times again for so many years.

Y ou cross earth now.
Y Ou Ccross water now.

You crossthelce now.....
And the exulting ending, aswe cameinto the centerhal:
Together we have crossed the I ce.

Together we come into the Hearthplace,
Intolife, bringing lifel

Inthe act of creation, praise!



The solemnity of the words moved me and distracted me somewhat from my intense
self-consciousness. As| had in the Fastness, | fdlt the familiar reassurance of being part of something
immensdly older and larger than mysdlf, evenif it was strange and new to me. | mugt entrust mysdif to it
and bewhat it made me. At the sametime | wasintensdly aert. All my senseswere extraordinarily keen,
asthey had been dl morning. | was aware of everything, the beautiful blue color of thewalls, the lightness
and vigor of my stepsas| waked, the texture of the wood under my bare feet, the sound and meaning of
the ritual words, the Doorkeeper himsalf. He fascinated me. Ebbeche was certainly not handsome, and
yet | noticed how musical hisrather deep voice was, and pale skin was more attractive than | had ever
thought it. | felt that he had been maligned, that hislife must be astrange one. | wanted to talk to him. But
as hefinished the welcome, standing aside for me at the doorway of the centerhall, atall person strode
forward eagerly to meet me.

| was glad to see afamiliar face: it was the head cook of my Hearth, Karrid Arrage. Like many
cooks arather fierce and temperamenta person, Karrid had often taken notice of me, singlingmeoutina
joking, challenging way, tossing me some delicacy—"*Here, youngun! get some meat on your bonesl” As
| saw Karrid now | went through the most extraordinary multiplicity of awarenesses. that Karrid was
naked and that this nakedness was not like the nakedness of people in the Hearth, but a significant
nakedness—that he was not the Karrid | had seen before but transfigured into great beauty—that he was
he—that my mother had warned me about him—that | wanted to touch him—that | was afraid of him.

He picked meright up in hisarms and pressed me againgt him. | felt his clitopenis like afist between
my legs. “Easy, now,” the Doorkeeper said to him, and some other people came forward from the room,
which | could see only aslarge, dimly glowing, full of shadowsand mi.

“Don't worry, don't worry,” Karrid said to me and them, with his hard laugh. “1 won't hurt my own
get, will 1?1 just want to be the one that gives her kemmer. Asawoman, like a proper Thade. | want to
giveyouthat joy, little Sov.” He was undressing me as he spoke, dipping off my hieb and shirt with big,
hot, hasty hands. The Doorkeeper and the others kept close watch, but did not interfere. | felt totally
defensdess, helpless, humiliated. | struggled to get free, broke loose, and tried to pick up and put on my
shirt. | was shaking and fdlt terribly week, | could hardly stand up. Karrid helped me clumsily; hisbig arm
supported me. | leaned againgt him, feding his hot, vibrant skin against mine, awonderful feding, like
sunlight, likefirelight. | leaned more heavily againgt him, railsng my arms so that our Sdes did together.
“Hey, now,” he said. “Oh, you beauty, oh, you Sov, here, take her away, thiswon't do!” And he backed
right away from me, laughing and yet redly alarmed, his clitopenis standing up amazingly. | sood there
half-dressed, on my rubbery legs, bewildered. My eyeswerefull of mist, I could see nothing clearly.

“Comeon,” somebody said, and took my hand, a soft, cool touch totally different from thefire of
Karrid's skin. It was a person from one of the other Hearths, | didn't know her name. She seemed to me
to shinelike gold in the dim, misty place. “Oh, you're going so fast,” she said, laughing and admiring and
consoling. “Come on, come into the pool, take it easy for awhile. Karrid shouldn't have come on to you
likethat! But you're lucky, first kemmer as awoman, there's nothing likeit. | kemmered as aman three
timesbefore| got to kemmer asawoman, it made me so mad, every time| got into thorharmen al my
damn friends would al be women aready. Don't worry about me—I'd say Karrid'sinfluence was
decisve,” and shelaughed again. “Oh, you are so pretty!” and she bent her head and licked my nipples
before | knew what she was doing.

It waswonderful, it cooled that tinging firein them that nothing else could cool. She helped mefinish
undressing, and we stepped together into the warm water of the big, shallow pool that filled the whole
center of thisroom. That was why it was so misty, why the echoes were so strange. The water |apped on
my thighs, on my sex, on my belly. | turned to my friend and leaned forward to kissher. It was a
perfectly natural thing to do, it waswhat she wanted and | wanted, and | wanted her to lick and suck my
nipples again, and she did. For along timewe lay in the shalow water playing, and | could have played
forever. But then somebody e sejoined us, taking hold of my friend from behind, and she arched her
body in the water like a golden fish legping, threw her back, and began to play with him.

| got out of the water and dried mysdlf, feding sad and shy and forsaken, and yet extremely
interested in what had happened to my body. It felt wonderfully adive and electric, so that the roughness



of the towel made me shiver with pleasure. Somebody had come closer to me, somebody that had been
watching me play with my friend in the water. He sat down by me now.

It was ahearthmate afew years older than I, Arrad Tehemmy. | had worked in the gardens with
Arrad dl last summer, and liked him. He looked like Sether, | now thought, with heavy black hair and a
long, thin face, but in him wasthat shining, that glory they al had here—all the kemmerers, the women,
the men—such vivid beauty as| had never seenin any human beings. “ Sov,” hesaid, “I'd like—Y our
firs—Will you—" His handswere aready on me, and mine on him. “Come,” he said, and | went with
him. He took me into abeautiful little room, in which there was nothing but afire burning in afireplace,
and awide bed. There Arrad took meinto hisarmsand | took Arrad into my arms, and then between
my legs, and fdl upward, upward through the golden light.

Arrad and | weretogether all that first night, and besides fucking agreat dedl, we ate agreat dedl. It
had not occurred to me that there would be food at akemmerhouse, | had thought you weren't allowed
to do anything but fuck. Therewas alot of food, very good, too, set out so that you could eat whenever
you wanted. Drink was more limited; the person in charge, an old woman-hafdead, kept her canny eye
on you, and wouldn't give you any more beer if you showed signs of getting wild or stupid. | didn't need
any more beer. | didn't need any more fucking. | was complete. | wasin loveforever for dl timedl my
lifeto eternity with Arrad. But Arrad (who was aday father into kemmer than 1) fell adeep and wouldn't
wake up, and an extraordinary person named Hama sat down by me and began talking and aso running
his hand up and down my back in the most delicious way, so that before long we got further entangled,
and began fucking, and it was entirdly different with Hamathan it had been with Arrad, so thet | redized
that | must bein love with Hama, until Gehardar joined us. After that | think | began to understand that |
loved them all and they al loved me and that that was the secret of the kemmerhouse.

It's been nearly fifty years, and | haveto admit | do not recdl everyone from my first kemmer; only
Karrid and Arrad, Hamaand Gehardar, old Tubanny, the most exquisitely skillful lover asamaethat |
ever knew—I met him often in later kemmers—and Berre, my golden fish, withwhom | ended upin
drowsy, peaceful, blissful lovemaking in front of the great hearth till we both fell adeegp. And when we
woke we were not women. We were not men. We were not in kemmer. We were very tired young
adults.

“You'redtill beautiful,” | said to Berre.

“So areyou,” Berre said. “Where do you work?’

“Furniture shop, Third Ward.”

| tried licking Berrés nipple, but it didn't work; Berre flinched alittle, and | said “ Sorry,” and we both
laughed.

“I'mintheradiotrade,” Berresaid. “Did you ever think of trying that?’

“Making radios?’

“No. Broadcasting. | do the Fourth Hour news and weather.”

“That'syou?’ | said, awed.

“Come over to the tower sometime, I'll show you around,” said Berre.

Whichishow | found my lifedlong trade and alifedlong friend. As| tried to tell Sether when | came
back to the Hearth, kemmer isn't exactly what we thought it was; it's much more complicated.

Sether's first kemmer was on Getheny Gor, the first day of the first month of autumn, at the dark of
the moon. One of the family brought Sether into kemmer as awoman, and then Sether brought mein.
That wasthefirg time | kemmered as aman. And we stayed on the same wavelength, as Grand puit it.
We never conceived together, being cous ns and having some modern scruples, but we made lovein
every combination, every dark of the moon, for years. And Sether brought my child, Tamor, into first
kemmer—as awoman, like a proper Thade.

Later on Sether went into the Handdara, and became an Indweller in the old Fastness, and now isan
Adept. | go over there often to join in one of the Chants or practice the Untrance or just to visit, and
every few days Sether comes back to the Hearth. And we talk. The old days or the new times, somer or
kemmer, loveislove.



The Three Descents of Jeremy Baker
ROGER ZELAZNY

Roger Zelazny was one of the startling new talents from the New Wave of the 1960s. Hisfiction
ranged from pure fantasy to hard SF. His genial personality and charming stories made him one
of the most popular SF writers of the last three decades. His S- novels of the 1960s earned him a
spectacular literary reputation and his fantasy series, the Amber novels (in the 1970s and 1980s)
made him a bestselling writer. Throughout his career, he would occasionally produce major SF
stories, winning many awards and proving, once again, that although he often chose to write slick
commercial entertainments, he was always capable of meeting a difficult aesthetic challenge. This
story is clever in the cat's cradle way that characterizes the best of Zelazny. Roger Zelazny died
this spring and this piece from Fantasy & Science Fiction was hislast hard SF story. He said in
the headnote to the story that it is an attempt to combine three interesting hard S- ideas in one
piece.

Jeremy Baker was the only survivor when the Raven's Warton-Purg drive delivered the vessel to the
vicinity of ablack hole. Itstidd forcesimmediately did their stuff. The hull groaned and cracked as
indicators screamed the ship's situation and listed its problems. Jeremy, who had been somewhat bored,
had been in the possibly enviable position of testing his powerful extravehicular surviva suit a the time of
the disaster. He had on everything but the helmet, which he promptly donned. Then he hurried to the
control station with the intention of activating the Warton-Purg drive again in hopes of fleeing through
extracurricular space—though under the circumstancesit was more likely to cause the Raven to explode.
But then the Raven was exploding anyway and it was worth ashot.

He never madeit.

The vesse came apart about him. He thought he glimpsed the jumpsuited figure of one of his
crewmeates spinning amid the debris, but he could not be certain.

Suddenly, he was done. Pieces of the Raven drifted away from him. He took asip of the suit's
water, wondering when he would fed agreat heavinessin hisfeet asthey were drawn down the gravity
well faster than the rest of him—or perhapsit would be his head. He was uncertain asto his orientation.
Still half in shock, he scanned the sky, peering into a star-occluding blackness. There. It would be his
right arm where the stretching would begin. At least it would be an interesting way to die, he reflected.
Not too many people had gotten to try it, though there had been alot of colorful speculation.

He seemed to drift for along while, musing on fina splendors, without detecting any unusud
sensations other than occasiondly glimpsing what seemed asmall, local patch of flickering light. He could
not be certain asto its source. After atime, he felt an uncontrollable drowsiness and he dept.

“That's better,” avoice seemed to be saying to him abit later. “ Seemsto be working fine.”

“Who—What are you?’ Jeremy asked.

“I'maHeep,” camethe answer. “1'm that flickering patch of light you were wondering about awhile
back.”

“Youlivearound here?’

“I havefor along while, Jeremy. It'seasy if you're an energy being with alot of ps powers.”

“That's how we're converang?’

“Yes. | inddled ateepathic function in your mind while had you unconscious.”

“Why aren't | being stretched into miles of spaghetti right now?”

“| created an antigravity field between you and the black hole. They cancel.”

“Why'd you help me?’

“It's good to have someone new to talk to. Sometimes | get bored with my fellow FHeep.”

“Oh, theré'sawhole colony of you?’



“Sure. Thisisagreat place to study physics, and were dl into such pursuits.”

“It doesn't seem an environment where life would develop.”

“True. We were once arace of materid beings but we were sufficiently evolved that when we saw
our sun was going to go supernovawe eected to transform ourselvesinto this state and studly it rather
than flee. In fact, that black hole used to be our sun. Makes agreat 1ab. Come on, I'll show you. You can
see more than you used to because | fiddled with your senses, too. | increased their range. For onething,
you should be able to detect ahalo of Hawking radiation above the event horizon.”

“Yes. Lavender, violet, purple....It'srather lovely. If | kept going and passed through the event
horizon would my image redlly be captured there forever? Could | come back and see mysdlf frozen at
that moment?’

“Yes, and no. Y es, you would clutter up the view with your arrested light. No, you couldn't come
back and see yoursdlf doing it. Theré's no way out once you goin.”

“I phrased it poorly. Say, if there are other Flegp, there must be something specia to cal you to
diginguish you.”

“Cdl meNik,” the other said.

“Okay, Nik. What are those pinpoints of fire ahead? And the huge dark masses about them?’

“Those are my people, performing an experiment. I've been moving us at avery high velocity.”

“I've noticed that the hole covers alot more of the sky now. What sort of experiment?’

“Those great dark masses are the remnants of tens of thousands of suns and planets weve
trangported here. Y ou only see the onesin space proper. We pull them out as we need them. We're
shooting theminto the hole.”

“Why?

“Toincreaseitsrate of rotation.”

“Uh—To what end?’

“The crestion of closed timelike curves”

“Y ou've got me on that one.”

“Timeloops. To permit usto run backward through the past.”

“Any successes 0 far?’

“Yes. A few.”

“Have you got anything that might permit meto get back to the Raven before the exploson?’

“That's pushing it. But it's one of the things | wanted to check.”

They matched velocities with the flickering congregation, and Nik took him into the vicinity of the
largest of these beings. The conversation that followed resembled heat lightning.

“Vik saystherésonetha might doit,” Nik told him after atime.

“Let meuseit. Please”

“Y ou should a so have strength of mind sufficient to ater your velocity by thought done,” Nik said.
“Comethisway.”

Jeremy followed him by willing it until, abruptly, he faced amass of lineswhich resembled acomputer
design suddenly generated in free space.

“| did that just to make you conscious of it,” Nik said. “ Enter the trapezoid to your left.”

“If thisworks | may not see you again. I'd better say thanks now.”

“Noted with pleasure, though I'd like to have kept you longer, for full conversations. | understand
your state of mind, however. Go.”

Jeremy entered the trapezoid.

In an ingtant, everything changed. He was back aboard the Raven, standing wearing his suit, helmet in
hand. Immediately, he rushed toward the control station, donning his helmet as he went. Hefdt the
familiar drop into space proper. Thetida forcestook hold of the Raven, and it began to groan and
creak.

He could see the switches for the Warton-Purg drive and he extended his arm, reaching. Then the
ship came apart and he was drawn away from the controls. He glimpsed ajumpsuited human form,
turning and turning.



Later, drifting, he met aNik who did not recal him but who quickly understood his explanation asto
what had occurred.

“Am | ill in the closed timdike curve?’ Jeremy asked.

“Oh, yes. | know of no way of departinga CTClHill it'srunitscourse,” Nik replied. “In fact,
theoreticaly, if you could do it you'd wind up insde the black hole.”

“Guessthings get to run their course then. But listen, thistime around it was alittle different than the
firgtime”

“Yes Your dlassca physicsisdeterminigtic, but thisisn't classical physics.”

“| actudly got close to the Raven's controls. | wonder....”

“What?’

“Youveingaled aform of telepathy in my mind. Could you a so teach me something—telekinetic,
perhaps—that would give me the ability to hold abubble of air around my head for aminute or two. I'm
convinced that dowing to put on the helmet was what kept me from reaching the controls.”

“WEell see what we can do. Takeanap.”

When Jeremy awoke he had the ability to move smal objectswith hismind. He tested thisby
removing unitsfrom histool kit, having them orbit hisarms, hislegs, his head, and returning them without
touching them physcaly.

“I think I've got it, Nik. Thanks.”

“Youre an interesting sudy, Jeremy.”

Thistime when he entered the trapezoid he had his mind flexed, and he gathered the bubble of air to
him as he rushed toward the control station.

He waited, his hand hovering above the appropriate bank of lights, for the Warton-Purg drive to
drop the Raven into space proper. The lightswent out. Immediately, he ran his hand across the row,
illuminating them again.

Simultaneous with the clutch of thetida forces, he felt the explosion from the rear of thevessd. The
manua had been right. Reactivating the drive immediately following shutdown was hazardousto the
hedlth. He pulled on his helmet as a sheet of flame flashed toward him. The suit'sinsulation protected him
from the heat as the Raven came apart. Thistime he did not see the jumpsuited figure.

Again, hedrifted.

When Nik rescued him, hetold him the story.

“...S0, either way | lose,” he concluded.

“Soitwould seem,” Nik said.

When the CTC ran its course and Nik went off to report the results of the latest trip to Vik, Jeremy
looked toward the event horizon with his enhanced senses.

He was aware of hisantigrav field now, could even manipulate it with hismind. He was certain that
he could control it sufficiently to keep himsalf unstretched or unsquashed at least between here and the
layer benegth the violet band.

“What thehell,” he said.

He wondered what sort of final image he would leave for eternity.

He descended quickly toward the devouring sphere, and soon it was asif he fled among the curtains
of an AuroraBoredlis. At one point it seemed that Nik might have caled after him, but he could not be
certain. Not that it mattered. What had he lft of life even with the kindly Fleep? His suit's oxygen, wate,
and nutrients would dwindle toward an unpleasant end and there was no chance of anyone coming to his
rescue. Best to passin this blaze of glory seeing what no man had seen before, leaving hissmadl sgnature
upon the universe.

Asthe waves rose to embrace him, the colors darkened, darkened, were gone. Hewas doneina
black place and without sensation. Had he actually penetrated the black hole and survived, or wasthis
but hisfind, drawn-out thought in atime-ditorting field?

“Theformer,” Nik said from a place that seemed nearby.



“Nik! You're herewith mel”

“Indeed. | decided to follow you and give what assstance | could.”

“Asyou entered did you see theimage | 1eft behind on the event horizon?’

“Sorry, | didn't look.”

“Areweinto thesngularity?’

“Perhaps. | don't know. I've never been thisway before. The process may be one of infiniteinfall.”

“But | thought that al information was destroyed once it entered ablack hole.”

“Wadll, there is more than one school of thought on that. Information is necessarily bound up with
energy, and one notion isthat it might remain coherent in here but smply become totaly inaccessibleto
the outsde world. The information cannot exist independently from the energy, and thisway of
consdering it hasthe advantage of preserving energy conservation.”

“Then it must beso.”

“On the other hand, when your body was destroyed as we entered here | was able to run you
quickly through the process by which | became an immorta energy being. Thought you might appreciate
it

“Immortal?’Y ou mean | might be an infinitely infaling consciousness herefor the effectivelife of the
universe? | don't think | could bear it.”

“Oh, you'd go mad before too long and it wouldn't make any difference.”

“Shit!” Jeremy sad.

Therewas along silence, then a chuckle from Nik.

“I remember what that is” hefindly said.

“Andwerein it without paddles,” Jeremy noted.

“Thereisanother factor in our case,” Nik said after an eternity or afew minutes, whichever came
fird.

“What isthat?’ Jeremy asked.

“When | talked to Vik he mentioned that we've messed so much with thisblack hole and itsrotation
that we might have provoked an unusud sSituation.”

“What'sthat?’

“It'stheoreticaly possiblefor ablack hole to explode. He thought that this one was about to. Seeing
it happen is sort of aonce-in-alifetime affair.”

“What goes on when it blows?’

“I'm not sure and neither was Vik. The cornucopion hypothesis would seem most in kegping with our
present Stuation, though.”

“Better tell me about it so it won't come as acomplete surprise.”

“It holdsthat when it blowsit leaves behind a horn-shaped remnant smaler than an atom, weighing
about a hundred-thousandth of agram. 1ts volume would be unlimited, though, and it would contain dl of
the information that ever fell into the black hole. That, of course, would include us”

“Would it be any easier to get out of a cornucopion than out of ablack hole?’

“Not hereit wouldn't be. Once our information leaves our universe it stays gone.”

“What do you mean ‘not here ? Isthere aloopholeif it gets moved someplace € 27’

“Well, if it could be bounced past the Big Crunch and the next Big Bang and wind up in our
successor universe its contents might be accessible. We only know for sure that they're barred from
releeseinthisuniverse”

“Soundslikealong wait.”

“Y ou never know what time will be doing in aplacelike that, though. Or this.”

“It's been interesting knowing you, Nik. I'll giveyou that.”

“Y ou, too, Jeremy. Now | don't know whether to tell you to open your sensory channelsto the
fullest or to shut them down asfar asyou can.”

“Why? Or why not?’



“I can fed the exploson coming on.”

There followed an intense sensation of white light which seemed to go on and on and on until Jeremy
felt himsdf dipping away. He struggled to retain his coherency, hoped he was succeeding.

Sowly, he became aware that he inhabited avast library, bookshelves sweeping off in either
direction, periodically pierced by cross-corridors.

“Wherearewe?’ hefinaly asked.

“| was able to create a compelling metaphor, allowing you to coordinate your situation,” Nik replied.
“Thisisthe cornucopion within which al of theinformation is stored. We inhabit a bookshelf oursalves. |
gave you anice blue leather cover, embossed, hubbed spine.”

“Thanks. What do we do now, to passthe time?’

“I think we should be able to establish contact with the others. We can start reading them.”

“I'll try. | hope they're interesting. How do we know whether weve made it into the next universe
and freedom?’

“Hopefully, somebody will sop by to check usout.”

Jeremy extended his consciousness to a smart red volume across the way.

“Helo,” hesaid.“Youare...?”

“Higtory,” the other stated. “ And yoursdf?’

“ Autobiography,” Jeremy replied. “Y ou know, we're going to need a catalogue, so we can leave a
Recommended Reading List on top.”

“What'sthat?’

“I'll writeit mysdlf,” hesad. “Let'sget acquainted.”

Evolution
NANCY KRESS

Nancy Kressis one of the leading SF writers to become prominent in the last decade. She began,
asdid Patricia McKillip, by writing fantasy novels (The Prince of Morning Bells, 1981) but also
wrote distinguished science fiction short stories, many collected in Trinity (1985). Thenin 1988,
with An Alien Light, Kress turned entirely to SF and began to publish the S- novels and stories
for which sheis famous today, most prominently the Hugo and Nebula award-winning “ Beggars
in Spain,” fromwhich has grown a trilogy of novels. In her hard S mode she is most often
interested in the biological sciences and their moral and social impact on individual human lives.
A number of her stories are about medicine and medical practice, for instance, “ Evolution,”
which appeared in Asimov's S-, a magazine which had a particularly strong year in 1995.

Somebody shot and killed Dr. Bennett behind the Food Mart on April Street!” Ceci Moore says

breathlesdy as| take the washing off theline.

| stand with apair of Jack's boxer shortsin my hand and stare at her. | don't like Ceci. Her smirking
pushiness, her need to shove her scrawny body into the middle of every situation, even ones shed be
better off leaving done. She's been that way since high school. But we're neighbors; we're stuck with
each other. Dr. Bennett delivered both Sean and Jackie. Sowly | fold the boxer shortsand lay them in
my clothesbasket.

“Wadll, Betty, aren't you even going to say anything?’

“Have the police arrested anybody?’

“Janie Brundli saystheres no suspects.” Tom Brundli isone of Emerton's police officers. There are
only five of them. He hastrouble keeping his mouth shut. “Honestly, Betty, you look like there's amurder
inthistown every day!”

“Wasit inthe parking lot?” I'min that parking lot behind the Food Mart every week. It's unpaved,
just hardpacked rocky dirt doping down to alow concrete wal by theriver. | take Jacki€'s sheets off the



line. Belle, Arid, and Princess Jasmine dl amile through fields of flowers.

“Yes, intheparking lot,” Ceci says. “Near the Dumpsters. There must have been asilencer onthe
rifle, nobody heard anything. Tom found two .22 250 semi-automatic cartridges.” Ceci knows about
guns. Her houseisfull of them. “Betty, why don't you put al thiswash in your dryer and save yourself the
trouble of hanging it dl out?’

“I liketheway it smdlsline-dried. And | can hear Jackie through the window.”

Instantly Ceci's face changes. “ Jackie's home from school ? Why?’

“Shehasacold.”

“Areyou sureit'sjust acold?’

“I'msure.” | take the clothespins off Sean's T-shirt. The front says SEE DICK DRINK. SEE DICK
DRIVE. SEE DICK DIE. “Ceci, Jackieis not on any antibiotics.”

“Good thing,” Ceci says, and for amoment she studies her fingernails, very casua. “They say Dr.
Bennett prescribed endozine again last week. For the youngest Nordstrum boy. Without sending him to
the hospitd .”

| don't answer. The back of Sean's T-shirt says DON'T BE A DICK. Irritated by my silence, Ceci
says, “| don't see how you can let your son wear that obscene clothing!”

“It'shischoice. Besdes, Cedi, it'saheath message. About not drinking and driving. Aren't you the
onethat thinks strong hedlth messages are agood thing?’

Our eyeslock. The silence lengthens. Findly Ceci says, “Well, haven't we gotten serious dl of a
sudden.”

| say, “Murder is serious.”

“Yes. I'm sure the cops will catch whoever did it. Probably one of those scum that hang around the
Rainbow Bar.”

“Dr. Bennett wasn't the type to hang around with scum.”

“Oh, | don't mean he knew them. Some low-life probably killed him for hiswalet.” Shelooks
draight into my eyes. “I can't think of any other motive. Can you?’

| look east, toward the river. On the other Side, just visible over the tops of houses oniitslittle hill, rise
the three stories of Emerton Soldiers and Sailors Memorial Hospital. The bridge over the river was
blown up three weeks ago. No injuries, no suspects. Now anybody who wants to go to the hospital has
to drive ten miles up West River Road and cross at the interstate. Jack told me that the Department of
Trangportation saystwo yearsto get anew bridge built.

| say, “Dr. Bennett was a good doctor. And agood man.”

“Wadll, did anybody say he wasn't? Redlly, Betty, you should use your dryer and save yoursdf al that
bending and stooping. Bad for the back. Were not getting any younger. Tarta” She waves her right
hand, just awaggle of fingers, and walks off. Her nails, | notice, are painted the ddlicate fragile pinky
white of freshly unscabbed skin.

“Y ou have no proof,” Jack says. “Just some wild suspicions.”

He has his stubborn face on. He sitswith his Michelob at the kitchen table, dog-tired from hisfactory
shift plusthree hours overtime, and he doesn't want to hear this. | don't blame him. | don't want to be
saying it. In the living room Jackie plays Nintendo frantically, trying to cram in as many eectronic
explosions as she can before her father clamsthe TV for Monday night footbal. Sean has dready gone
out with hisfriends, before his stepfather got home.

| st down across from Jack, afresh mug of coffee cradled between my pams. For warmth. “1 know
| don't have any proof, Jack. I'm not some detective.”

“S0 let the cops handleit. It'stheir business, not ours. Y ou stay out of it.”

“I amout of it. You know that.” Jack nods. We don't mix with cops, don't serve on any town
committees, don't even listen to the news much. We don't get involved with what doesn't concern us.
Jack never did. | add, “I'm just telling you what | think. | can do that, can't |7 and hear my voice stuck
someplace between pleading and anger.

Jack hearsit, too. He scowls, stands with his beer, puts his hand gently on my shoulder. “ Sure, Bets.



Y ou can say whatever you want to me. But nobody €l se, you hear? | don't want no trouble, especidly to
you and thekids. Thisain't our problem. Just be grateful were dl healthy, knock on wood.”

He smiles and goesinto the living room. Jackie switches off the Nintendo without being yelled a;
she'sgood that way. | look out the kitchen window, but it's too dark to see anything but my own
reflection, and anyway the window faces north, not east.

| haven't crossed the river since Jackie was born at Emerton Memoria, seven years ago. And then |
was in the hogpital |ess than twenty-four hours before | made Jack take me home. Not because of the
infections, of course—all that hadn't started yet. But it has now, and what if next time instead of the
youngest Nordstrum boy, it's Jackie who needs endozine? Or Sean?

Once you've been to Emerton Memoria, nobody but your family will go near you. And sometimes
not even them. When Mrs. Weimer came home from surgery, her daughter-in-law put her in that back
upstairs room and left her food on disposable traysin the doorway and put in achemical toilet. Didn't
even help the old lady crawl out of bed to useit. For awhole month it went on like that—surgical masks,
gloves, paper gowns—until Rosie Weimer was positive Mrs. Weimer hadn't picked up any mutated
drug-resistant bacteriain Emerton Memorid. And Ha Weimer didn't say aword againgt hiswife.

“People are scared, but they'll do the right thing,” Jack said, the only other timel tried to talk to him
about it. Jack isn't much for talking. And so | don't. | owe him that.

But in the city—in dl the cities—they're not just scared. They're terrified. Even without listening to the
news | hear about the riots and the specid government police and half the population sick with the new
germsthat only endozine cures—sometimes. | don't see how they're going to have much energy for one
murdered small-town doctor. And | don't share Jack’s conviction that peoplein Emerton will
automatically do theright thing. | remember al too well that sometimes they don't. How come Jack
doesn't remember, too?

But he'sright about one thing: | don't owe thistown anything.

| stack the supper dishesin the sink and get Jackie started on her homework.

The next day, | drive down to the Food Mart parking lot.

Thereisn't much to see. It rained last night. Next to the Dumpster lie awadded-up surgica glove and
apiece of yelow tape like the police use around a crime scene. Also some of those little black cardboard
boxes from the stuff that gets used up by the new holographic TV cameras. That'sit.

“Y ou heard what happened to Dr. Bennett,” | say to Sean at dinner. Jack's working again. Jackie Sits
playing with the Barbie doll she doesn't know | know she has on her |ap.

Sean looks a me sideways, under the heavy fringe of hisdark bangs, and | can't read his expression.
“Hewaskilled for giving out too many antibiotics”

Jackielooks up. “Who killed the doctor?’

“The bastards that think they run thistown,” Sean says. Heflicksthe hair out of hiseyes. Hisfaceis
aghy gray. “Fucking vigilantesl| get usal.”

“That's enough, Sean,” | say.

Jackieslip trembles. “Wholl get usdl? Mommy...”

“Nobody's getting anybody,” | say. “Sean, stop it. You're scaring her.”

“Well, she should be scared,” Sean says, but he shuts up and stares blegkly at his plate. Sixteen now,
I've had him for sixteen years. Watching him, histhick dark hair and sulky mouth, | think that it'sasnto
have afavorite child. And that | can't help it, and that | would, God forgive me, sacrifice both Jackie and
Jack for thisboy.

“I want you to clean the garage tonight, Sean. Y ou promised Jack three days ago now.”

“Tomorrow. Tonight | haveto go out.”

Jackie says, “Why should | be scared?’

“Tonight,” | say.

Sean looks at me with teenage desperation. His eyes are very blue. “Not tonight. | have to go out.”

Jackie says, “Why should |—"

| say, “Y ou're staying home and cleaning the garage.”



“No.” He glaresat me, and then breaks. He has hisfather'slooks, but he'snot redly like hisfather.
Thereare eventearsin the corners of hiseyes. “I'll do it tomorrow, Mom, | promise. Right after schoal.
But tonight | haveto go out.”

“Where?’

“Jugt out.”

Jackie says, “Why should | be scared? Scared of what? Mommy!”

Sean turnsto her. “Y ou shouldn't be scared, Jack-o-lantern. Everything's going to be dl right. One
way or another.”

| listen to the tone of hisvoice and suddenly fear shoots through me, piercing as childbirth. | say,
“Jackie, you can play Nintendo now. I'll clear thetable.”

Her face brightens. She skipsinto the living room and | took a my son. “What does that mean?* One
way or another’ ? Sean, what's going on?’

“Nothing,” he says, and then despite his ashy color helooks me straight in the eyes, and smiles
tenderly, and for thefirst time—the very first time—I see hisresemblance to hisfather. He canlieto me
with tenderness.

Two days later, just after | return from the Food Mart, they contact me.

The murder was on the news for two nights, and then disappeared. Over the parking lot i s scattered
more TV-cameralitter. Theré's dso awine bottle buried halfway into the hard ground, with abouquet of
ydlow rosesinit. Nearby isan empty basket, the kind that comes filled with expensive dried flowers at
Blossoms by Bonnie, weighted down with stones. Staring &t it, | remember that Bonnie Widelstein went
out of business afew monthsago. A drug-resistant abscess, and after she got out of Emerton Memorid,
nobody on thisside of the river would buy flowers from her.

At home, SylviaJamesisdgtting in my driveway in her black Algol. Assoon as| seeher, | put it
together.

“Sylvia” | say tondesdy.

She climbs out of the sportscar and smilesasocia smile. “Elizabeth! How good to seeyou!” | don't
answer. She hasn't seen mein seventeen years. She's carrying a cheese kuchen, like some sort of key
into my house. Shel's il blonde, still dim, ill well dressed. Her lipstick is bright red, which iswhat her
face should be.

| et her in anyway, my heart making dow hard thudsin my chest. Sean. Sean.

Onceingde, her hard smile fades and she has the grace to ook embarrassed. “ Elizabeth—"

“Betty,” | say. “1 go by Betty now.”

“Betty. First off, | want to gpologize for not being...for not standing by you in that mess. | know it
was S0 long ago, but even so, I—I wasn't avery good friend.” She hesitates. “1 wasfrightened by it al.”

| want to say, Y ou were frightened? But | don't.

| never think of the whole dumb story any more. Not even when | look at Sean. Especialy not when
| look at Sean.

Seventeen years ago, when Sylviaand | were seniorsin high school, we were best friends. Neither of
us had asister, so we made each other into that, even though her family wasn't crazy about their precious
daughter hanging around with someone like me. The Goddards live on the other Sde of theriver. Sylvia
ignored them, and | ignored the drunken warnings of my aunt, the closest thing | had to afamily. The
differences didn't matter. We were Sylvia-and-Elizabeth, the two prettiest and boldest girlsin the senior
classwho had an academic future.

And then, suddenly, | didn't. At Elizabeth'shouse | met Randolf Satler, young resdent in her father's
unit at the hospital. And | got pregnant, and Randy dumped me, and | refused a paternity test because if
he didn't want me and the baby | had too much pride to force mysdf on any man. That'swhat | told
everyone, including mysdlf. | was eighteen yearsold. | didn't know what acommon story mine was, or
what adreary one. | thought | wasthe only one in the whole wide world who had ever felt this bad.

So after Sean was born at Emerton Memorial and Randy got engaged the day | moved my baby
“home” to my dying aunt's, | bought a Smith & Wesson revolver in the city and shot out the windows of



Randy's supposedly empty house acrosstheriver. | hit the gardener, who was helping himsdlf to the
Satler liquor cabinet in the living room. The judge gave me seven-and-a-hdf to ten, and | served five, and
that only because my lawyer pleaded post-partum depression. The gardener recovered and retired to
Miami, and Dr. Satler went on to become Chief of Medicine at Emerton Memorid and alot of other
important thingsin the city, and Sylvianever visted me oncein Bedford Hills Correctiond Facility.
Nobody did, except Jack. Who, when Sylvia-and-Elizabeth were strutting their stuff a Emerton High,
had already dropped out and was bagging groceries at the Food Mart. After | got out of Bedford, the
only reason the foster-care people would give me Sean back was because Jack married me.

We livein Emerton, but not of it.

Sylvia puts her kuchen on the kitchen table and sits down without being asked. | can see she'sdone
with gpologizing. She's still smart enough to know there are things you can't apologize for.

“Eliz...Betty, I'm not here about the past. I'm here about Dr. Bennett's murder.”

“That doesn't have anything to do with me.”

“It hasto dowith al of us. Dan Moore lives next door to you.”

| don't say anything.

“He and Ceci and Jm Dyer and Tom Brundlli aretheringleadersin a secret organization to close
Emerton Memoriad Hospital. They think the hospita isabreeding ground for the infections resistant to
every antibiotic except endozine. Well, they're right about that—all hospitas are. But Dan and his group
are determined to punish any doctor who prescribes endozine, so that no organisms develop aresistance
toit, too, and it's kept effective in case one of them needsit.”

“Sylvia—" the name tastes funny in my mouth, after dl thistime “—I'm telling you this doesn't have
anything to do with me.”

“And I'mteling you it does. We need you, Eliz...Betty. Y ou live next door to Dan and Ceci. You
can tell uswhen they leave the house, who comesto it, anything suspicious you see. Were not avigilante
group, Betty, likethey are. We aren't doing anything illega. We don't kill people, and we don't blow up
bridges, and we don't threaten people like the Nordstrums who get endozine for their sick kids but are
basicdly uneducated blue collar—"

She stops. Jack and | are basically uneducated blue collar. | say coldly, “I can't help you, Sylvia.”

“I'm sorry, Betty. That wasn't what | meant. Look, thisis more important than anything that
happened a decade and a haf ago! Don't you understand?’ She leanstoward me acrossthetable. “The
whole country's caught in thisthing. It's dready apublic hedth crigs asbig as the Spanish influenza
epidemic of 1918, and it'sonly just started! Drug-resistant bacteria can produce anew generation every
twenty minutes, they can swap resistant genes not only within a species but across different species. The
bacteriaare winning. And people like the Moores are taking advantage of that to contribute further to the
breakdown of even basic sociad decency.”

In high school Sylviahad been on the debating team. But so, in that other life, had 1. “If the Mooress
group istrying to keep endozine from being used, then aren't they dso fighting againgt the devel opment of
more drug-resistant bacteria? And if that's so, aren't they the ones, not you, who are ultimately aiding the
country's public hedth?’

“Through dynamiting. And intimidation. And murder. Betty, | know you don't gpprove of those
things. | wouldn't be here telling you about our countergroup if 1 thought you did. Before | came here, we
looked very carefully at you. At the kind of person you are. Are now. Y ou and your husband are
law-abiding people, you vote, you make a contribution to the Orphans of AIDS Fund, you—"

“How did you know about that? That's supposed to be a secret contribution!”

“—you sgned the petition to protect the home ess from harassment. Y our husband served on the
jury that convicted Paul Keene of fraud, even though his real-estate scheme was so good for the
economy of Emerton. You—"

“Stopit,” | say. “You don't have any right to investigate melike | was some criminal!”

Only, of course, | was. Once. Not now. Sylvias right about that—Jack and | believe in law and
order, but for different reasons. Jack because that'swhat his father believed in, and his grandfather. Me,
because | learned in Bedford that enforced rules are the only thing that even halfway restrainsthe kind of



predators Sylvia James never dreamed of. The kind | want kept away from my children.

Sylviasays, “We have alot of people on our sSide, Betty. People who don't want to see thistown
dideinto the samekind of violencethereisin Albany and Syracuse and, worst case, New Y ork.”

A month ago, New Y ork Hospital in Queens was blown up. The whole thing, with aseries of
coordinated timed bombs. Seventeen hundred people dead in lessthan aminute.

“It'savaried group,” she continues. “ Some town |leaders, some housewives, some teachers, nearly al
the medicd personnd at the hospital. All people who care what happensto Emerton.”

“You havereasons,” Sylviasaysevenly. “And I'm part of your reasons, | know. But | think you'l
help us, Elizabeth. | know you must be concerned about your son—we've al observed what agood
mother you are.”

So she brought up Sean's namefirst. | say, “Y ou'rewrong again, Sylvia. | don't need you to protect
Sean, and if you've let him get involved in helping you, you'll wish you'd never been born. I've worked
damn hard to make sure that what happened seventeen years ago never touches him. He doesn't need to
get mixed up in any way with your ‘medica personne at the hospital.” And Sean sure the hell doesn't
owe thistown anything, there wasn't even anybody who would take him in after my aunt died, he had to
goto—’

The look on her face stops me. Pure surprise. And then something el se.

“Ohmy God,” shesays. “Isit possible you don't know? Hasn't Sean told you?’

“Told mewhat?’ | stand up, and I'm seventeen years old again, and just that scared.
Sylvia-and-Elizabeth.

“Y our son isn't helping our sde. He'sworking for Dan Moore and Mike Dyer. They use juveniles
becauseif they're caught, they won't be tried as severdly as adults. We think Sean was one of the kids
they used to blow up the bridge over theriver.”

| look firdt at the high school. Sean isn't there; he hadn't even shown up for homeroom. No one's
home at hisfriend Tom'shouse, or a Keith's. Heisn't a the Billiard Bal or the Emerton Diner or the
American Bowl. After that, | run out of placesto search.

This doesn't happen in places like Emerton. We have fights at basketball games and grand theft auto
and smashed store windows on Halloween and sometimes a drunken tragic car crash on prom night. But
not secret terrorists, not counter-terrorist vigilante groups. Not in Emerton.

Not with my son.

| driveto the factory and make them page Jack.

He comes off the line, face creased with swesat and dirt. The air isfilled with clanging machinery and
grinding drills. I pull him outside the door, where there are benches and picnic tables for workerson
break. “Betty! What isit?’

“Sean,” | gasp. “He'sin danger.”

Something shifts behind Jack's eyes. “What kind of danger?’

“Sylvia Goddard came to see me today. Sylvia James. She says Sean isinvolved with the group that
blew up the bridge, the oneswho are trying to get Emerton Memoria closed, and...and killed Dr.
Bennett.”

Jack ped s off hisbench gloves, taking histime. Finally helooks up a me. “How comethat bitch
SylviaGoddard comesto you with this? After dl thistime?’

“Jack! Isthat dl you can think of ? Seanisin trouble!”

He says gently, “Well, Bets, it was bound to happen sooner or later, wasn't it? He's dways been a
tough kid to raise. Rebellious. Can't tdl him anything.”

| stare at Jack.

“Some people just have to learn the hard way.”

“Jack. ..thisisserious Sean might beinvolved in terrorism! He could end up injail!”

“Couldn't ever tell him anything,” Jack says, and | hear the hidden satisfaction in hisvoice, that he
doesn't even know isthere. Not his son. Dr. Randy Satler's son. Turning out bad.

“Look,” Jack says, “when the shift endsI'll go look for him, Bets. Bring him home. Y ou go and wait



therefor us.” Hisfaceis gentle, soothing. Heredly will find Sean, if it's possible. But only because he
lovesme.

My sudden surge of hatred is so strong | can't even speak.

“Go on home, Bets. It'll bedl right. Sean just needs to have the nonsense kicked out of him.”

| turn and walk away. At the turning in the parking lot, | see Jack walking jauntily back insde, pulling
on hisgloves.

| drive home, because | can't think what elseto do. | sit on the couch and reach back in my mind, for
that other place, the place | haven't goneto since | got out of Bedford. The gray granite place that turns
you to granite, too, so you can Sit and wait for hours, for weeks, for years, without feding very much. |
go into that place, and | become the Elizabeth | was then, when Sean wasin foster care someplace and |
didn't know who had him or what they might be doing to him or how | would get him back. | gointo the
gray granite place to become stone.

And it doesn't work.

It's been too long. I've had Sean too long. Jack has made me fedl too safe. | can't find the stony
place.

Jackieis spending the night at afriend's. | St in the dark, no lights on, car in the garage. Sean doesn't
come home, and neither does Jack. At two in the morning, alot of peoplein dark clothing crossthe back
lawn and quietly enter Dan and Ceci's house next door, carrying bulky packages wrapped in black cloth.

Jack staggersin a six-thirty in the morning. Alone. His face droops with exhaustion.

“I couldn't find him, Betty. | looked everywhere.”

“Thank you,” | say, and he nods. Accepting my thanks. Thiswas something he did for me, not for
Sean. Not for himsdf, as Sean's stepfather. | push down my sudden anger and say, “Y ou better get some
deep.”

“Right.” He goes down the narrow hallway into our bedroom. In three minutes he's snoring.

| let the car coast in neutral down the driveway. Our bedroom face the street. The curtains don't ir.

The West River Road is deserted, except for afew eighteen-whedlers. | crosstheriver at the
interstate and start back aong the east side. Three milesaong, in the middle of farmland, the smdll of
burned flesh rollsin the window.

Cows, closeto the pasture fence. | stop the car and get out. Fifteen or sixteen Holsteins. By straining
over the fence, | can see the bullet holesin their heads. Somebody herded them together, shot them one
by one, and started a haf-hearted fire among the bodies with neatly cut firewood. Thefire had gone out;
it didn't look asif it was supposed to burn long. Just long enough to attract attention that hadn't come yet.

I'd never heard that cows could get human diseases. Why had they been shot?

| get back in my car and drive therest of the way to Emerton Memorid.

Thisside of town isdeathly quiet. Grass grows unmowed in yard after yard. Onelarge, expensve
house has old newspapers piled on the porch steps, ten or twelve of them. There are no kids waiting for
school buses, no cars pulling out of driveways on the way to work. The hospital parking lot has huge
empty stretches between cars. At the last minute | drive on through the lot, parking instead acrossthe
street in somebody's empty driveway, under aclump of trees.

Nobody sits at the information desk. The gift shop islocked. Nobody speaksto me as| study the
directory on the lobby wall, even though two figuresin gowns and masks hurry past. CHIEF OF
MEDICINE, DR. RANDOLF SATLER. Third floor, east wing. The elevator is deserted.

It stops at the second floor. When the doors open a man stands there, amiddle-aged farmer in
overdlsand work boots, his eyesred and swollen like he's been crying. There are tinted windows across
from the elevatorsand | can see the back of him reflected in the glass. Coming and going. From
somewhere | hear avoice cdling, “Nurse, oh nurse, oh God...” A gurney sitsin the halway, the body on
it covered by a sheet up to the neck. The man in overalslooks at me and raises both hands to ward of f
the devator, likeit's some kind of demon. He steps backward. The doors close.

| griptherailing on the elevator wall.

Thethird floor looks empty. Bright arrows lead dong the hallways: yellow for PATHOLOGY and



LAB SERVICES, green for RESPIRATORY THERAPY, red for SUPPORT SERVICES. | follow the
ydlow arrow.

It dead-ends at an empty acove with chairs, magazines thrown on the floor. And three locked doors
off ashort corridor that'slittle more than an acove,

| pick the farthest door and pound on it. No words, just regular blows of my fist. After aminute, |
gtart on the second one. A voice cdls, “Who'sthere?

| recognize the voice, even through the locked door. Even after seventeen years. | shout, “Police!
Open the door!”

And he does. The second it cracks, | shove it hard and push my way into the lab.

“Elizabeth?’

He'solder, heavier, but till the same. Dark hair, blue eyes... | look at that face every day at dinner.
I've looked at it at soccer matches, in school plays, in his playpen. Dr. Sdter looks more shaken to see
me than | would have thought, hisface white, sweet on hisforehead.

“Hello, Randy.”

“Elizabeth. Y ou can't comein here. Y ou haveto leave—"

“Because of the staph? Do you think | care about that? After al, I'm in the hospital, right, Randy?
Thisiswherethe endozineis. Thisplaceis safe. Unlessit gets blown up while I'm standing here.”

He gtares at my left hand, still gripping the door-knob behind me. Then at the gunin my right hand. A
seventeen-year-old Smith & Wesson, and for five of those years the gun wasn't cleaned or oiled, hidden
under my aunt's garage. But it till fires.

“I'm not going to shoot you, Randy. | don't careif you're dive or dead. But you're going to help me. |
can't find my son—" your son “—and Sylvia Goddard told me he's mixed up with that group that blew
up the bridge. He's hiding with them someplace, probably scared out of his skull. Y ou know everybody
intown, everybody with power, you're going to get on that phone there and find out where Seanis.”

“I would do that anyway,” Randy says, and now helookstheway | remember him: impatient and
arrogant. But not completely. Therés till sweet on his paeface. “ Put that stupid thing away, Elizabeth.”

“No.”

“Oh, for...” Heturns his back on me and punches at the phone.

“Cam? Randy Satler here. Could you...no, it's not about that...No. Not yet.”

Cameron Witt. The mayor. His son is chief of Emerton's five cops.

“I need afavor. Theré'sakid missing...l know that, Cam. Y ou don't have to lecture me on how bad
delay could....But you might know about thiskid. Sean Baker.”

“Pulaski. Sean Pulaski.” He doesn't even know thét.

“Sean Pulaski. Y eah, that one...okay. Get back to me...I told you. Not yet.” He hangs up. “Cam
will hunt around and call back. Now will you put that stupid gun away, Elizabeth?

“You gill don't say thank you for anything.” The words just come out. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

“To Cam, or to you for not shooting me?’ He saysit evenly, and the evennessisthe only way | finaly
see how furious heis. People don't order around Dr. Randy Setler at gun point. A part of my mind
wonderswhy he doesn't call security.

| said, “All right, I'm here. Give me adose of endozine, just in case.”

He goes on staring a me with that same leve, furious gaze. “Too late, Elizabeth.”

“What do you mean, too late? Haven't you got endozine?’

“Of coursewe do.” Suddenly he staggers dightly, puts out one hand behind him, and holds onto a
table covered with glassware and papers.

“Randy. Youresck.”

“I'am. And not with anything endozine is going to cure. Ah, Elizabeth, why didn't you just phone me?
I'd have looked for Sean for you.”

“Oh, right. Like you've been so interested and hlpful inraisng him.”

“You never asked me.”

| seethat he meansit. Heredly believes histotal lack of contact with hissonismy fault. | seethat
Randy gives only what he's asked to. He waits, lordly, for peopleto plead for his help, beg for it, and



then he givesit. If it suitshim.

| say, “I'll bet anything your kidswith your wife are turning out redly scary.”

The blood rushesto hisface, and | know | guessed right. His blue eyes darken and he looks like
Jack looks just before Jack explodes. But Randy isn't Jack. An explosion would be too clean for him.
He saysinstead, “Y ou were stupid to come here. Haven't you been listening to the news?’

| havent.

“The CDC publicly announced just last night what medical personnel have seen for weeks. A virulent
gtrain of staphylococcus aureus has incorporated endozine-res stant plasmids from enterococcus.” He
pauses to catch his breath. “ And pneumococcus may have done the samething.”

“What doesthat mean?’

“It means, you stupid woman, that now there are highly contagiousinfections that we have no drugs
to cure. No antibiotics a al, not even endozine. Thisstaph isresstant tothem dl. And it can live
everywhere”

| lower the gun. The empty parking lot. No security to summon. The man who wouldn't get on the
elevator. And Randy'sface. “And you've got it.”

“Weveadl gotit. Everyone...in the hospita. And for forcing your way in here, you probably do,
too.”

“Youregoingtodie” | say, andit's half ahope.

And heamiles

He stands there in hiswhite lab coat, swesting like ahorse, barely able to stand up straight, dmost
shot by awoman held once abandoned pregnant, and he smiles. His blue eyes gleam. Helookslikea
picture | once saw in abook, back when | read alot. It takes me aminute to remember that it was my
high school World History book. A picture of some generd.

“Everybody's going to die eventudly,” Randy says. “But not meright now. At lesst...I hopenot.”
Casualy he crosses the floor toward me, and | step backward. He smiles again.

“I'm not going to deliberately infect you, Elizabeth. I'm adoctor. | just want the gun.”

“No.”

“Haveit your way. Look, how much do you know about the bubonic plague of the fourteenth
century?’

“Nothing,” | say, dthough | do. Why had | dways acted stupider around Randy than | actually am?

“Then it won't mean anything to you to say that this mutated staph has a least that much potentiad—"
again he paused and gulped air “—for rgpid and fatal transmission. It flourishes everywhere. Even on
doorknobs.”

“So why the fuck are you smiling?’ Alexander. That wasthe picture of the generd. Alexander the
Grest.

“Because .. .because the CDC digtributed. ..l was on the national team to discover...” Hisface
changes again. Goes even whiter. And he pitches over onto the floor.

| grab him, roll him face up, and fed hisforehead. He's burning up. | bolt for the door. “Nurse!
Doctor! There'sasick doctor herel”

Nobody comes.

| run down the corridors. Respiratory Therapy isempty. Sois Support Services. | jab at the elevator
button, but before it comes| run back to Randy.

And stand above him, lying there crumpled on the floor, laboring to bresthe.

I'd dreamed about a moment like thisfor years. Dreamed it waking and adeep, in Emerton and in
Bedford Hillsand in Jack's arms. Dreamed it in athousand ridiculous melodramatic versions. And hereit
is, Randy helpless and pleading, and me strong, standing over him, freeto walk away and let him die.
Free.

| wring out atowel in cold water and put it on hisforehead. Then | findicein therefrigerator ina
corner of thelab and substitute that. He watches me, his breathing wheezy as old machinery.

“Elizabeth. Bring me...syringein abox on...that table.”

| doit. “Who should | get for you, Randy? Where?’



“Nobody. I'mnot...asbad...as| sound. Yet. Just theinitial ...dyspnea.” He picked up the syringe.

“Isthere medicine for you in there? | thought you said endozine wouldn't work on this new infection.”
Hiscolor isalittle better now.

“Not medicine. And not for me. For you.”

Helooks at me steadily. And | seethat Randy would never plead, never admit to helplessness.
Never ever think of himsdlf ashdpless.

Helowers the hand holding the syringe back to the floor. “Listen, Elizabeth. Y ou have...amost
cetanly have...”

Somewhere, distantly, asiren startsto wail. Randy ignoresit. All of a sudden his voice becomes
much firmer, even though he's sweating again and his eyes burn bright with fever. Or something.

“This staph isresistant to everything we can throw at it. We cultured it and tried. Cephal osporins and
aminoglycosides and vancomycin, even endozine...I'll go into gram-positive septic shock...” Hiseyes
glaze, but after amoment he seemsto find histhought again. “We exhausted dl points of counterattack.
Cdl wall, bacteria ribosome, folic acid pathway. Microbes just evolve countermeasures. Like
betarlactamase.”

| don't understand thislanguage. Even talking to himself, heésmaking mefed stupid again. | ask
something | do understand.

“Why are people killing cows? Are the cows sick, too?’

Hefocuses again. “ Cows? No, they're not sick. Farmers use massive doses of antibioticsto increase
meset and milk production. Agricultura use of endozine hasincreased the rate of resistance development
by over athousand percent snce—Elizabeth, thisisirrdevant! Can't you pay attention to what I'm saying
for three minutes?’

| stand up and look down at him, lying shivering on the floor. He doesn't even seem to notice, just
keeps on lecturing.

“But antibiotics weren't invented by humans. They were invented by the microbes themsdavesto
use...againg each other and...they had two billion years of evolution at it before we even showed
up...We should have—where are you going?’

“Home. Have anicelife, Randy.”

He saysquietly, “1 probably will. But if...you leave now, you're probably dead. And your husband
and kids, too.”

“Why?Damnit, sop lecturing and tell me why!”

“Because you're infected, and there's no antibiotic for it, but there is another bacteriathat will attack
the drug-resistant staph.”

| look at the syringein his hand.

“It'saTrojan horse plasmid. That'sa...never mind. It can get into the staph in your blood and deliver
aletha gene. Onethat will kill the stgph. It's an incredible discovery. But the only way to ddliver it so far
isto deliver thewhole bacteria”

My knees dl of asudden get shaky. Randy watches me from his position on thefloor. He looks
shakier himsdlf. Hisbreathing turnsraspier again.

“No, you're not Sick yet, Elizabeth. But you will be.”

| snap, “From the staph germs or from the cure?’

“Both.”

“Y ou want to make me sicker. With two bacteria. And hope one will kill the other.”

“Not hope. | know. | actually saw...it on the electromicrograph...” Hiseyesrall, refocus. “...could
package just the lethal plasmid on atranspon if we had time...no time. Has to be the whole bacteria”
And then, stronger, “ The CDC team isworking on it. But | actualy caught it on the e ectromicrograph!”

| say, before | know I'm going to, “ Stop congratulating yourself and give me the syringe. Before you
die”

| move across the floor toward him, put my arms around him to prop him in asitting position against
the table leg. Hiswhole body feels on fire. But some-how he kegps his hands steady as he injectsthe
gyringeinto theinside of my elbow. Whileit drainsscknessinto mel say, “Y ou never actualy wanted



me, did you, Randy? Even before Sean?’

“No,” hesays. “Not redly.” He drops the syringe.

| bend my arm. “Y ou're arotten human being. All you care about is yoursalf and your work.”

He smilesthe same cold amile. “ So? My work iswhat matters. In alarger sense than you could
possibly imagine. Y ou were aways awesk sentimentdigt, Elizabeth. Now, go home.”

“Go home?But you sad...”

“| said you'd infect everyone. And you will—with the bacteriathat attacks staph. It should cause only
afarly mildillness Jenner...smalpox...”

“But you said | have the mutated staph, too!”

“You dmogt certainly do. Yes...And so will everyone else, beforelong. Deaths...in New Y ork
State adone. .. passed one million thismorning. Six and a half percent of the. . .the population...Did you
redlly think you could hide on your Sdeof...the...river...”

“Randy!”

“Go...home”

| trip off hislab coat and wad it up for apillow, bring moreice from the refrigerator, try to get himto
drink some water.

“Go...home. Kisseverybody.” He smilesto himself, and starts to shake with fever. Hiseyes close.

| stand up again. Should | go? Stay?If | could find someone in the hospita to take care of him—

Thephonerings. | ssizeit. “Helo? Helo?’

“Randy? Excuse me, can | talk to Dr. Satler? Thisis Cameron Witt.”

| try to sound professiond. “Dr. Satler can't come to the phone right now. But if you're calling about
Sean Pulaski, Dr. Sdlter asked me to take the message.”

“I don't...oh, dl right. Just tell Randy the Pulaski boy iswith Richard and Sylvia James. Hell
understand.” Thelineclicks.

| replace the receiver and stare at Randy, fighting for breath on the floor, hisface asgray as Sean's
when Sean redlized it was murder hed gotten involved with. No, not as gray. Because Sean had been
terrified, and Randy isonly sick.

My work iswhat métters.

But how had Sean known to go to Sylvia? Even if he knew from Ceci who was on the other side,
how did he know which people would hide him, would protect him when | could not, Jack could not?
Sylvia-and-Elizabeth. How much did Sean actudly know about the past I'd tried so hard to keep from
touching him?

| reach the elevator, my finger dmost touching the button, when the first explosion rocks the hospitd.

It'sin the west wing. Through the windows opposite the e evator banks | seewindowsinthefar end
of the building explode outward. Thick greasy black smoke billows out the holes. Alarms begin to
screech.

Don't touch the eevators. Ingtructions remembered from high school, from grade-schooal firedrills. |
race along the hall to thefire stairs. What if they put abomb in the stairwell? What if who put abombin
the stairwell? A lot of peoplein dark clothing cross the back lawn and quietly enter Dan and Ceci's house
next door, carrying bulky packages wrapped in black cloth.

A lagt glimpse through awindow by the door to thefire stairs. People are running out of the building,
not many, but the ones| see are pushing gurneys. A nurse staggers outside, three small childrenin her
arms, on her hip, clinging to her back.

They aren't setting off any more bombs until people have a chanceto get out.

| let thefire door close. Alarms scream. | run back to Pathology and shove open the heavy door.

Randy lies on the floor, swesting and shivering. Hislipsmove but if he's muttering doud, | can't hear
it over theadarm. | tug on hisarm. He doesn't resist and he doesn't help, just lieslike aheavy dead cow.

Thereare no gurneysin Pathology. | dap him acrossthe face, yelling “ Randy! Randy! Get up!” Even
now, even here, asmal part of my mind thrillsat hitting him,

His eyes open. For asecond, | think he knows me. It goes away, then returns. He triesto get up.
The effort isenough to let me hoist him over my shoulder in afireman’'scarry. | could never have carried



Jack, but Randy is much dighter, and I'm very strong.

But | can't carry him down threeflights of stairs. | get him to the top, prop him up on hisass, and
shove. He dides down oneflight, bumping and flailing, and glares at me for aminute. “For...God's
sake...Janet!”

Hiswifeésname. | don't think about thistiny glimpse of hismarriage. | give him another shove, but he
grabstherailing and refusesto fdl. He hauls himsal f—I'll never know how—aback to asitting position,
and | Sit next to him. Together, my arm around hiswai<t, tugging and pulling, we both descend the stairs
the way two-year-olds do, on our asses. Every second I'm waiting for the stairwell to blow up. Sean's
gray face at dinner: Fucking vigilantesll get usall.

The stairs don't blow up. The firedoor at the bottom gives out on asidewak on the sde of the
hospital away from both street and parking lot. As soon aswe're outside, Randy blacks ouit.

Thistime | dowhat | should have done upstairs and grab him under the armpits. | drag him over the
grassasfar asl can. Sweat and hair fal in my eyes, and my vision keeps blurring. Dimly I'm aware of
someone running toward us.

“It'sDr. Satler! Oh my God!”

A man. A large man. He grabs Randy and hoists him over his shoulder, afireman'scarry alot
smoother than mine, barely glancing at me. | stay behind them and, at thefirgt buildings, runin awide
loop away from the hospitd.

My car isstill in the deserted driveway across the street. Fire trucks add their sirensto the noise.
When they'vetorn pagt, | back out of the driveway and push my foot to the floor, just as a second bomb
blowsin the east wing of the hospital, and then another, and the air isfull of flying debrisasthick and
sharp as the noise that goes on and on and on.

Three milesaong the East River Road, it suddenly catches up with me. All of it. | pull the car off the
road and | can't stop shaking. Only afew trucks pass me, and nobody stops. It's twenty minutes before |
can sart the engine again, and there has never been atwenty minuteslike themin my life, not evenin
Bedford. At the end of them, | pray that there never will be again.

| turn on theradio as soon as I've started the engine.

“—in another hospital bombing in New Y ork City, St. Clare'sHospita in the heart of Manhattan.
Beeaguered police officids say that a shortage of available officers make impossible the kind of
protection called for by Mayor Thomas Flanagan. No group has claimed credit for the bombing, which
caused firesthat spread to nearby businesses and at |east one apartment house.

“Since the Centersfor Disease Control's announcement last night of awidespread staphylococcus
resstant to endozine, and its S multaneous rel ease of an emergency counterbacteriain twenty-five
metropolitan areas around the country, the violence has worsened in every city transmitting reliable
reportsto Atlanta. A spokesperson for the national team of pathol ogists and scientists responsible for the
drastic countermeasure released an additional set of guiddinesfor its use. The spokesperson declined to
be identified, or to identify any of the doctors on the team, citing fear of reprissif—"

A burst of static. The voice disappears, replaced by ashrill hum.

| turnthe dia carefully, looking for another station with news.

By thetime| reach the west Sde of Emerton, the streets are deserted. Everyone hasretreated inside.
It looks like the neighborhoods around the hospital 1ook. Had looked. My body still doesn't fedl sick.

Instead of going straight home, | drive the deserted streets to the Food Mart.

The parking lot is as empty as everywhere else. But the basket is il there, weighted with stones.
Now the stones hold down apile of |etters. Thetop oneis addressed in blue Magic Marker: TO DR.
BENNETT. The hdf-buried wine bottle holds a fresh bouquet, chrysanthemums from somebody's
garden. Nearby afoot-high American flag sticksin the ground, beside awhite candle on a styrofoam
plate, astone crucifix, and aBarbie doll dressed like an angel. Saran Wrap covers aleather-bound copy
of The Prophet. There are dso five anti-NRA stickers, apile of seashdlls, and a battered peacesignona
gold chain like a necklace. The peace sign looks older than | am.



When | get home, Jack is till adeep.

| stand over him, asafew hoursago | stood over Randy Satler. | think about how Jack visited mein
prison, week after week, making the long drive from Emerton even in the bad winter weather. About
how held st smiling at me through the thick glassin the visitors room, his hands with their grease-stained
fingersresting on his knees, smiling even when we couldn't think of anything to say to each other. About
how he clutched my hand in the delivery room when Jackie was born, and thelook on hisface when he
first held her. About thelook on hisface when | told him Sean was missing: the dy, secret, not-my-kid
triumph. And | think about the two sets of germsin my body, readying for war.

| bend over and kiss Jack full onthelips.

Hedirsalittle, half wakes, reachesfor me. | pull away and go into the bathroom, where | use his
tooth-brush. | don't rinseit. When | return, he'sadeep again.

| drive to Jacki€'s schoal, to retrieve my daughter. Together, we will go to Sylvia Goddard's—Sylvia
Jamess—and get Sean. I'll vigt with Sylvia, and shake her hand, and kiss her on the cheek, and touch
everything | can. When thekids are safe at home, I'll visit Ceci and tdll her I've thought it over and | want
to help fight the overuse of antibioticsthat'skilling us. I'll touch her, and anyone el se there, and everyone
that either Sylviaor Ceci introduces meto, until | get too sick to do that. If | get that Sick. Randy said |
wouldn't, not assick asheis. Of course, Randy haslied to me before. But | have to believe him now, on
this

| don't redlly have any choice. Y.

A month later, | am on my way to Albany to bring back another dose of the counterbacteria, which
the news cdls " areengineered prokaryote.” They're careful not to cdl it agerm.

| listen to the news every hour now, athough Jack doesn't likeit. Or anything else I'm doing. | read,
and | study, and now | know what prokaryotes are, and betalactamase, and plasmids. | know how
bacteriafight to survive, evolving whatever they need to wipe out the competition and go on producing
the next generation. That's dl that mattersto bacteria. Surviva by their own kind.

And that'swhat Randy Satler meant, too, when he said, “My work iswhat matters.” Triumph by his
own kind. It'swhat Ceci believes, too. And Jack.

We bring in the reengineered prokaryotesin convoys of cars and trucks, because in some other
places there's been trouble. People who don't understand, people who won't understand. People whose
family got alot sicker than mine. The violence isn't over, even though the CDC saysthe epidemic itsdf is
gtarting to come under control.

I'm early. The convoy hasn't formed yet. We leave from adifferent place in town each time. Thistime
we're mesting behind the American Bowl. Sean isdready there, with Sylvia | take a short detour and
drive, for the last time, to the Food Mart.

The basket is gone, with dl itsletters to the dead man. So are the American flag and the peace sign.
The crucifix isgtill there, but it'sbroken in haf. The latest flowersin the wine bottle are haf wilted. Rain
has muddied the Barbie doll's dress, and her long blonde hair is amess. Someone ripped up the
anti-NRA stickers. The white candle on a styrofoam plate and the pile of seashélls are untouched.

We are not bacteria. More than surviva mattersto us, or should. Theindividua past, which we can't
escape, no matter how hard wetry. Theindividua present, with its unsafe choices. Theindividua future,
And the collective one.

| search in my pockets. Nothing but keys, money clip, lipstick, tissues, ablue marble | must have
stuck in my pocket when | cleaned behind the couch. Jackie likes marbles.

| put the marble beside the candle, check my gun, and drive to join the convoy for the city.

The Day the Aliens Came
ROBERT SHECKLEY



Robert Sheckley's reputation is based primarily on the quality of his quirky, subversive, satirical
short fiction, a body of work admired by everyone from Kingsley Amis and J. G. Ballard to Roger
Zelazny, with whom he has collaborated. He is on par with Philip K. Dick and Kurt Vonnegut as
an ironic investigator of questions of identity and of the nature of reality. Sheckley first came to
prominence in the 1950s as one of the leading writersin Galaxy, became a novelist in the 1960s,
and still (but too infrequently) produces fiction today that is thought-provoking, memorable, and
stylish. Thisstory isin his classic Galaxy mode, and is another piece from the fine anthology, New
Legends.

One day aman cameto my door. He didn't quite look like a man, although he did walk on two feet.

There was something wrong with hisface. It looked as though it had been melted in an oven and then
hastily frozen. | later learned that this expression was quite common among the group of dienscdled
Synesters, and was considered by them alook of especiad beauty. The Melted Look, they caled it, and it
was often featured in their beauty contests. “| hear you're awriter,” he said.

| said that was so. Why lie about athing like that?

“Isn't that abit of luck,” he said. “I'm astory-buyer.”

“Nokidding,” | said.

“Have you got any storiesyou want to sell?’

Hewas very direct. | decided to be smilarly so.

“Yes” | said. “1 do.”

“OK,” hesad. “I'm sure glad of that. Thisisastrange city for me. Strange planet, too, come to think
of it. But it'sthe city aspect that's most unsettling. Different customs, al that sort of thing. Assoon as| got
here, | said to mysdlf, ‘ Traveling's greeat, but where am | going to find someoneto sdll me stories?”’

“It'saproblem,” | admitted.

“Wdl,” hesad, “let's get right to it because therésalot to do. I'd like to begin with aten thousand
word novelette.”

“Youveasgood asgotit,” | told him. “When do you want it?’

“I need it by the end of the week.”

“What are we talking about in terms of money, if you'll excuse the expresson?’

“I'll pay you athousand dollarsfor aten thousand word novelette. | wastold that was standard pay
for awriter inthispart of Earth. ThisisEarth, isn't it?’

“It's Earth, and your thousand dollarsis acceptable. Just tell me what I'm supposed to write about.”

“I'll leave that up to you. After dl, you're thewriter.”

“Damnright | am,” | said. “ So you don't care what it's about?’

“Not inthe dightest. After dl, I'm not going toread it.”

“Makessense,” | said. “Why should you care?’

| didn't want to pursue that line of inquiry any further. | assumed that someone was going to read it.
That'swhat usualy happens with novelettes.

“What rights are you buying?’ | asked, since it'simportant to be professiona about these matters.

“Firgt and second Synesterian,” he said. “And of course | retain Synesterian movierights athough I'll
pay you fifty percent of thenetif | get afilm sde.”

“Isthat likely?’ | asked.

“Hardto say,” hesaid. “Asfar aswe're concerned, Earth isnew literary territory.”

“Inthat case, let's make my cut sixty-forty.”

“I won't argue,” hesaid. “Not thistime. Later you may find me very tough. Who knowswhat I'll be
like? For methisisawhole new frankfurter.”

| let that pass. An occasiond lapse in English doesn't make an dien anignoramus.

| got my story donein aweek and brought it in to the Synester's office in the old MGM building on
Broadway. | handed him the story and he waved me to aseat while heread it.



“It's pretty good,” he said after awhile. 1 likeit pretty well.”

“Oh, good,” | sad.

“But | want some changes.”

“Oh,” | said. “What specificdly did you havein mind?’

“Wadl,” the Synester said, “this character you havein here, Alice.”

“Yes, Alice” | said, though | couldn't quite remember writing an Aliceinto the story. Could he be
referring to Alsace, the province in France? | decided not to question him. No sense appearing dumb on
my own ory.

“Now, thisAlice” hesad, “she'sthe sze of asmal country, isn't she?’

Hewas definitely referring to Alsace, the provincein France, and | had lost the moment when | could
correct him. “Yes,” | said, “that's right, just about the size of asmal country.”

“Wadll, then,” he said, “why don't you have Alicefal in love with abigger country in the shape of a
pretzd?”’

“Awhat?’ | sad.

“Pretzd,” hesad. “It'safrequently used image in Synestrian popular literature. Synestriansliketo
read that sort of thing.”

“Dothey? | said.

“Yes” hesad. “ Synestrians like to imagine people in the shape of pretzels. You stick that in, it'l
makeit morevisud.”

“Visud,” | said, my mind ablank.

“Yes,” hesad, “because we gotta consder the movie posshilities.”

“Yes, of course,” | said, remembering that | got Sixty percent.

“Now, for thefilm version of your story, | think we should st the action at adifferent time of day.”

| tried to remember what time of day | had set the story in. It didn't seem to me | had specified any
particular timeat al. | mentioned this.

“That'strue,” hesaid, “you didn't set any specific time. But you inferred twilight. It wasthe durring
sound of your words that convinced me you were talking about twilight.”

“Yes dl right,” | sad. “Twilight mood.”

“Makesanicetitle” hesad.

“Yes” | sad, hating it.

“Twilight Mood,” hesaid, rolling it around indgde his mouth. “'Y ou could call it that, but | think you
should actudly writeit in adaytime mode. For theirony.”

“Yes, | seewhat you mean,” | said.

“So why don't you run it through your computer once more and bring it back to me.”

When | got home, Rimb was washing dishes and looking subdued. | should mention that shewasa
mediumsi zed blond person with the harassed ook that characterizes diens of the Ghottich persuasion.
And there were peculiar sounds coming from the living room. When | gave Rimb aquizzica ook, she
rolled her eyestoward the living room and shrugged. | went in and saw there were two people there.
Without saying aword, | went back to the kitchen and said to Rimb, “Who are they?’

“They told methey're the Bayersons.”

“Aliens?’

She nodded. “But not my kind of diens. They're asdien to me asthey areto you.”

That wasthefirg time | fully appreciated that diens could be dien to one another.

“What are they doing here?’ | asked.

“They didn't say,” Rimb said.

| went back to the living room. Mr. Bayerson was sitting in my armchair reading an evening
newspaper. He was about three or four feet tall and had orange hair. Mrs. Bayerson was equally small
and orange-haired and she was knitting something orange and green. Mr. Bayerson scrambled out of my
chair as soon as| returned to the room.

“Aliens?’ | said, gtting down.



“Yes” Bayerson sad. “We're from Capella”

“And what are you doing in our place?’

“They said it would bedl right.”

“Who sad?

Bayerson shrugged and looked vague. | wasto get very accustomed to that look.

“But it'sour place,” | pointed out.

“Of courseit'syours,” Bayerson said. “Nobody's arguing that. But would you begrudge usalittle
gpaceto livein? Were not very big.”

“But why our place? Why not someone €l s€s?’

“Wejust sort of drifted in here and liked it,” Bayerson said. “Wethink of it ashome now.”

“Some other place could dso fed like home.”

“Maybe, maybe not. We want to stay here. Look, why don't you just consider uslike barnacles, or
brown spots on the wallpaper. We just sort of attach on here. It'swhat Capellans do. We won't bein the

way.

Rimb and | didn't much want them, but there seemed no overpowering reason to make them go. |
mean, they were here, after dl. And they wereright, they redly weren't in the way. In some ways, they
were alot better than some of the other gpartment-dwelling diens we cameto know later.

Infact, Rimb and | soon wished the Bayersonswould be alittle less unobtrusive and give alittle help
around the gpartment. Or at least keep an eye on things. Especidly on the day the burglars camein.

Rimb and | were out. The way | understood it, the Bayersons didn't do athing to stop them. Didn't
cdl the police or anything. Just watched while the burglars poked around the place, moving dowly,
because they were so overweight, fat dien thieves from Barnard's Star. They took dl of Annasold
slver. They were Barnardean silver thieves and their traditions went back along way. That's what they
told the Bayersons, while they robbed us, and while Mr. Bayerson was going through his eyelid exercises
just like nothing at al was happening.

Theway it dl garted, | had met Rimb in Franco's Bar on MacDougal Street in New Y ork. | had
seen afew diensbefore this, of course, shopping on Fifth Avenue or watching the ice katersin
Rockefdler Center. But thiswasthefirst timel'd ever actualy talked with one. | inquired asto its sex
and learned that Rimb was of the Ghottich Persuasion. It was an interesting-sounding sexual designation,
especidly for someone like me who was trying to get beyond the male-female dichotomy. | thought it
would be fun to mate with someone of the Ghottich Persuasion after Rimb and | had agreed that shewas
basicdly aher. Later | checked with Father Hanlin at the Big Red Church. He said it was OK in the eyes
of the Church, though he persondly didn't hold much withit. Rimb and | were one of thefirst dien-human
marriages.

We moved into my apartment in the West Village. You didn't seealot of diensaround there &t first.
But soon other dien people showed up and quite afew of them moved into our neighborhood.

No matter where they were from, al aienswere supposed to register with the police and the local
authoritiesin charge of cult control. Few bothered, however. And nothing was ever done about it. The
police and municipa authorities were having too much trouble keeping track of their own people.

| wrote stories for the Synestrian market and Rimb and | lived quietly with our house guests. The
Bayersons were quiet people and they helped pay the rent. They were easygoing aienswho didn't worry
much; not like Rimb, who worried alot about everything.

At firg | liked the Bayerson'sways, | thought they were easygoing and cool. But | changed my mind
the day the burglars stole their youngest child, little Claude Bayerson.

| should have mentioned that the Bayersons had a baby soon after moving in with us. Or perhaps
they had |eft the baby somewhere else and brought it in after they'd taken over our spare bedroom. We
were never redly clear on where the diens came from, and their babies were a complete mystery to us.

Theway the Bayersonstold it, the kidnapping of little Claude was smple and straightforward. It was



“Good-bye, Claude.” “ Good-bye, Daddy.” When we asked them how they could do that, they said,
“Oh, it'sperfectly dl right. | mean, it'swhat we were hoping for. That's how we Bayersons get around.
Someone steds our children.”

Wéll, | let it drop. What can you do with people like that? How could they stand to have little Claude
raised as aBarnardean silver thief? One race one day, another race another. Some diens have no racia
pride. | mean it was cuckoo.

There wasn't anything to do about it so we al sat down to watch the TV together. All of uswanted
to see the Savannah Reed show, our favorite.

Savannah's main guest that evening was the first man ever to eat aMungulu. He was quite open
about it, even somewhat defiant. He said, “1f you think about it, why should it be ethical to eat only stupid
cregtures, or deluded ones? It isonly blind prejudice that keeps us from eeting intelligent beings. This
thought came to me one day recently while | was talking with afew glotch of Mungulu on aplate.”

“How many Mungulu make up aglotch?’ Savannah asked. She's no dummy.

“Between fifteen and twenty, though there are exceptions.”

“And what were they doing on aplate?’

“That's where Mungulu usudly hang out. Accumulate, | should say. Y ou see, Mungulu are
plate-specific.”

“I don't think | know this pecies,” Savannah said.

“They're pretty much unique to my section of Y onkers.”

“How did they get there?’

“They just pretty well showed up on my plate one night. First only one or two glotch of them. They
looked alittle like oysters. Then more came so we had the haf dozen or so it takes to generate a halfway
decent conversation.”

“Did they say wherethey werefrom?’

“A planet cdled Espadrille. | never did quite catch where it was, quadrantwise.”

“Did they say how they got here?’

“Something about surfing the light-waves.”

“What gave you theideaof eating the Mungulu?’

“Wadll, | didn't think about it at dl at first. When acreature talksto you, you don't right away think of
eating him. Or her. Not if you're civilized. But these Mungulu started showing up on my plate every night.
They were pretty casua abouit it. All lined up on the edge of my good bone china, on thefar sde from
me. Sometimesthey'd just talk to each other, act like | wasn't even there. Then one of them would
pretend to notice me—oh—it'sthe Earth guy—and we'd dl start talking. Thiswent on every night. |
began to think there was something provocative about the way they were doing it. It seemed to me they
weretrying to tell me something.”

“Do you think they wanted to be eaten?’

“Wall, they never said so, not in SO many words, no. But | was starting to get theidea. | mean, if they
didn't want to be eaten, what were they doing on the edge of my plate?’

“What happened then?’

“Toputitinanutshell, onenight | got sick of horsing around and just for the hell of it | speared one
of them on the end of my fork and swallowed it.”

“What did the others do?’

“They pretended not to notice. Just went right on with their conversation. Only their talk was alittle
stupider with one of them missing. Those guys need dl the brain power they can come up with.”

“Let'sget back to thisMungulu you swallowed. Did it protest as it was going down?

“No, it didn't even blink. It waslike it was expecting it. | got thefedling it was no crud and unusua
punishment for aMungulu to beingested.”

“How did they taste?”’

“A little like breaded oystersin hot sauce, only subtly different. Alien, you know.”



After the show was over, | noticed abassinet in acorner of our living room. Inside was a cute little
felow, looked alittlelike me. At first | thought it was little Claude Bayerson, somehow returned. But
Rimb soon put mewise.

“That'slittte Manny,” shesad. “Hesours.”

“Oh,” | sad. “I don't remember you having him.”

“Technicdly, | haven't. I've delayed the actual ddlivery until amore convenient time,” shetold me.

“Canyou do that?’

She nodded. “We of the Ghottich persuasion are able to do that.”

“What do you cal him?’ | asked.

“HisnameisManny,” Rimb said.

“Is‘Manny’ atypica namefrom your planet?’

“Notat dl,” Rimb said. “1 called him that in honor of your species.”

“How do you figure?’ | asked

“Thederivationisobvious. ‘Manny’ standsfor ‘Little Man.””

“That's not the way we generally do things around here,” | told her. But she didn't understand whet |
was talking about. Nor did | understand her explanation of the birth process by which Manny cameinto
being. DDs, Deferred Ddliveries, aren't customary among Earth people. Asfar as| could understand it,
Rimb would have to undergo the actud ddivery a somelater time when it would be more convenient.
But in fact we never got around to it. Sometimesit happens like that.

Manny lay in his crib and ooed and aaed and acted like a human baby would, | suppose. | wasa
pretty proud poppa Rimb and | were one of thefirst viable human-alien intermatings. | later learned it
was no big dedl. People al over the Earth were doing it. But it seemed important to us at thetime,

Various neighbors came around to see the baby. The Bayersons camein from their new room which
they had plastered on the side of the gpartment house after molting. Mrs. Bayerson had spun al the
congtruction materia out of her own mouth, and she was some kind of proud | want to tell you. They
looked Manny up and down and said, “Looks like agood one.”

They offered to baby-st, but we didn't like to leave Manny done with them. We gtill didn't havea
reliable report on their feeding habits. Fact is, it wastaking along time getting any hard facts about diens,
even though the federal government had decided to make dl information available on the speciesthat
cameto Earth.

The presence of diensamong uswas responsible for the next step in human devel opment, the new
interest in composte living. Y ou got tired of the same old individuadism after awhile. Rimb and | thought
it could beinteresting to be part of something else. We wanted to join acreature likeamedusaor a
Portuguese man=of=war. But we weren't sure how to go about it. And so we didn't know whether to be
pleased or darmed when we recelved our notification by mail of our election to an dien composite
life-form. Becoming part of acomposite was till unusud in those days.

Rimb and | had quite adiscussion about it. We finaly decided to go to the first meeting, which was
free, and seewhat it waslike.

This meeting was held at our local Unitarian Church, and there were amost two hundred people and
aliens present. There was alot of good-natured bewilderment for awhile asto just what we were
supposed to do. Wewere all novices at this and just couldn't believe that we were expected to form up a
two hundred person composite without prior training.

At last someonein a scarlet blazer and carrying aloose-leaf binder showed up and told us that we
were supposed to be forming five unit composites first, and that as soon as we had afew dozen of these
and had gotten the hang of morphing and melding, we could proceed to the second level of composite
beinghood.

It was only then that we redlized that there could be many levelsto composite beings, each leve
being adiscrete compogtein itsown right.

Luckily the Unitarian Church had abig open space in the basement, and here is where we and our



chimaeric partnersfit ourselvestogether.

There was good-natured bewilderment at first aswe tried to perform this process. Most of us had
had no experience &t fitting ourselvesto other crestures, so we were unfamiliar with for example, the
Englen, that organ of the Pseudontoics which fits securdly into the human left ear.

Stll, with help from our expert (the guy in the scarlet blazer) who had volunteered to assist us, we
soon had formed up our first composite. And even though not everything was entirdly right, Snce some
organs can fit into very different types of human holes, it was till athrill to see oursalvesturning into a
new cregture with an individudity and self-awareness dl of itsown.

The high point of my new association with the composite was the annua picnic. We went to the
Hanford ruins where the old atomic energy place used to be. It was overgrown with weeds, some of
them of very strange shapes and colorsindeed. There was a polluted little stream nearby. We camped
there. There were about two hundred of usin this group, and we deferred joining up until after lunch was
served.

The Ladies Auxiliary gave out the food, and they had a collection point just beyond, where everyone
put in what they could. | dropped in a Synestrian bill that | had just been paid for anovelette. A lot of
people came around to look at the bill and there was alot of ooing and aahing, because Synestrian bills
areredly pretty, though they're so thick you can't fold them and they tend to make an unsightly bulgein
your pocket.

One of the men from the Big Red composite cruised over and looked at my Synestrian bill. He hdld it
up to the light and watched the shapes and colors chase each other.

“That'smighty pretty,” hesad. “Y ou ever think of framing it and hanging it on the wall?’

“I was jugt about to think about that,” | said.

He decided he wanted the bill and asked me how much | wanted for it. | quoted him a price about
threetimesitsvauein USA currency. He was delighted with the price. Holding the bill carefully by one
corner, he sniffed at it ddlicately.

“That's pretty good,” he said.

Now that | thought abouit it, | redized that Synestrian money did have agood smell.

“Theseareprimebills,” | assured him.

He sniffed again. “Y ou ever eat one of these?” he asked me.

| shook my head. The notion had never occurred to me.

Henibbled at acorner. “ Ddlicious!”

Seeing him enjoying himsdf like that got me thinking. | wanted ataste mysdlf. But it was hisbill now.
| had sold it to him. All I had was bland old American currency.

| searched through my pockets. | was clean out of Synestrian bills. | didn't even have oneléeft to hang
on my wall back home, and | certainly didn't have oneto eat.

And then | noticed Rimb, melding al by hersdf in acorner, and she looked so cute doing it that |
went over tojoin her.
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That rat didn't die” Andrawalked around the holostage. Before her, projected down from the

geodesic dome, the planet'simage shone: |ota Pavonis Three, the first new world approved for
settlement in over four centuries. As Andrawalked around, the brown swirl of amysterious continent
peered out through a swathe of cloud. She stopped, leaning forward on her elbows to watch. What name
of itsown would the Free Fold Federation ultimately bestow on IP3, Andrawondered; such alovely,
terrifying world.

“Not the last time, the rat didn't.” The eye speaker was perched on her shoulder. It belonged to
Skyhook, the sentient shuttle craft that would soon carry Andrafrom the study station down to land on
the new world. A reasonable arrangement: The shuttle craft would carry the human xenobiologist through
spacefor her field work, then she would carry his eye on the planet surface, as she did insde the station.
“Therat only died down there thefirst eight times.”

“Until wegot its*skin’ right.” The“skin” wasasuit of nanoplast, containing billions of microscopic
computers, designed to filter out al theloca toxins—arsenic, lanthanides, bizarre pseudoakaoids. All
were found in local floraand faung; inhaing them would kill @ human within hours. In the old days, planets
had been terraformed for human life, like Andras own home world VVaedon. Today they would call that
ecocide. Instead, millions of humanswould be lifeshaped to live here on planet IP3, farming and
building—the thought of it made her blood race.

“We got theright skin for therat,” Skyhook's eye speaker pointed out. “But you're not exactly arat.”

From across the holostage, an amorphous blob of nanoplast raised a pseudopod. “Not exactly a
rat,” came avoice from the nanoplagt. It was the voice of Pdlt, the skinsuit that would protect Andra.on
the alien planet surface. “Not exactly arat—just about ninetenths, 1'd say. Y our cell physiology is
practicaly the same as arat; why, you could even take organ grafts. Only afew developmenta genes
makethe difference”

Andrasmiled. “Thank the Spirit for afew genes. Life would be so much lessinteresting.”

Pdlt's pseudopod wiggled. “Therat lived, and so will you. But our nanoservos completely jammed.”
The microscopic nanoservos had swarmed into sample life forms from [P3 to test their chemical
sructure. But for some reason they could barely begin to send back data before they broke down.
“Nobody cares about them.”

“Of coursewe care,” Andrasaid quickly. Pelt never let anyone value human life above that of
sentient machines. “ That'swhy we cut short the analysi's, until we can bring samples back to the station.
That'swhy were sending me.”

“Us,” he corrected.

“All right, enough dready,” said Skyhook. “Why don't we review our data one last time?’

“Very well.” A third sentient voice boomed out of the hexagonal pand in the dome directly overhead.
It was the explorer gation herself, Quantum. Quantum considered herself female, the others male; Andra
could never tell why, dthough sentients would laugh at any human who could not tell the difference.
“Here are some microbial cells extracted from the soil by thelast probe,” said Quantum.

The planet'simage dissolved. In its place appeared the highly magnified shapes of the microbes. The
cdllswere round and somewheat flattened, rather like red blood cells. But if onelooked closer, one could
seethat each flattened cell was actudly pinched in straight through like abagel.

“Thetoroid cell shape has never been observed on other planets,” said Quantum. “Otherwise, the
cdl'sstructureis smple. No nuclear membranes surround the chromosomes; so, these cellsarelike
bacteria, prokaryotes.”

Skyhook said, “The chromosome might be circular, too, asin bacteria”

“Who knows?’ said Pelt. “On Urulan, al the chromosomes are branched. It took us decadesto do
geneticsthere”

“Wejust don't know yet,” said Quantum. “All we know is, the cells contain DNA.”

“The usud double hdix?’ asked Skyhook. The double hdlix isaladder of DNA nuclectide pairs,
aways adenine with thymine or guanine with cytosine, for the four different “letters’ of the DNA code.



When acdl dividesto maketwo cdlls, the entire hdix unzips, then fillsin acomplementary strand for
each daughter cdll.

“The nanoservosfailed before they could tdll for sure. But it does have dl four nucleotides.”

Andrawatched the magnified microbes astheir images grew, their ring shapesfilling out like bagel
dough risng. “I'll bet their chromosomes run right around the hole.”

At her shoulder Skyhook's eye speaker laughed. “ That would be a nest trick.”

Quantum added, “Weidentified fifteen amino acidsinits proteins, including theusud six.” All living
things have evolved to use six amino acids in common, the ones that form during the birth of planets. “But
three of the others are toxic—"

“Look,” exclamed Andra. “The cdl isgtarting to divide.” One of the bulging toroids had begun to
pucker in, al along its circumference. The puckered line degpened into afurrow al the way around the
cdl. Along theingde of the“hole,” asecond furrow deepened, eventualy to meet the furrow from the
outer rim.

“So that's how the cdll divides,” said Skyhook. “Not by pinching in acrossthe hole; instead it dices
through.”

“The better to toast it.”

At that Pelt's pseudopod made arude gesture. “ Pinching the hole in wouldn't make sense, if your
chromosomes encirclesthe hole; you'd pinch off haf of it.”

Andra sguinted and leaned forward on her elbows. “1 say—that cell hasthree divison furrows.”

“The daughter cdllsaredividing again dready?’ Skyhook suggested.

“No, it'sathird furrow in the same generation. All three furrows are meeting up in the middle.”

“That'sright,” boomed Quantum'svoice. “ These cdlsdividein three, not two,” she explained. “Three
daughter cellsin each generation.”

Sure enough, the three daughter cells gppeared, filling themsalves out asthey separated. Other cells
too had puckered in by now, at various stages of division, and all made their daughtersin triplets. “How
would they divide their chromosomesto make three?’” Andrawondered. “They must copy each DNA
hdlix twice before dividing. Why would that have evolved?’

“Never mind the DNA,” said Pdlt. “It's those toxic amino acids you should worry about.”

“Not with you protecting me. Therat survived.”

Quantum said, “Weve discussed every relevant point. Weve established, based on dl available data,
that Andras chance of surviva approaches 100 percent.”

“Uncertaintiesremain,” Skyhook cautioned.

Andra stood back and spread her hands. “Of course we need more data—that's why were going
down.”

“All right,” said Skyhook. “Let'sgo.”

“I'mready.” Pelt's pseudopod dissolved, and the nanoplast formed a perfect hemisphere.

Andra unhooked Skyhook's eye speaker from her shoulder. Then she walked back around the
holostage to lift the hemisphere of Pelt onto her head. Pelt's nanoplast began to melt dowly down over
her black curls, leaving athin trangparent film of nanoprocessors covering her hair, her dark skin, and her
black eyes. It formed aspecia breather over her nose and mouth. Everywhere the nanoplast would filter
theair that reached her skin, keeping planetary dust out while letting oxygen through. The film covered
the necklace of pink andradites around her neck, spreading down her shirt and trousers. Shelifted each
foot in turn to allow the complete enclosure. Now she would be safe from any chemical hazard she might
encounter.

In Skyhook's viewport, the surface of planet 1P3 expanded and rose to meet them. Numerous tests
had established its physical parameters as habitable—gravity of nine-tenths g, temperatures not too
extreme, oxygen sufficient and carbon dioxide low enough, water plentiful. The ozone layer could have
been denser, but human colonists would have their eyes and skin lifeshaped for extra enzymesto keep
their retinaand chromosomes repaired.

At adistance the planet did not look remarkably different from Andrashomeworld. A brilliant



expanse of ocean met amottled brown shore, rotating dowly down benegath the craft. Beyond, in the
upper latitudes, rolled the blue-brown interior of acontinent, broken only by acircle of mountains.

As Skyhook fell swiftly toward the land, curious patterns emerged. Long dark bandsran in pardld,
in gently winding rows like astring picture. The lines were bands of blue vegetation; the probe had sent
back footage of it, wide arching structurestall astrees. Each band dternated with aband of yellow,
which gave way to the next band of blue. Over and over the same pattern repested, ceasing only at the
mountains,

“I've never seen patterns like that on uncolonized worlds,” Andra mused.

“They do look like garden rows,” Skyhook admitted. “Perhaps the native farmerswill come out to
greet us”

If therewereintelligent lifeforms, they had yet to invent radio. A year of monitoring the planet at
every conceivable frequency had yielded nothing, not so much asacaculation of pi.

Skyhook landed gently in afield of dense vegetation. Thewall of the cabin opened, the door pulling
out into an arch of nanoplast. A shaft of brilliant light entered.

“All systems check,” crackled Quantum'svoice on theradio in her car. “ Go ahead.”

Andragathered her field equipment and set Skyhook's eye upon her shoulder again. Then she
stepped outside.

Thefidd wasariot of golden ringlets, like wedding bands strewn out. Her gaze followed the cascade
of gold down to the edge of thefield, wheretaller dark trunks arose in shallow curves, arching overhead.
From thetaler growth came a keening sound, perhaps some living thing singing, or perhapsthewind
vibrating somehow through itsfoliage. “It'sbeautiful,” sheexclamed at last.

Benesth the golden ringlets grew dense blue-brown vegetation, reaching to Andrals waist. She bent
closer for alook. “ Theselook like plants, ‘ phycoids.” The ringlets might be flowers.”

“They could just aswell be snakes ready to snap,” warned Skyhook. “Watch your step.”

She looked back at the shuttlecraft, planted in the field like afour-legged insect. Then shelifted her
leg through the foliage, Pelt's nanoplagtic “skin” flexing easily. Immediately her foot snagged. Shetried to
pull out some of the growth, but found it surprisingly tough and had to cut it with aknife. “ The leavesand
semsaredl looped,” she observed in surprise. “All looped, just likethe *flowers.” I'll never get through
thisstuff.”

Pdt said, “They are phycoid. | detect products of photosynthesis.”

“They could be carnivorous plants,” Skyhook ingsted.

Andra collected some more cuttingsinto her backpack. “1 wish | could smell them,” shesaid
wigtfully. Pelt's skinfiltered out al volatile organics. She amed her laser pen to dig one out by the roots.
The phycoid came up, but nearby stems sparked and smoldered.

“Watch out!” squeaked the eye-speaker.

Shewinced. “Don't deafen me; I'll put it out.” She stamped the spot with her boots and sprinkled
some water from her drinking jet. “ This planet'safiretrap.” The phycoid roots, she noted, werelong
twisted loops, tightly pressed together, but loops nonetheless. All the living structures seemed to be
bagel s squashed and stretched.

“Great Spirit, we've got company,” Skyhook exclaimed.

Andralooked up. She blinked her eyes. A herd of brown-striped truck tires wererolling dowly
acrossthefied. To get acloser ook, she pressed through the phycoids, stopping every so often to
extricate her feet from the looped foliage. She made about ten meters progress before stopping to catch
her breath.

“No need to get too close,” Skyhook reminded her. His eyes had tel ephoto.

“Yes, but | might pick up droppings, or somefalen hair or scales.”

Some of theralling “tires’ were heading toward her. Each one had severa round cranberry-colored
spotssetinits“tread.” The“tread” was composed of suckersthat stretched and extended to pushin
back, or pull infront. “They must be anima-like, ‘ zodids,” suggested Andra. “ Those red things—could
they be eyes?’ She counted them, two, three, four in dl, before the first came up again. Those eyes must
be tough, not to mind getting squashed down.



“If these creatures are zodids,” Pelt wanted to know, “how do they feed?’

Skyhook said, “ Their suckersingest the phycoids.”

Andra stopped again to pull out her foot. “They sure know how to travel,” shewryly observed. “No
wonder they never evolved legs.” One four-eyed zodid got excited, and took off with remarkable speed;
then it suddenly reversed, heading backwards just as fast. These zodids had no “backwards’ or
“forwards” shethought.

Quantum radioed again. “Andra, how are you holding up? Isyour breathing OK?’

Shetook adeep bresth. “1 think s0.” Most of the rats had died from inhaling toxic dust. She resumed
her attempt to make headway through the phycoids, and searched the ground for anything that looked
like droppings. Overhead, she heard astrange whirring sound. A flock of little things were flying, their
movements too fast for her to make out.

“Their wingsare turning full around, like propellers,” Skyhook exclaimed in amazement. “Why, dl
these creatures are built of whedls, oneway or another.”

“Sh,” said Andra. “ A zodid iscoming up close”

The creature rolled dowly over the phycoids, squashing the golden ringlets beneath it. Andratook a
closer look. “Therésasmaller ring structure, just itting insde the bagel hole. I'll bet it's a baby zodid.”
The clinging little one rolled over and over insgde asits parent traveled. The parent did not seem to notice
Andraat dl; neither her shape nor her smell would resemble a native predatory, she guessed.

Theradio crackled again. “We must attempt contact,” Quantum reminded her. Any zoGid might be
intdligent.

Andraheld out her communicator, abox that sent out flashing lights and sound burgtsin various
mathematical patterns, strings of primes and various representations of pi and other constants. It even
emitted puffs of volatile chemicals, to dert any chemosensing creature with ahint of inteligence. Not that
she expected much; their probes had broadcast such information over the past year.

Then shesaw it: A giant zo6id was gpproaching, five timestaller than the others and perhapsa
hundred timestheir weight. Asit barreled dong, picking up speed, the smal striped onestook off,
zigzagging crazily beforeit. The ground rumbled benesth her feet.

“Get back to my cabin!” urged Skyhook. “WEéll al get run over.”

“Wait,” said Pdlt. “Do you think it heard us? What if it wantsto talk?’

“I don't think s0,” said Andra, prudently backing off. “I think the smaller zoGids attracted it, not us.”

A smadl zodid went down under the giant one, then another. That seemed to be the giant's trategy, to
run down as many little ones asit could. At last it dowed and turned back, coming to rest upon one of
the squashed carcasses.

“It'sextending its suckersto feed,” observed Skyhook. “Let's get back before it gets hungry again.”

“I think that will beawhile,” said Andra. “It'sgot severd prey to feed on.” Therest of the smaller
zo0ids seemed to have calmed down, asif they knew the predator was satisfied and would not attack
again soon. Definitdy aherd mentality; no sign of higher intelligence here.

Andraresumed collecting phycoids and soil samples, recording the location of each. Deeper into the
field, she saw something thrashing about in the phycoids. She made her way toward it through the tangle
of looped foliage.

“It'sababy zodid,” she exclamed. The poor little bagel must have falen out when its parent ran off.
Or perhaps the parent had expelled it, asamother kangaroo sometimes did. At any rate, thereit was,
squirming and dretching itslittle suckersineffectudly, only tangling itsdf in the phycoids.

“Watch out; it might bite,” said Skyhook.

“Nonsense. | haveto callect it.” Andrastuffed her handsinto apair of gloves, then gpproached
warily. With one hand she held out an open collecting bag; with the other, she grabbed the little zodid. It
hung limply, twigting abit.

Suddenly it squirted something. An orange spray landed on the phycoids, some of it reaching her leg.
Andrafrowned. She plunged the creature into her bag, which sedled itsdlf tight. “ Sorry about that, Pelt.”

“Y ou're the one who would have been sorry,” Pt replied. “ That Suff is caustic, as strong aslye. No
problem for me, but your skin would not have liked it.”



“Thanksalot. | guesswe should head back now; I've got morethan | can hold.”

She turned back toward Skyhook, some hundred meters off, his spidery landing gear splayed out
into the phycoids. Methodically she made her way back, with more difficulty now that she had so much
to carry. She was sweating now, but Pelt handled it beautifully, keeping her skin cool and refreshed. The
distant forest of tall blue phycoids sang in her ears. The Singing Planet, they could cdll it, she thought.

“Andra... something'snot right,” Pelt said suddenly.

“What isit?’ Shewas having more trouble plowing through the foliage; her legs were getting tiff.

“Something that baby zo6id sprayed is blocking my nanoprocessors. Not the chemicals; | can screen
out anything. I'm not surewhat it is.”

“What else could it be?’

Skyhook said, “ Just get back to my cabin. Well wash you down.”

“I'mtrying,” said Andra, breathing hard. “My legs are so fiff.” The shuttle craft stood hopefully
ahead of her. Only about ten meters to go, she thought.

“It'snot your legs,” Pelt'svoice said dully. “It'smy nanoplast. I'm losing control over the lower part,
where the spray hit. | can't flex at your joints any more.”

Her scalp went cold, then hot again. “What about your air filter?’

“Sofar it's OK. The disruption has not reached your face yet.”

“Just get back here,” Skyhook urged again. “ Y ou're dmost here” Obligingly the doorway appeared
on the craft's surface, molding itsalf openin arim of nanoplast.

“I'mtrying, but my legsjust won't bend.” She pushed as hard as she could.

“Drop your backpack,” Skyhook added.

“I won't give up my samples. How e sewill welearn what's going on here?” Shefell onto her
stomach and tried to drag hersalf through.

“It'smicrobes,” Pelt exclaimed suddenly. “ Some kind of microbes—they're cross-linking my
processors.”

“What? How?' she demanded. “ Microbes infecting nanoplast—I've never heard of it.”

“They messed up the probe before.”

“Quantum?’ cdled Andra. “What do you think?’

“It could be,” the radio voice replied. “ The nanoprocessors store datain organic polymers—which
might be edibleto atruly omnivorous microbe. Theresawaysafirs time.”

“Microbes eating nanoplast!” Skyhook exclaimed. “What about other sentients? Are the microbes
contagious?’

“Youll haveto put usinisolation,” said Andra

“Andra,” said Pdlt, “the cross-linking is starting to disrupt my entire system.” His voice came lower
and fainter. “1 don't know how long | can keep my filters open.”

Andrastared desperately at the door of the shuttle, so near and yet so far. “ Quantum, how long
could | last breathing unfiltered air?’

“That's hard to say. An hour should be OK; well clean your lungs out later.”

Shetried to recal how long thefirgt rat had lived. Half aday?

“I'm shutting down,” Pelt warned her. “I'm sorry, Andra.....”

Skyhook said, “ Pelt, you'll last longer in rest mode. WEl save you yet—theré's got to be an
antibiotic that will work. They've got DNA—well throw every DNA analogue we've got at them.”

The nanoplastic skin opened around Andra's mouth, shrinking back around her head and neck. An
otherworldly scent filled her lungs, ataste of ginger and other unnamesable things, as beautiful asthe vision
of golden ringlets. Planet Ginger, she thought, smelled aslovely asit looked. She wasthe first human to
amell it; but would these breaths be her last?

Pdt's kin shriveled down her arms, getting stuck at her waist near the spot that got sprayed. She
tried again to pull hersdf through the phycoids, grabbing their tough loops. Suddenly she had another
idea. Pulling in her arms, she sank down and rolled herself over and over, just like the zodids. This
worked much better, for the phycoid foliage proved surprisingly eastic, bending easily beneath her and
bouncing back again. Perhaps those zodids were not quite so Silly after all.



At the door, Skyhook had already extruded sheets of quarantine materia to isolate her and protect
its own nanoplast from whatever deadly infection Pelt harbored. The doorway extended and scooped
her up into the chain.

Asthe doorway congtricted, at last closing out the treacherous planet, Andralet out aquick sigh of
relief. “ Skyhook, weve got to save Pdlt. Have you got anything to help him?’

Two long tendrils were dready poking into the quarantine chamber, to probe the hapless skinsuit.
“I'm spreading what antibiotics we have on board,” said Skyhook, from the cabin speaker now.
“Nucleotide and ogues, anything likely to block DNA synthesis and stop the microbes growing. It's
bizarre, treeting a sentient for infection.”

Andracarefully pedled off the remaining nanoplagt, trying to keep as much of it together as possible,
athough she had no ideawhether it was beyond repair. “Pelt,” she whispered. “Y ou did your best for
me”

By the time they returned to the station, there was till no sign that any of the antibiotics had curbed
the microbes. Quantum was puzzled. “1 have afew moreto try,” shesaid, “but redly, if the
chromosomes are regular DNA, something should have worked.”

“Maybe the microbes DNA is shielded by proteins.”

“That wouldn't help during replication, remember? The double helix has to open and unzip down the
middle, to let the new nuclectides pair. Theré's no way around it.”

Andrafrowned. Something was missing; there was still something wrong, about the growing
microbes with their three daughter cells. How could they unzip their DNA, fill in each complementary
strand, and end up with three hdlixes? She thought she had figured it out before, but now it did not add
up. She coughed once, then again harder. Her lungs were starting to react to the dust—she had to start
trestment now.

“Weve got some data on your samples,” Quantum added. “The microbia cells concentrate acid
indde, instead of excretingit, like most of our cdlsdo. | till find only fifteen amino acids, but some of
them—"

“I'vegot it!” Andralegped to her feet. “Don't you see? The chromosomeisatriple heix. That'swhy
each cdl dividesin three—each daughter strand synthesizes two complements, and you end up with three
new triple helixes, onefor each cell.” A fit of coughing caught up with her.

“It could be,” Quantum said dowly. “ There are many waysto make a DNA triple helix. Onefound in
human regulatory genes dternates A-T-T tripletswith G-C-C.”

“Then it has atwo-letter code, not four.” Double-helical DNA has four possble pairs, snce A-T is
digtinguished from T-A; likewise G-C differsfrom C-G.

Quantum added, “Thetriple helix ismost sablein acid, just what we found in these cells.”

“Just hurry up and design sometriple analogues.” Quantum's sentient brain could do thisfar faster
than any human. “Triple hdix,” Andrarepeated. It would resist ultraviolet damage much better, with the
planet'sthin ozonelayer. But how to encode proteins, with only two ‘letters ?” Thetriple helix had only
two possible triplets; itsthree-letter “words’ could only specify eight amino acidsto build protein.
“Maybe it useswords of four letters. With two possible triplets at each position, that would encode two
to the fourth power, that is, Sxteen possible amino acids”

“Fifteen,” corrected Quantum, “if oneisastop sgnd.”

The next day, after an exhaustive medical workout, Andrafelt asif avacuum cleaner had gone
through her lungs, Pelt till had along way to recover, but at least the pesky microbes were cleaned out.

“It'shopeless,” complained Skyhook's eyespeaker. “If even sentients aren't safe, welll never explore
that planet.”

“Don't worry,” said Quantum'’s voice above the holostage. “ Pelt's nanoplast has an exceptiondly high
organic content. A dight redesign will diminate the problem. Machines have that advantage.”

Stll, Pt had nearly died, thought Andra.

“Y our phycoid and zotid samples al havetoroid cdls, too,” Quantum added. “ They have circular
chromosomes, with no nuclear membranes. They'redl prokaryotes. Just wait till the Free Fold hears



about this,” Quantum added excitedly. “1've got the perfect namefor the planet.”

Andralooked up. “Planet of the Bagels?’

“Planet Prokaryon.”

Prokaryon—yes, thought Andra, it sounded just pompous enough that the Fold would buy it.

Stll, she thought uneasily about those regular garden rows of phycoid forest and fields, with al kinds
of creaturesyet to be discovered. “1 wonder,” she mused. “ Someone esejust might have named it first.”

The Ziggurat
GENE WOLFE

Gene Wolfeisin our time producing the finest continuing body of short fiction in the SF field since
Theodore Sturgeon. Like Sturgeon, Wolfe is an aesthetic maverick, whose stories are sometimes
fantasy, sometimes horror, sometimes hard S, sometimes fine contemporary realism (neat, or
with magic). His novels include the four volume Book of the New Sun, The Fifth Head of
Cerberus, Peace, Soldier of the Mist, Urth of the New Sun. Hisfiction is collected in The Island of
Dr. Death and Other Sories, Endangered Species, Storeys from the Old Hotel, and several other
volumes. When he turns his hand to SF, asin “ The Ziggurat,” he can write contemporary science
fiction of unique power. In a year of exceptionally strong novella length work in the S- field, this
one still stands out. It is selected from the fine original anthology, Full Spectrum 5.

I t had begun to snow about one-thirty. Emery Bainbridge stood on the front porch to watch it before

going back into the cabin to record it in hisjournd.
13:38 Snowing hard, quiet as owl feathers. Radio says stay off the roads unless you have four-whed.
Probably means no Brook.

He put down the lipstick-red ballpoint and stared at it. With this pen...He ought to scratch out
Brook and write Jan over it.

“To hdl with that.” His harsh voice seemed loud in the sillent cabin. “What | wrote, | wrote. Quod
scripd whatever itis”

That was what being out here done did, he told himself. Y ou were supposed to rest up. Y ou were
supposed to calm down. Instead you started talking to yourself. “Like some nut,” he added aoud.

Jan would come, bringing Brook. And Aileen and Alayna. Aileen and Alaynawere as much his
children as Brook was, hetold himsdlf firmly. “For thetime being.”

If Jan could not come tomorrow, she would come later when the county had cleared the back roads.
And it was more than possible that she would come, or try to, tomorrow as she had planned. There was
that kind of astresk in Jan, not exactly stubbornness and not exactly resolution, but a sort of willful
determination to believe whatever she wanted; thus she believed he would sign her papers, and thus she
would bdieve that the big Lincoln he had bought her could go anywhere a Jeep could.

Brook would be al for it, of course. At nine, Brook had tried to cross the Atlantic on a Styrofoam
dinosaur, paddling out farther and farther until at last alifeguard had launched her little catamaran and
brought him back, letting the dinosaur float out to sea

That was what was happening everywhere, Emery thought—boys and men were being brought back
to shore by women, though for thousands of yearstheir daring had permitted humanity to survive.

He pulled on hisred-plaid double mackinaw and hiswarmest cap, and carried achair out onto the
porch to watch the snow.

Suddenly it wasn't...He had forgotten the word that he had used before. It wasn't whatever men had.
It was something women had, or they thought it was. Possibly it was something nobody had.

He pictured Jan leaning intently over thewhed, her lips compressed to an ugly dit, easing her Lincoln
into the snow, coaxing it up thefirgt hill, stern with triumph asit cleared the crest. Jan about to be
stranded in this soft and silent wildernessin high-heeled shoes. Perhaps that stresk of hers was courage



after dl, or something so closethat it could be substituted for courage at will. Little pink packets that
made you think whatever you wanted to be true would betrue, if only you acted asif it were with
sufficient tenecity.

He was being watched.

“By God, it'sthat coyote,” he said aoud, and knew from the timbre of his own voice that he lied.
These were human eyes. He narrowed his own, peering through the falling snow, took off his glasses,
blotted their lenses absently with his handkerchief, and looked again.

A higher, steeper hill rose on the other sde of histiny valey, ahill clothed in pinesand crowned with
wind-swept ocher rocks. The watcher was up there somewhere, staring down at him through the pine
boughs, slent and observant.

“Comeon over!” Emery cdled. “Want some coffee?’

There was no response.

“Youlogt? Y ou better get out of thiswegather!”

The silence of the snow seemed to suffocate each word in turn. Although he had shouted, he could
not be certain he had been heard. He stood and made a sweeping gesture: Come here.

Therewas aflash of colorlesslight from the pines, so swift and dight that he could not be absolutely
certain he had seen it. Someone signaling with a mirror—except that the sky was the color of lead above
the downward-drifting whiteness of the snow, the suninvisble,

“Comeon over!” he caled again, but the watcher was gone.

Country people, he thought, suspicious of strangers. But there were no country people around here,
not within ten miles; afew hunting camps, afew cabinslike his own, with nobody in them now that deer
Season Was ove.

He stepped off the little porch. The snow was more than ankle-deep dready and fdling faster than it
had been just aminute before, the pine-clad hill acrossthe creek practicaly invisible.

The woodpile under the overhang of the south eaves (the woodpile that had appeared so impressive
when he had arrived) had shrunk dragtically. It wastimeto cut and split more. Past time, redlly. Thechain
saw tomorrow, the ax, the maul, and the wedge tomorrow, and perhaps even the Jeep, if he could get it
into snakethelogs out.

Mentdly, he put them al away. Jan was coming, would be bringing Brook to stay. And the twinsto
stay, too, with Jan hersdlf, if the road got too bad.

The coyote had gone up on the back porch!

After asecond or two heredized he was grinning like afool, and forced himsdlf to stop and look
ingtead.

There were no tracks. Presumably the coyote had eaten this morning before the snow Started, for the
bowl was empty, licked clean. The time would come, and soon, when he would touch the rough
ydlow-gray head, when the coyote would lick hisfingersand fal adeep in front of thelittle fieldstone
fireplacein hiscabin.

Triumphant, he rattled the rear door, then remembered that he had locked it the night before. Had
locked both doors, in fact, moved by an indefinable dread. Bears, he thought—away of assuring himsdlf
that he was not asirrational as Jan.

There were bears around here, that was true enough. Small black bears, for the most part. But not
Y ogi Bears, not funny but potentially dangerous park bears who had lost dl fear of Man and roamed and
rummaged as they pleased. These bears were hunted every year, hunted through the golden days of
autumn asthey fattened for hibernation. Silver winter had arrived, and these bears dept in cavesand
hollow logs, in thickets and thick brush, dept like their dead, though dowly and softly breathing like the
snow—motionless, dreaming bear-dreams of the last-men years, when the treeswould havefilled in the
old logging roads again and shouldered aside the cracked asphalt of the county road, and al the guns had
rusted to dust.

Y et he had been afraid.

He returned to the front of the cabin, picked up the chair he had carried onto the porch, and noticed
ablack spot on itsworn back he could not recall having seen before. It marked hisfinger, and was



scraped away readily by the blade of his pocketknife.

Shrugging, he brought the chair back insde. There was plenty of Irish stew; he would have Irish stew
tonight, soak adice of bread in gravy for the coyote, and leaveit in the same spot on the back porch.

Y ou could not (as people dways said) move the bowl alittle every day. That would have been
frightening, too fast for any wild thing. Y ou moved the bowl once, perhaps, in aweek; and the coyote's
bowl had walked by those hating steps from the creek bank where he had glimpsed the coyotein
summer to the back porch.

Jan and Brook and the twins might—would be sure to—frighten it. That was unfortunate, but could
not be helped; it might be best not to try to feed the coyote at al until Jan and the twins had gone. As
inexplicably as he had known that he was being watched, and by no animal, hefelt certain that Jan would
reach him somehow, bending redlity to her desires.

He got out the broom and swept the cabin. When he had expected her, he had not cared how it
looked or what she might think of it. Now that her arrival had become problematic, he found that he
cared agreat dedl.

She would have the other lower bunk, the twins could deep together feet-to-feet in an upper (no
doubt with much squedling and giggling and kicking), and Brook in the other upper—in the bunk over his
own.

Thuswould the family achieveitsfind and irrevocable separation for the first time; the Sibberlings
(who had been and would again be) on one side of the cabin, the Bainbridges on the other: boys here,
girlsover there. The law would take years, and demand tens of thousands of dollars, to accomplish no
more.

Boyshere,

Girls over there, farther and farther dl the time. When he had rocked and kissed Aileen and Alayna,
when he had bought Christmas and birthday presents and sat through solemn, silly conferences with their
pleased teachers, he had never fdt that he was actudly the twins father. Now he did. Al Sibberling had
given them his swarthy good looks and flung them away. He, Emery Bainbridge, had picked them up like
discarded dolls after Jan had run the family deep in debt. Had caled himsdlf their father, and thought he
lied.

There would be no deeping with Jan, no matter how long she stayed. It was why she was bringing
the twins, as he had known from the moment she said they would be with her.

He put clean sheets on the bunk that would be hers, with three thick wool blankets and a quilt.

Bringing her back from plays and country-club dances, he had learned to listen for them; silence had
meant he could return and visit Jan's bed when he had driven the sitter home. Now Jan feared that he
would want to bargain—his name on her paper for alittle more pleasure, alittle more love before they
parted for good. Much as she wanted him to sign, she did not want him to Sign as much asthat. Girls
here, boys over there. Had he grown so hideous?

Women need areason, he thought, men just need a place.

For Jan the reason wasn't good enough, so she had seen to it that there would be no place. Hetold
himsdlf it would be great to hug the twins again—and discovered that it would.

Hefluffed Jan's pillow anyway, and dressed it in a clean white pillowcase.

She would have found someone by now, somebody in the city to whom she was being faithful,
exactly ashe himsdf had been faithful to Jan while hewas still married, in the eyes of thelaw, to Pamda

The thought of eyesrecaled the watcher on the hill.

14:12 Somebody ison the hill acrossthe creek with some kind of signaling device.

That sounded asif he were going crazy, he decided. What if Jan saw it? He added, maybejust a
flashlight, dthough he did not believeit had been aflashlight.

A lion'sface smiled up a him from the barrel of the red pen, and he stopped to read the minute print
under it, holding the pen up to catch the gray light from the window. “The Red Lion Inn/San Jose” A
nice hotel. If—when—he got up the nerve to do it, he would write notes to Jan and Brook first with this

pen.
The coyote ate thefood | put out for him, | think soon after breakfast. More food tonight. Tomorrow



morning | will leave the back door cracked open awhile.
14:151 am going up on the hill for alook around.
He had not known that until he wroteiit.

The hillsde seemed stegper than he remembered, dippery with snow. The pines had changed; their
limbs drooped like the boughs of hemlocks, springing up like snares when he touched them, and throwing
snow in hisface. No bird sang.

He had brought hisflashlight, impelled by the memory of the colorlesssgna from the hill. Now he
used it to peep beneath the drooping limbs. Most of the tracks that the unseen watcher had left would be
covered with new snow by thistime; afew might remain, in the shelter of the pines.

He had nearly reached the rocky summit before he found the first, and even it was blurred by snow
despiteits protection. He knelt and blew the drifted flakes away, clearing it with his breath as he had
sometimes cleared the tracks of animds; an oddly cleated shoe, dmogt like the divided hoof of an elk.
Hemeasured it againgt his spread hand, from thetip of hislittle finger to thetip of histhumb. A smdl foot,
no bigger than sze S, if that.

A boy.

There was another, inferior, print besideit. And not far away a blurred depression that might have
been |eft by agloved hand or ahundred other things. Here the boy had crouched with hislittle polished
sted mirror, or whatever he had.

Emery kndlt, lifting the snow-burdened limbs that blocked hisview of the cabin. Two small, dark
figures were emerging from the cabin door onto the porch, scarcely visible through the fdling snow. The
firg carried his ax, the second hisrifle.

He stood, waving the flashlight. “Hey! Y ou there!”

Theoneholding hisrifleraised it, not putting it to his shoulder properly but acting much too quickly
for Emery to duck. Theflat crack of the shot sounded clearly, snow or no snow.

Hetried to dodge, dipped, and fdl to the soft snow.

“Too late,” hetold himsdf. And then, “Going to do it for me.” And last, “ Better stay down in case he
shootsagain.” Thecold air waslike chilled wine, the snow helay in lovely beyond imagining. Drawing
back his coat deeve, he consulted his watch, resolving to wait ten minutes—to risk nothing.

They were robbing his cabin, obvioudy. Had robbed it, in fact, while he had been climbing through
the pines. Had fired, in dl probability, merely to keep him away long enough for them to leave. Mentdly,
he inventoried the cabin. Besdestherifle, there had not been alot worth stealing—hisfood and afew
tools; they might take his Jeep if they could figure out how to hotwire the ignition, and that was pretty
easy on those old Jeeps.

Hismoney wasin hiswallet, hiswallet in the hip pocket of his hunting trousers. Hiswatch—aplastic
sports watch hardly worth stealing—was on hiswrist. His checkbook had been in the table drawer; they
might stedl that and forge his checks, possbly. They might even be caught when they tried to cash them.

Retrieving hisflashlight, helifted the limbs as he had before. The intruders were not in sight, the door
of the cabin half open, his Jeep il parked next to the north wall, its red paint showing faintly through
Sow.

He glanced at hiswatch. One minute had passed, perhaps a minute and a half.

They would have to have avehicle of some kind, one with four-whed driveif they didn't want to be
stranded with their loot on aback road. Since he had not heard it start up, they had probably |eft the
engine running. Even so, he decided, he should have heard it pull away.

Had they parked some distance off and approached his cabin on foot? Now that he came to think of
it, it seemed possible they had no vehicle after dl. Two boys camping in the snow, confident that he
would be unable to follow them to their tent, or whatever it was. Wasn't there aBoy Scout badge for
winter camping? He had never been a Scout, but thought he remembered hearing about one, and found it
plausble.

Still no onevisble. Helet the branches droop again.

Therifle was not redly much of aloss, though its theft had better be reported to the sheriff. He had



not planned on shooting anyway—had been worried, as amatter of fact, that the twins might get it down
and do something foolish, athough both had shot at tin cans and sted silhouettes with it before he and Jan
had agreed to separate.

Now, with hisrifle gone, he could nat...

Neither had been particularly attracted to it; and their having handled and fired it already should have
satisfied the natural curiosity that resulted in so many accidents each year. They had learned to shoot to
please him, and stopped as soon as he had stopped urging them to learn.

Four minutes, possibly five. He raised the pine boughs once more, hearing the muted growl of an
engine; for asecond or two he held his breath. The Jeep or Bronco or whatever it was, was coming
closer, not leaving. Wasit possible that the thieves were coming back? Returning with atruck to empty
hiscabin?

Jan's big black Lincoln hoveinto view, roared down the gentle foothill dope on which hiscabin
stood, and skidded to a stop. Doors flew open, and all three kids piled out. Jan hersdlf left more
sedately, shutting the door on the driver's Sde behind her dmost tenderly, tall and willowy as ever, her
hair agolden hdmet beneath a blue-mink pillbox hat.

Her left hand held athick, black attaché case that was probably his.

Brook was aready on the porch. Emery stood and shouted awarning, but it was too late; Brook
wasingde the cabin, with the twins hard on his hedls. Jan looked around and waved, and deep insde
Emery something writhed in agony.

By the time he had reached the cabin, he had decided not to mention that the intruders had shot at
him. Presumably the shooter had chambered a new round, gecting the brass cartridge case of the round
just fired into the snow; but it might easily be overlooked, and if Brook or the twinsfound it, he could say
that he had fired the day before to scare off some animal.

“Hédllo,” Jan said as he entered. “ Y ou left your door open. It's cold as Billy-o in here.” She was
segted in achair beforethefire.

“I didn't.” He dropped into the other, striving to look casual. “1 was robbed.”

“Redly?When?’

“A quarter hour ago. Did you see another car coming in?’

Jan shook her head.

They had been on foot, then; the road ended at the lake. Aloud he said, “1t doesn't matter. They got
my rifleand my ax.” Remembering his checkbook, he pulled out the drawer of the little table. His
checkbook was gtill there; hetook it out and put it into an inner pocket of his mackinaw.

“It was an old rifle anyhow, waan't it?’

He nodded. “My old thirty-thirty.”

“Then you can buy anew one, and you should have locked the door. |—"

“Y ou weren't supposed to get here until tomorrow,” hetold her brusquely. The mere thought of
another gun wasterrifying.

“I know. But they said ablizzard was coming on TV, so | decided I'd better moveit up aday, or I'd
have to wait for aweek—that was what it sounded like. | told Doctor Gibbons that Aileen would bein
next Thursday, and off we went. This shouldn't take long.” She opened his attaché case on her lap.
“Now here—"

“Where arethe kids?’

“Out back getting more wood. They'll be back in aminute.”

Asthough to confirm her words, he heard the clink of the maul striking the wedge. He ventured, “Do
you redly want them to hear it?’

“Emery, they know. | couldn't have hidden dl thisfrom themif | tried. What was | going to say when
they asked why you never came home anymore?’

“Y ou could have told them | was deer-hunting.”

“That'sfor afew days, maybe aweek. Y ou left in August, remember? Wdll, anyway, | didn't. | told
them the truth.” She pauised, expectant. “ Aren't you going to ask how they took it?’



He shook his heed.

“Thegirlswere hurt. | honestly think Brook's happy. Getting to live with you out here for awhile and
al thet.”

“I've got him signed up for Culver,” Emery told her. “He startsin February.”

“That'sbest, I'm sure. Now listen, because we've got to get back. Here's aletter from your—"

“Y ou're not going to deep here? Stay overnight?”

“Tonight? Certainly not. Weve got to start home before this storm gets serious. Y ou dways interrupt
me. Y ou always have. | supposeit'stoo lateto say | wish you'd stop.”

He nodded. “I made up abunk for you.”

“Brook can haveit. Now right—"

The back door opened and Brook himself camein. “1 showed them how you split the wood, and
‘Laynasplit one. Didn't you, 'Layna?’

“Right here.” Behind him, Alaynaheld the pieces up.

“That'snot ladylike,” Jan told her.

Emery said, “But it's quite something that agirl her age can swing that maul—I wouldn't have
believed she could. Did Brook help you lift it?’

Alaynashook her head.

“I didn't want to,” Aileen declared virtuoudly.

“Right here,” Jan was pushing an envelope into his hands, “isaletter from your attorney. It's seded,
see? | haven't read it, but you'd better take alook at it first.”

“Y ou know what'sinit, though,” Emery said, “or you think you do.”

“Hetold me what he was going to writeto you, yes.”

“Otherwise you would have saved it.” Emery got out his pocketknife and dit the flgp. “Want to tell
me?’

Jan shook her head, her lips astight and ugly as he had imagined them earlier.

Brook put down hisload of wood. “Can | see?’

“You canread it for me,” Emery told him. “I've got snow on my glasses.” Hefound aclean
handkerchief and wiped them. “Don't read it out loud. Just tell mewhat it says.”

“Emery, you're doing thisto get even!”

He shook hishead. “Thisis Brook's inheritance that our lawyers are arguing about.”

Brook stared.

“I'velogst my company,” Emery told him. “Basicdly, were talking about the money and stock | got as
aconsolation prize. Y ou're the only child I've got, probably the only one I'll ever have. So read it. What
doesit say?’

Brook unfolded the letter; it seemed quieter to Emery now, with dl five of them in the cabin, than it
ever had during al the months he had lived there done.

Jan said, “What they did was perfectly legd, Brook. Y ou should understand that. They bought up a
controlling interest and merged our company with theirs. That'sal that happened.”

The gtiff, parchment-like paper rattled in Brook's hands. Unexpectedly Alaynawhispered, “I'm sorry,
Daddy.”

Emery grinned a her. “I'm ill here, honey.”

Brook glanced from him to Jan, then back to him. “He says—it's Migter Gluckman. Y ou introduced
meonetime.”

Emery nodded.

“He saysthisisthe best arrangement he's been able to work out, and he thinks it would bein your
best interest to take it.”

Jan said, “Y ou keep this place and your Jeep, and al your persona belongings, naturaly. I'll giveyou
back my wedding and engagement rings—"

“Y ou can keep them,” Emery told her.

“No, | want to be fair about this. I've dwaystried to be fair, even when you didn't come to the
meetings between our attorneys. I'll give them back, but | get to keep dl the rest of the gifts you've given



me, including my car.”

Emery nodded.

“No aimony &t al. Naturally no child support. Brook stayswith you, Aileen and Alaynawith me. My
attorney sayswe can force Al to pay child support.”

Emery nodded again.

“And | get the house. Everything else we divide equally. That's the stock and any other investments,
the money in my personal accounts, your account, and our joint account.” She had another paper. “I
know you'll want to read it over, but that'swhat it is. Y ou can follow meinto VVoylestown in your Jeep.
Theres anotary there who can witnessyour signature.”

“I had the company when we were married.”

“But you don't have it anymore. We're not talking about your company. It's not involved at all.”

He picked up the telephone, a diversion embraced at random that might serve until the pain ebbed.
“Will you excuse me? Thisisliable to go on awhile, and | should report the bresk-in.” He entered the
sheriff's number from the sticker on the telephone.

The digtant clamor—it was not the actua ringing of the sheriff'stelephone at dl, he knew—sounded
empty aswell asatificid, asif it were not merely far away but high over the earth, a computer-generated
instrument that jangled and buzzed for his ears aone upon some airless asteroid beyond the moon.

Brook laid Phil Gluckman's|letter on the table where he could seeit.

“Areyou getting through?’ Jan asked. “ Theresalot of ice on the wires. Brook was talking about it
ontheway up.”

“I think 0. It'sringing.”

Brook said, “They've probably got alot of emergencies, because of the scorm.” The twins tirred
uncomfortably, and Alaynawent to awindow to look &t the falling snow.

“I should warnyou,” Jan said, “that if you won't Sign, it'swar. We spent hours and hours—"

A voice squesked, “ Sheriff Ron Wilber's Office.”

“My nameis Emery Bainbridge. I've got a cabin on Route Eighty-five, about five milesfrom the
lake”

Thetinny voice spoke unintdligibly.

“Would you repest that, please?’

“It might be better from the cellular phonein my car,” Jan suggested.

“What's the problem, Mister Bainbridge?’

“My cabin was robbed in my absence.” There was no way in which he could tell the sheriff's office
that he had been shot at without telling Jan and the twins as well; he decided it was not essentia. “ They
took arifleand my ax. Those are the only things that seem to be missing.”

“Could you have midaid them?

Thiswasthetimeto tell the sheriff about the boy on the hill; he found that he could not.

“Can you hear me, Migter Bainbridge?’ There was chirping in the background, asif there were
cricketson the party line.

Hesad, “Barely. No, | didn't miday them. Somebody wasin here while | was avay—they |€eft the
door open, for onething.” He described therifle and admitted he did not have arecord of its seria
number, then described the ax and spelled hisname.

“We can't send anyone out there now, Mister Bainbridge. I'm sorry.”

It was awoman. He had not redized until then that he had been talking to awoman. He sad, “I just
wanted to let you know, in case you picked somebody up.”

“WElIl fileareport. Y ou can come here and look at the stolen goods whenever you want to, but |
don't think there's any gunsright now.”

“The theft just occurred. About three or alittle later.” When the woman at the sheriff's office did not
peak again, he said, “ Thank you,” and hung up.

“Y ou think they'll come back tonight, Dad?’

“I doubt very much that they'll come back at al.” Emery sat down, unconscioudy pushing hischair a
little farther from Jan's. “ Since you kids went out and split that wood, don't you think you ought to put



some of it onthefire?’

“I put mineon,” Aileen announced. “Didn't I, Momma?’

Brook picked up severd of the large pieces he had carried and laid them on the feeble flames.

“| founded the company years before we got married,” Emery told Jan. “1 lost control when Brook's
mother and | broke up. | had to give her half of my stock, and she sold it.”

“It'snot—"

“The stock you're talking about dividing now isthe stock | got for mine. Most of the money in our
joint account, and my persona account, came from the company before we were taken over. You can
hang on to everything in your persond accounts. | don't want your money.”

“Wel, that'skind of you! That's extremely kind of you, Emery!”

“Y ou're worried about the snow, you say, and | think you should be. If you and the twinswant to
stay here until the weather clears up, you're welcome to. Maybe we can work out something.”

Jan shook her head, and for amoment Emery alowed himself to admire her clear skin and the clean
linesof her profile. It was S0 easy to think of all that he wanted to say to her, so hard to say what he had
to: “Inthat case, you'd better go.”

“I'm entitled to half our community property!”

Brook put in, “ The house's worth ten times more than this place.”

Boys here, Emery thought. Girls over there. “Y ou can have the house, Jan. I'm not disputing it—not
now. Not yet. But | may, later, if you're stubborn. I'm willing to make a cash settlement...” Evenashe
sad it, heredized that he was not.

“Thisiswhat we negotiated. Phil Gluckman represented you! He said so, and so did you. It'sdl
Settled.”

Emery leaned forward in his chair, holding his hands out to the rising flames. “If everything's settled,
you don't need my signature. Go back to the city.”

“|—Oh, God! | should have known it was no use to come out here.”

“I'mwilling to give you a cash settlement in the form of atrust fund for thetwins. A generous
settlement, and you can keep the house, your car, your money, and your persond things. That'sasfar as
I'll go, and it's further than | ought to go. Otherwise, we fight it out in court.”

“We negotiated thid”

She shoved her paper a him, and he was tempted to throw it into the fire. Forcing himsalf to speak
mildly, he said, “I know you did, and | know that you negotiated in good faith. So did we. | wanted to
see what Phil Gluckman could come up with. And to tell you the truth, | was pretty sure that it would be
something | could accept. I'm disgppointed in him.”

“It'ssnowing harder,” Alaynatold them.

“Hedidnt—" Emery diffened. “Did you hear something?’

“I haven't heard athing! | don't haveligentothisl”

It had sounded like a shot, but had probably been no more than the noise of alarge branch breaking
beneath the weight of the snow. “I'velost my train of thought,” he admitted, “but | can make my position
clear in three short affirmations. Firgt, | won't sign that paper. Not here, not in Voylestown, and not in the
city. Not anywhere. Y ou might aswell put it away.”

“Thisiscompletdy unfair!”

“Second, | won't go back and haggle. That's Phil'sjob.”

“Migter high-tech himsdlf, roughing it in the wilderness”

Emery shook hishead. “1 was never the technica brains of the company, Jan. There were half a
dozen people working for me who knew more about the equipment than | did.”

“Modest, too. | hope you redlize that I'm going to have something to say after you're through.”

“Third, I'mwilling to try again if you are.” He paused, hoping to see her glare soften. “1 redize I'm not
essy to livewith. Neither are you. But I'm willing to try—hard—if you'll let me.”

“You redly and truly think that you're agreet lover, don't you?’

“You married agreat lover thefirst time,” hetold her.

She seethed. He watched her clench her perfect teeth and take three deep breaths as she forced



hersdlf to speak camly. “Emery, you say that unless| settle for what youre willing to give well fight it out
in open court. If we do, the public—every acquaintance and business contact you've got—will hear how
you molested my girls”

Unwilling to believe what he had heard, he stared at her.

“Youdidn't think I'd do it, did you? Y ou didn't think 1'd expose them to that, and | don't want to.
But—"

“It'snot true!”

“Y our precious Phil Gluckman has questioned them, in my presence and my attorney's. Cal him up
right now. Ask himwhat hethinks.”

Emery looked at the twins; neither would meet his eyes.

“Do you want to see what a court will give me when the judge hearsthat? There are alot of women
judges. Do you want to find out?’

“Yes” He spokedowly. “Yes, Jan. | do.”

“Itll ruinyou!”

“I'mruined dready.” He stood up. “ That's what you're refusing to understand. | think you'd better
leave now. Y ou and thetwins.”

She stood too, jumping to her feet with energy he envied. “ Y ou set up one company. Y ou could start
another one, but not when this gets around.”

He wanted to say that he had seen a unique opportunity and taken it—that he/d had his chancein life
and made the best of it, and finished here. All that he could manage was, “I'm terribly sorry it'scometo
this. | never wanted it to, or...” Histhroat shut, and he felt the sick hope essness of afighter whose worst
enemiesare hisown ingtincts. How would it fed and taste, how would it look, the cold, oiled sted muzzle
in hismouth? He could cut a stick in the woods, or even use the red pen to pressthe trigger.

“Comeon, girls, werre going. Goodbye, Brook.”

Brook muttered something.

For abrief moment Emery felt Alaynas hand in his; then she was gone. The cabin door dammed
behind her.

Brook said, “Don't freak out. She'sgot it coming.”

“I know she does,” Emery told him. “So do I, and we're both going to get it. | don't mind for my
sake, but | mind terribly for hers. It was my job—my duty—to—"

On the front porch Jan exclaimed, “Hey!” Presumably she was speaking to one of the twins.

“I thought you handled yourself redlly well,” Brook said.

Emery managed to smile. “ That's another thing. I1t's my job to teach you how that sort of thing's done,
and | didn't. Don't you seethat | let her leave—practically made her go—before sheld agreed to what |
wanted? | should have moved heaven and earth to keep her here until she did, but | pushed her out the
door ingtead. That's not how you win, that's how you lose.”

“Y ou think the sheriff might get your gun back?’

“I hope not.” Emery took off his coat and hung it on the peg nearest the front door. For Brook's sake
he added, “I like to shoot, but I've never liked shooting animas.”

Outside, the sound diminished by distance and the snow, Jan screamed.

Emery wasfirst out of the door, but was nearly knocked off the porch by Brook. Beyond the porch's
meager shelter, half obscured by blowing snow, the black Lincoln's hood was up. Jan sprawled in the
snow, screaming. One of the twins grappled asmdl, dark figure; the other was not in Sight.

Brook charged into the swirling snow, snow so thick that for amoment he vanished completely.
Emery floundered through shin-high snow after him, saw asecond small stranger appear—asit
seemed—from the Lincoln's engine compartment, and athird emerge from theinterior with hisrifleinits
hand, the dome light oddly spectra in the degpening gloom. For amoment he received the flegting
impression of a smooth, amond-shaped brown face.

Therifle came up. The diminutive figure (shorter than Brook, hardly larger than the twins) jerked a
itstrigger. Brook grabbed it and staggered backward, faling in the snow. The struggling twin cried out, a
childish shriek of pain and rage.



Then their attackers fled—fled preposteroudy dowly through snow that was for them knee high, but
fled nonethel ess, the three running clumsly together in adark, packed mass that d most vanished before
they had gone twenty feet. One turned, wrestled therifleslever, jerked therifle like an unruly dog, and
ran again.

Emery kndt in the snow besde Jan. “Areyou dl right?’

She shook her head, sobbing like achild.

The twin embraced him, gasping, “ She hit me, she hit me.” Hetried to comfort both, an arm for each.

Later—though it seemed to him not much later—Brook draped his shoulders with his double
mackinaw, and he redlized how cold he was. He stood, lifting the twin, and pulled Jan to her feet. “Wed
better get back inside.”

“No!”

He dragged her after him, hearing Brook shut the Lincoln's passenger's-side door behind them.

By the time they reached the cabin, Jan was weeping again. Emery put her back in the chair she had
occupied afew minutes before. “Listen! Listen here, evenif you can't siop bawling. One of thetwinsis
gone. Do you know where sheis?’

Sobbing, Jan shook her head.

“That girl with the hood? She hit Mama, and Aileen ran away.” The remaining twin pointed.

Brook gasped, “ They didn't hurt her, 'Layna?’

“They hurt me. They hit my arm.” She pushed back her deeve, wincing.

Emery turned to Brook. “What happened to you?”’

“Gotitinthebely.” Brook managed asick smile. “He had agun. Wasit the one they stole from
you?”
“I think s0.”

“Well—I grabbed the barrdl,” Brook paused, struggling to draw breath, “and I tried to push it up,”
he demonstrated, “so he couldn't shoot. | guess he hit me with the other end. Knocked my wind out.”

Emery nodded.

“It happened onetime when | was alittle kid. We were playing kick-bdl. | fell down and another kid
kicked me.”

Theimage glimpsed through faling snow returned: Brook floundering toward the small hooded figure
with the leveled rifle. Emery felt week, haf sick with fright. “Y ou damned fool kid,” he blurted, “you
could've been killed!” It sounded angry and dmaost vicious, dthough he had not thought himsdlf angry.

“Yeah, | guess| could of.”

Jan stopped crying long enough to say, “Emery, don't be mean.”

“What were you being when you made the girls say | had molested them?”’

“Wdl, youdid”

Brook said, “Hetried to shoot me. | saw him. | think the safety was on. | tried to get to him fast
before he wised up.”

“That rifle doesn't have one, just the half-cock.”

Brook was no longer listening. Under his breeth, Emery explained, “ He was short-stroking it, pulling
down thelever areasonable distance instead of dl the way. Y ou can't do that with alever-action—it will
gect, but it won't load the next round. Hell learn to do right pretty soon, I'm afraid.”

Jan asked queruloudly, “What about Aileen? Aren't you going to look for Aileen?’

“Alayna, you pointed toward the lake when | asked which way your sister went. Are you sure?’

Alaynahestated. “Can | ook out the window?’

“Certainly. Go ahead.”

She crossed the cabin to the front window and looked out, standing on tiptoe. “I never said you felt
us and everything like Mamasaid. | just said al right, dl right, | see, and yes, yes, because she was there
listening.” Alaynas voice was amost inaudible; her eyeswere fixed upon the swirling snow beyond the
windowpane.

“Thank you, Alayna.” Emery spoke rapidly, keeping hisvoice aslow as hers. “You'reagood girl, a
daughter to be proud of, and | am proud of you. Very proud. But listen—are you paying attention?”



“Yes, Daddy.”

“What you tell your mama—" he glanced at Jan, but she was taking off her coat and lecturing Brook,
“isn't important. If you've got to lie to her about that so she won't punish you, do what you did. Nod and
say yes. What you tell the lawyersis more important, but not very important. They liedl thetime, so
they've got no business complaining when other people lie to them. But when you'rein court, and you've
sworn to tell the truth, everything will beterribly important. Y ou haveto tell the truth then. The plain
unvarnished truth, and nothing ese. Do you understand?’

Alaynanodded solemnly, turning to face him.

“Not to me, because my life's nearly over. Not to God, because we can't redlly hurt God, only pain
him by our spite and ingratitude. But because if you lie then, it's going to hurt you for years, maybe for the
rest of your life.

“When God tellsus not to lie, and not to chesat or sted, it's not because those things hurt him. You
and | can no more harm God than a couple of ants could hurt this mountain. He doesit for the same
reason that your mamaand | tell you not to play with fire—because we know it can hurt you terribly, and
we don't want you to get hurt.

“Now, which way did Aileen run?’

“That way.” Alaynapointed again. “I know because of the car. Therewas alady at the front looking
at the motor, and she sort of tried to catch her, but she got away.”

“Y ou say—Never mind.” Emery stood. “1'd better go after her.”

“Comin’ with,” Brook announced.

“No, you're not. Y ou're going to see about Alaynasarm.” Emery put on his coat. Hisgloveswerein
the pockets and hiswarmest cap on apeg. “ Theré's plenty of food here. Fix somefor the three of
you—maybe Alaynaand her mother will help. Make coffeg, too. I'll want some when | get back.”

Outside, the creek and the hill acrossit had disappeared in blowing snow. It would have been wise,
Emery reflected, for Jan to have turned the car around before she stopped. It wastypica of her that she
had not.

He squinted at it through the snow. The hood was still up. The intruders—the boys who had robbed
his cabin—had no doubt intended to strip it, stealing the battery and so on, or perhaps hot-wireit and
drive it someplace where it could be stripped at leisure. There were three, it seemed—three at least, and
perhaps more.

Reaching the Lincoln, he peered into the crowded engine compartment. The battery was till there;
athough he could not be sure, nothing seemed to be missing. Jan, who had told him he should have
locked the cabin door, should have locked the doors; but then Jan seldom did, even in the city, and who
would expect trouble way out here during ablizzard?

Emery dammed down the hood. Now that he came to think of it, Jan |eft her keysin the car more
often than not. If she had, he could turn it around for her before the snow got any deeper. Briefly he
vacillated, imagining Aileen hiding behind atree, cold and frightened. But Aileen could not befar, and
might very well come out of hiding if she heard the Lincoln start.

Ashe had half expected, the keyswere in the ignition. He started the engine and admired the
luxuriousinterior until warm air gushed from the heater, then alowed the big car to creep forward.
Alaynafdt certain her twin had run toward the lake, and he had to go in that direction anyway to turn
around.

He switched on the headlights.

Aileen might come running when she saw her mother's car. Or he might very well meet her walking
back toward the cabin, if she had sense enough to stick to the road; if he did, she could get in and warm
up at once.

The Lincoln'sfront-whed drive, asssted by its powerful engine, seemed to be handling the snow well
so far. At about two miles an hour, he topped the gentle rise beyond the cabin and began the descent to
the lake.

Aileen had run down this road toward the lake; but in what direction had the boys run? Emery found
that though he could picture them vividly asthey fled—three small, dark figures bunched together, one



carrying hisrifle (somehow carrying away his death while fleeing from him)—he could not be certain of
the direction in which they had run. Toward town, or thisway? Their tracks would be obscured by snow
now in ether case,

Had they redlly fled, as he'd assumed? Wasn' it possible that they'd been pursuing Aileen? It wasa
good thing—

Hetook his eyes off the snow-blanketed road for a second to stare at Jan's keys. The doors had
been unlocked, the keysin theignition. If the boys had wanted to strip this car, why hadn't they driven it
away?

He stopped, switched on the emergency blinkers, and blew the horn three times. Aileen might,
perhaps, haverun asfar asthis—cdl it three-quarters of amile, dthough it was probably alittleless. It
was hard to believe that she would have run farther, though no doubt a hedlthy eeven-year-old could run
farther than he, and faster, too. Not knowing what else to do, he got out, leaving the lights on and the
enginerunning.

“Aileen! Aileen, honey!”

She had told Phil Gluckman that he, Emery Bainbridge, her foster father, had molested her. Had she
believed it, too? He had read somewhere that young children could be made to believe that such things
had happened when they had not. What about a bright €leven-year-old?

He made amegaphone of hishands. “Aileen! Aileen!”

There was no sound but the song of the rising wind and the scarcely audible purr of the engine.

He got back in and puffed fine snow off his glasses before it could melt. When he had | eft the cabin,
he had intended to search on foot—to tramp along this snow-covered road calling Aileen. Perhaps that
would have been best after all.

Almogt hesitantly, he put the automatic transmisson into firg, letting the Lincoln idleforward a a
gpeed that seemed no faster than aslow walk. When aminute or more had passed, he blew the horn
agan.

That had been a shot he had heard as he sat arguing with Jan; he felt sure of it now. The boy had
been trying out his new rifle, experimenting withiit.

He blew the horn as he had before, three short beeps.

That model held seven cartridges, but he couldn't remember whether it had been fully loaded. Say
that it had. One shot fired at him on the hill, another in the woods (where?) to test therifle. Fiveleft.
Enough to kill him, to kill Jan, and to kill Brook and both twins, assuming Aileen wasn't dead aready.
Quite poss bly the boy with the rifle was waiting in the woods now, waiting for Jan'sbig black Lincolnto
crawl just alittle bit closer.

All right, let him shoot. Let the boy shoot a him now, while he sat behind the whed. The boy might
miss him as he sat here, alonein the dark behind tinted safety glass. The boy with hisrifle could do
nothing worse to him than he had imagined himsalf doing to himself, and if he missed, somebody—Jan or
Brook, Aileen or Alayna—might live. And living, recal him someday with kindness.

Thebig Lincoln crept past the dark, cold cabin of his nearest neighbor, a cabin whose rather too-flat
roof aready wore a peaked cap of snow.

He blew the horn, stopped, and got out as before, wishing that he had remembered to bring the
flashlight. Asfar ashe could tell, the snow lay undisturbed everywhere, save for the snaking track behind
the Lincoln.

He would continue to the lake, he decided; he could go no farther. There was a scenic viewpoint
there with parking for ten or twelve cars. It would be as safe to turn around there as to drive on the road
as he had been doing—not that the road, eighteen inches deep in snow aready, with drifts topping three
feet, was dl that safe.

Kicking snow from his boots and brushing it from his coat and trousers, he got back into the car,
took off his cap, and cleaned his glasses, then eased the front whedl s into the next drift.

When Jan and the twins had | eft the cabin, they must have seen the boys, perhaps at about the time
they were raising the hood. Jan had shouted at them—he had heard her—and gone to her car to make
them stop, followed by the twins. What had she said, and what had the boys said in reply? He resolved



to question her about it when he returned to the cabin. Somebody had knocked her down; hetried to
remember whether her face had been bruised, and decided it had not.

The Lincoln had pushed through the drift, and was already approaching another; here, where the
road ran within a hundred feet of Haunted Lake, the snow swirled more wildly than ever. Was there ill
open water at the deepest part of the lake? He peered between the burdened trees, seeing nothing.

When one of the boys had hit their mother, Aileen had run; Alayna had attacked him. Aileen had
acted sensbly and Alaynafoolishly, yet it was Alayna he admired. The world would be a better placeif
more people were asfoolish as Alaynaand fewer as sensible as Aileen.

Alaynahad said something peculiar about their attacker. The boy with the hood. He hit Mamaand
Aileenran avay.

That wasn't exactly right, but close enough, perhaps. The boy had worn ahood, perhaps a hooded
swesatshirt underneath his coat, the coat and sweatshirt both black or brown; something of that kind.

For amoment it seemed the Lincoln would stal in the next drift. He backed out and tried again.
Returning, he could go through the breaks he had aready made, of course; and it would probably be a
good idearto turn around, if he could, and return now.

Two dark figures stepped out of the trees at the edge of hislights. Between them was aterrified child
nearly astal asthey. One waved, pointing to Aileen and to him.

He braked too hard, sending the crawling Lincoln into aminor skid that |eft it at an angle to the road.
The one who had waved gestured again—and he, catching a glimpse of the smooth young face benesth
the hood, realized that it was not aboy'sat all, but awoman's.

He got out and found hisown rifle pointed a him.

Aileen moaned, “ Daddy, Daddy...”

The smooth-faced young woman who had waved shoved her a him, then patted the Lincoln's
fender, speaking in alanguage he could not identify.

Emery nodded. “Y oull give her to meif I'll giveyou the car.”

The women stared a him without comprehension.

He dropped to his kneesin the snow and hugged Aileen, and made a gesture of dismissa toward the
Lincoln.

Both women nodded.

“Well havetowak it,” hetold Aileen. “ A little over two miles, | guess. But we can't go wrong if we
stay on the road.”

She said nothing, sobbing.

He stood, not bothering to clean the snow from his knees and thighs. “ The keys are in there.”

If they understood, they gave no sign of it.

“The enginésrunning. You just can't heer it.”

The freezing wind whipped Aileen'sdark hair. Hetried to remember how the twins had been dressed
when he had seen them getting out of the Lincoln in front of his cabin. She'd had on a stocking cap,
surely— ong white stocking caps on both the twins. If o, it was gone now. He indicated his own head,
and redlized that he had |€ft his cap in the car; he started to get it, stopping abruptly when the woman
with hisriflelifted it to her shoulder.

She jabbed theriflein the direction he had come.

“I just want to get my cap,” he explained.

Sheraised therifle again, putting it to her shoulder without sighting along the barrel. He backed away,
saying, “Comeon, Aileen.”

The other woman produced something that looked more like atool than aweapon, a crooked metal
bar with what seemed to be a split pin at one end.

“| don't want to fight.” He took another step backward. He pointed to Aileen's head. “ Just let me get
my cap and giveit to her.”

The shot was so sudden and unexpected that there was no time to be afraid. Something tugged
violently a hismackinaw.

Hetried to rush the woman with therifle, dipped in the snow, and fdll. Shetook hisrifle from her



shoulder, pulled down and pushed up itslever amost as dexteroudy as he could have himsdlf, and
pointed it again.

“No, no!” Heraised hishands. “WEéll go, | swear.” He crawled away from her, backward through
the snow on his hands and knees, conscious that Aileen was watching with the blank, horror-stricken
expression of achild who has exhausted tears.

When hewas ten yards or more behind the Lincoln, he stood up and called, “ Come here, Aileen.
We're going back.”

She stared at the women, immobile until one motioned to her, then waded dowly to him through the
snow. Hisright sdefdt asthough it had been scorched with asoldering iron; he wondered vaguely how
badly he had been wounded. Catching her hand, he turned his back on the woman and began to trudge
away, trying to brace himsdlf against the bullet that he more than half expected.

“Deddy?’

He scarcely dared to speak, but managed, “What isit?’

“Canyou carry me?’

“No.” Hefdt he should explain, but could think only of therifle pointed at his back. “Weve got to
walk. Youreahbig girl now. Comeon, honey.” It was easer to walk in the curving tracks of the Lincoln's
tires, and he did so.

“I want to go home.”

“Sodol, honey. That'swhere we're going. Come on, it can't befar.” Herisked a glance toward the
lake, and thistime caught sight of icelit by bluelightsfar avay. Moreto himsdf than to the doleful,
shivering child beside him, he muttered, “ Somebody's out there on aboat.” No one—no sane, normal
person at least—would have aboat in the lake at thistime of year. The boats had been drawn up on
shore, where they would stay until spring.

Hetook off his glasses and dropped them into a pocket of his mackinaw, and |ooked behind him.
Jan'sLincoln would have been invisbleif it were not for the blinking red glow of itstallights. They
winked out together as hewatched. “They're stripping it,” hetold Aileen. “ They just got the dternator or
the battery.”

She did not reply; and he began to walk again, turning up his collar and pulling it close about hisears.
The wind was from his|eft; the warmth on the other side was blood, soaking his clothes and warming the
skin under them, however briefly. Slow bleeding, or so it seemed—in which case he might not be
wounded too badly and might live. A soft-nosed hunting bullet, but expansion required alittle distance,
and it could not have had much, probably had not been much bigger than thirty caiber when it hed
passed through hisside.

Which meant that life would continue, at least for atime. He might be tempted to give hisbody to the
lake—to walk out onitstender ice until it gave way and hislife, begunin warm amniotic fluid, should
terminate in freezing lake water. He might be tempted to lie down in the snow and bleed or freezeto
death. But he could not possibly leave Aileen or any other child out here done, dthough he need only tell
her to follow the road until she reached his cabin.

“Look,” shesaid, “therésahouse.”

Sherdeased hishand to point, and he realized that he was not wearing his gloves, which werein his
pockets. “It's closed up, honey.” (He had falen into the habit of calling both the twins*honey” to concedl
hisinability to digtinguish them.) “Have you got gloves?”’

“I don't know.”

Heforced himsdlf to be patient. “Well, look. If you've got gloves or mittens, put them on.” Thisgirl,
he reminded himsdlf, was the wonder of her class, writing themes that would have done credit to a
college student and mastering arithmetic and the rudiments of agebra with contemptuous ease.

“| guessthose ladies didn't give them back.”

“Then put on mine.” He handed them to her.

“Y our handswill get cold.”

“I'll put onein my pocket, see? And I'll hold your hand with my other one, so the one glove will keep
us both warm.”



She gave aglove back to him. “My hand won't go around yours, Daddy, but yourswill go around
mine”

He nodded, impressed, and put the glove on.

It might be possible to get into his neighbor's lightless cabin, closed or not. “1'm going to try to break
in,” hetold Aileen. “There ought to be firewood and matchesin there, and there may even be aphone.”

But the doors were solid, and solidly locked; and there were grilles over the small windows, as over
hisown. “Weve had alot of bregk-ins,” he confided, “ever since they paved the road. People drive out
to the lake, and they see these places.”

“Isit much farther?”’

“Not very far. Maybe another mile.” He remembered his earlier speculations. “Did you run thisfar,
honey”’
“I don't think s0.”

“I didn't think that you would.” Somewhat gratified, he returned to her and the road. It was darker
than ever now, and the tire tracks, obscured by advancing night aswell as new-falen snow, were
impossible to follow. Pushing up hisdeeve, helooked at hiswatch: it was amost six o'clock.

“I don't likethem,” Aileen said. “ Thoseladies”

“It would surprise meif you did.”

“They took my clothes off. | said I'd do it, but they didn't pay any attention, and they didn't know
how to do it. They just pulled and pulled till things came off.”

“Out here? In the snow?’ He was shocked.

“Inthe ziggurat, but it was pretty cold in there, too.”

He found the point in adrift a which the Lincoln had bulldozed its way through, and led her to it.
“What did you say? A ziggurat?’

“Uh-huh. Isit much farther?’

“No,” hesaid.

“I could st down here. Y ou could come back for mein your Jeep.”

“No,” herepested. “Come on. If wewalk faster, well keep warm.”

“I'mredly tired. They didn't give me hardly anything to eet, either. Just apiece of bread.”

He nodded absently, concentrating on walking faster and pulling her dong. He was tired too—nearly
exhausted. What would he say when he wrote his journal? To take his mind off hisweariness and the
burning pain in hisright side—off hisfear, as he was forced to concede—he atempted to compose the
entry inhismind.

“I got in the deeper thing, but it was so cold. My feet got redlly cold, and | couldn't pull them up. |
guess| dept alittle”

Helooked down at her, blinking away snow; it was too dark for him to gauge her expression.
“Those women took you into a ziggurat—"

“Not redly, Daddy. That was akind of temple they had in Babylon. Thisonejust lookslike the
picturein the book.”

“They caught you,” he continued doggedly, “and took you there, and undressed you?’

If she nodded, he failed to see the motion. “Did they or didn't they?”

“Yes, Daddy.”

“And they fed you, and you dept alittle, or anyway tried to deep. Then you got dressed again and
they brought you back here. Isthat what you want me to believe?’

“They showed me some pictures, too, but | didn't know what lots of the things were.”

“Aileen, you can't possibly have been gone more than a couple of hours at the outside. | doubt it was
that long.”

He had thought her beyond tears, but she began to sob, not loudly, but with a concentrated
wretchedness that tore at his heart. “Don't cry, honey.” He picked her up, ignoring the fresh painin his
Sde

The wind, which had been risng dl afternoon, was blowing hard enough to whistle, an eerie moan
among the spectrd trees. “Don't cry,” he repeated. He staggered forward, holding her over his|eft



shoulder, desperately afraid that hewould dip and fal again. Her plagtic snow boots were stiff with ice,
the insulated trousers above them stiff too.

He could not have said how far he had walked; it seemed miles before alondly star gleamed through
the darkness ahead. “Look,” he said, and halted—then turned around so that his daughter, too, could see
the golden light. “That's our cabin. Hasto be. We're going to make it.”

Then (almost at once, it seemed) Brook was running through the snow with the flashlight, he had set
Aileen upon her feet, and they were dl three sumbling into the warmth and light of the cabin, where Jan
knelt and clasped Aileen to her and cried and laughed and cried again, and Alayna danced and jumped
and demanded over and over, “Was she logt, Daddy? Was she lost in the woods?’

Brook put a plate of hot corned-beef hash in hislap and pushed a steaming mug of coffee at him.

“Thank you.” Emery sighed. “Thank you very much, son.” Hisface felt frozen; merdly bresthing the
steam from the mug was heavenly.

“The car get stuck?’

He shook his heed.

“I fixed stuff like you said. ‘Layna hel ped, and Jan says shelll do the dishes. If shewont, | will.”
Brook had caled her Mother for the length of the marriage; but it was over now, emotiondly if not
legdly. Emery'sthoughts turned gratefully from the puzzle of Aileen's captivity to that.

“I could toast you some bread in the fireplace,” Brook offered. *Y ou want ketchup? | like ketchup
onmine”

“A fork,” Emery told him, and sipped his coffee.

“Oh. Yeah.”

“Wasshelost?’ Alaynademanded. “I bet shewas!”

“I'm not going to talk about that.” Emery had cometo adecision. “Aileen can tel you hersdf, as
much or aslittle as shewants”

Jan looked up a him. “| caled the sheriff. The number was on your phone.”

Emery nodded.

“They said they couldn't do anything until she'd been gone for twenty-four hours. It'sthe law,
apparently. They—thiswoman | talked to—suggested we get our friends and neighborsto search. | told
her that you were searching aready. Maybe you ought to call and tel them you found her.”

He shook his head, accepting afork from Brook.

“Y ou came back on foot? Y ou walked?’

Aileen said, “From way down by thelake.” She had taken off her boots, stockings, and snow pants,
and was sitting on the floor rubbing her fedt.

“Wherésmy car?’

“| traded it for Aileen.”

Alaynagtared at Aileen, wide-eyed. Aileen nodded.

“Youtraded it?’

He nodded too, his mouth full of corned-beef hash.

“Who to?’

He swallowed. “To whom, Jan.”

“You arethe mogt irritating man in theworld!” If Jan had been standing, she would have stamped.

“Hedid, Mama. He said they could havethe car if they'd give meto him, but they shot him anyway,
and hefdl down.”

“That'sright,” Emery said. “We ought to have alook at that. It's pretty much stopped bleeding, and |
think it'sjust aflesh wound.” Setting his plate and mug on the hearth, he unbuttoned his mackinaw. “If it
got theintestine, | suppose I'll have hash dl over inthere, and it will probably kill me. But there would
have been food in my gut anyway. | had pork and beansfor lunch.”

“They shot you?’ Jan stared at his blood-stiffened shirt.

He nodded, savoring the moment. It's nothing, Sir. | set the bone myself. Danny Kayein someold
movie. He cleared histhroat, careful to keep hisface impassive. “I'm going to have to take this off, and
my under-shirt and pants, too. Probably my shorts. Maybe you could have the girls ook the other way.”



Both twinsgiggled.

“Look at thefire,)” shetold them. “He's hurt. Y ou don't want to embarrass him, do you?’

Brook had gotten thefirgt-aid kit. “ Thisis stuck.” He pulled gingerly at the waistband of Emery's
trousers. “I ought to cut it off.”

“Pull it off,” Emery told him. “I'm going to wash those pants and wear them again. | need them.” He
had unbuckled his belt, unbuttoned histrousers, and unzipped hisfly.

“Jugt abovethebdt,” Brook told him. “Aninch, inch and ahdf lower, and it would have hit your
belt.”

Jan snapped her fingers. “ Oil! Oil will soften the dried blood. Wesson Oil. Have you got any?’

Brook pointed at the cabinet above the sink. Emery said, “ Ther€'s a bottle of olive ail up there, or
there should be”

“Leen'speeking,” Brook told Jan, who told Aileen, “ Do that again, young lady, and I'll smack your
facel

“Emery, you redly ought to make two rooms out of this. Thisisridiculous.”

“It was designed for four men,” he explained, “ahunting party, or afishing party. Y ou women aways
ingst on being included, then complain about what you find when you are.”

She poured olive ail on his caked blood and rubbed it with her fingertips. “1 had to get you to sign.”

“Y ou could have sent your damned paper to my box in town. I'd have picked it up on Saturday and
sent it back to you.”

“She couldn't mail me,” Brook said. “ Arewe going to get the car back? My junk wasin the trunk.”

Emery shrugged. “They're stripping it, | think. We may be able to take back what's |eft. Maybe they
won't look in the trunk.”

“They're bound to.”

Jan asked, “How are we supposed to get home?’

“I'll drive you to town in the Jeep. There's bus serviceto the city. If the buses aren't running because
of the storm, you can stay in amotd. There are two motels, | think. There could be three” He rubbed his
chin. “Youll have to anyway, unless you want to reconsider and stay here. | think the last buswas at
five”

Brook was scrutinizing Emery's wound. “ That bullet sort of plowed through your skin. It might've got
some muscles at your waist, but | don't think it hit any organs.”

Emery made himsdlf look down. “ Plowed through the fat, you mean. | ought to lose twenty pounds,
andif | had, she would have missed.”

“Agn?

Emery nodded.

Jan said, “No wonder you hate us so much,” and pulled his bloodstained trousersfree.

“| don't hate you. Not even now, when | ought to. Brook, would you give me my coffee? That's
good coffee you made, and there's no reason | shouldn't drink it while you bandage that.”

Brook handed it to him. “1 scrubbed out the pot.”

“Good for you. I'd been meaning to.”

Alaynainterposed, “I make better coffee than Brook does, Daddy, but Mamasays| put in too

“Y ou should have gtitches, Emery. Isthere ahospitd in town?’

“Just aclinic, and it'll be closed. I've been hurt worse and not had stitches.”

Brook filled a pan with water. “Why'd they shoot you, Dad?’

Emery started to speak, thought better of it, and shook his head.

Jan said, “If you're going to drive usinto town in the Jeep, you could drive usinto the city just as
eedly.”

Setting hiswater on the stove, Brook hooted.

“Y ou've got money, and you and Brook could stay at a hotel and come back tomorrow.”

Emery said, “Were not going to, however.”

“Why won't you?”



“I don't haveto explain, and | won't.”

Sheglared. “Well, you should!”

“That won't do any good.” Privately he wondered which was worse, awoman who had never
learned how to get what she wanted or awoman who had.

“Y ou actualy proposed that we patch it up. Then you act like this?’

“I'm trying to keep things pleasant.”

“Thendoit!”

“Y ou mean you want to be courted while you're divorcing me. That'swhat's usualy meant by a
friendly divorce, from what I've been able to gather.” When she said nothing, Emery added, “1an't that
water hot enough yet, Brook?’

“Not even close”

“| shouldn't explain,” Emery continued, “but | will. In thefirgt place, Brook and the twins are going to
have about as much elbow room aslive bait in the back of the Jeep. It will be miserable for even ashort
drive. If we so much astry to makeit into the city in thiswesather, they'll be tearing each other to bits
before we stop.”

Brook put in, “I'll stay here, Dad. I'll bedl right.”

Emery shook his head. “ So would we, Jan. In the second, | think the women who shot me will be
back as soon asthe storm lets up. If no one's here, they'll break in or burn this place down. It'sthe only
home I've got, and | intend to defend it.”

“Sure” Brook said. “Let mestay. | can look after things while you're gone.”

“No,” Emery told him. “It would be too dangerous.”

Emery turned back to Jan. “In the third place, | won't do it because | want to so much. [f—"

“Y ou were the one that gave those people my car.”

“To get Aileen back. Yes, | did. I'd do it again.”

“And you took it without my permission! | trusted you, Emery. | left my keysin theignition, and you
took my car.”

He nodded wesrily. “To look for Aileen, and I'd do that again too. | suppose you're dready planning
to bring it up in court.”

“You bet | am!”

“| suggest you check thetitlefirg.”

Aileen hersdf glanced a him over her shoulder. “I'm redly hungry. Can | havethe rest of your hash?’

Brook said, “ There's more here, 'Leen. Y ou said you werent, but | saved—"

“I haven't had anything since yesterday except some bread stuff.”

Jan began, “Aileen, you know perfectly well—"

Emery interrupted her. “1t's only been a couple of hours since they caught you, honey. Remember?
We taked about that before we got here.”

“I wasin there, in the deep thing—"

Jan snapped, “Aileen, be quiet! | told you not to ook around like that.”

“It'sonly Daddy in hisunderwesr. I've seen him like that lots.”

“Turn around”

Trying to weigh each word with sgnificance, Emery said, *Y our mamatold you to be quiet, honey.
That wasn't smply an order. It was good advice.”

Brook brought her a plate of corned-beef hash and afork. “ There's bread, too. Want some?’

“Sure. And milk or something.”

“Thereigntany.”

“Water, then.” Raising her voice dightly, Aileen added, “1'd get up and get it for mysdlf, but Mama
wont let me”

Jan sad, “ Y ou see what you've started, Emery?’

He nodded solemnly. “1 didn't start it, but I'm quite happy about it.”

Brook washed his wound and bandaged it, applying a double pad of surgica gauze and so much
Curity Wet-Pruf adhesive tape that Emery winced at the mere thought of removing it.



“I might be adoctor,” Brook mused, “big money, and thisisfun.”

“You'reapretty good one already,” Emery said gratefully. He kicked off his boots, emptied his
pockets onto the table, and stuffed histrousersinto alaundry bag, following it with his shirt. “Want to do
me afavor, Brook? Scrape my plate into that tin bowl on the drainboard and set it on the back porch.”

Jan asked, “ Are you well enough to drive, Emery? Forget the fighting. Y ou wouldn't want to see any
of uskilled. I know you wouldn't.”

He nodded, buttoning a fresh shirt.

“Solet medrive. I'll drive usinto town, and you can drive Brook back hereif you fed uptoit.”

“You'd put usinto theditch,” Emery told her. “If | sart feeling too wesak, I'll pull over and—"

Brook banged the rear door shut behind him and held up asquirrd. “Look at this! It was right up on
the porch.” Thetiny body was siff, itsgray fur powdered with snow.

“Poor littlething!” Jan went over to examineit. “1t must have come looking for something to eet, and
froze. Have you been feeding them, Emery?’

“It'sapresent from afriend,” hetold her. Something clutched histhroat, leaving him barely ableto
gpeak. “Y ou wouldn't understand.”

The Jeep started without difficulty. As he backed it out onto the road, he wondered whether the
dark-faced women who had Jan's Lincoln had been unable to solve the smple catchesthat held the
Jeep's hood. Conceivably, they had not seen the Jeep when they had been in his cabin earlier. He wished
now that he had asked Aileen how many women she had seen, when the two of them had been aone.

“Drafty in here,” Jan remarked. “Y ou should buy yourself ared car, Emery.”

Theroad was visible only as an opening between the trees; he pulled onto it with al four wheds
hubdeep in virgin snow, keeping the transmission in second and nudging the accelerator only dightly.
Swirling snow filled the headlights. “Honey,” he said, “your boots had ice on them. So did your snow
pants. Did you wade in the lake?’

From the crowded rear seat, Aileen answered, “They made me, Daddy.”

The road was visible only as an open space between trees. To people in a—Emery fumbled mentally
for aword and settled on aircraft.

To an arcraft, the frozen lake might have looked like a paved helicopter pad or something of that
kind, amore or less circular pavement. The black-looking open water at its center might have been taken
for asphalt.

Particularly by apilot not familiar with woods and lakes.

“Emery, you hardly ever answer adirect question. It's one of thethings| didike most about you.”

“That's what men say about women,” he protested mildly.

“Women are being diplomatic. Men are rude.”

“| suppose you're right. What did you ask me?’

“That isn't the point. The point isthat you ignore me until | raise my voice.”

That seemed to require no reply, so he did not offer one. How high would you have to be and how
fast would you have to be coming down before afrozen lake looked like alanding site”?

“Sodothegirls” Jan added bitterly, “they're exactly the sameway. So is Brook.”

“That ought to tell you something.”

“Y ou don't have to be rude!”

One of the twins said, “ She wanted to know how long it would take to get to town, Daddy.”

It had probably been Alayna, Emery decided. “How long would you like it to take, honey?’

“Red quick!”

That had been the other one, presumably Aileen. “Well,” hetold her, “well be therered quick.”

Jan said, “Dontt try to be funny.”

“I'm being diplomatic. If | wasn', I'd point out that it's twenty-two miles and we're going abouit fifteen
miles an hour. If we can keep that up al the way, it should take us about an hour and a half.”

Jan turned in her seet to face the twins. “Never marry an enginesr, girls. Nobody ever told me that,
but I'm telling you now. If you do, don't say you were never warned.”



Onetwin began, “ Y ou said that about—"

The other interrupted. “Only, it wasn't an engineer that time. It wasatennis player. Didyou doitin
your head, Daddy?1 did too, only it took me longer. One point four and two-thirds, so Six Six seven. Is
that right?’

“I have no idea. Fifteenis smaler than twenty-two, and that's an hour. Seven over, and seven's about
half of fifteen. Mot red caculations outside school are like that, honey.”

“Becauseit doesn't matter?’

Emery shook his head. “ Because the data's not good enough for anything more. 1t's about
twenty-two miles to town on this Jeep's odometer. That could be off by as much as—" Something caught
hiseye, and hefd| slent.

From the rear seat, Brook asked, “What's the matter, Dad?’ He sounded half suffocated.

Emery was peering into the rear view mirror, unable to see anything except ablur of snow. “There
was asign back there. What did it say?’

“Dont tell meyou'relogt, Emery.”

“I'mnot lost. What did it say, Brook?’

“I couldnt tdll, it was dl covered with snow.”

“I think it was the historical marker sign. I'm going to stop there on the way back.”

“Okay, I'll remind you.”

“Youwont haveto. I'll stop.”

One of the twins asked, “What happened there?’

Emery did not reply; Brook told her, “There used to be avillage there, the first onein this part of the
state. Wagon trains would stop there. One time there was nobody there. The log cabins and their stuff
was okay, only there wasn't anybody home.”

“The Pied Piper,” the twin suggested.

“Hejust took rats and kids. Thisgot everybody.”

Jan sad, “I don't think that's much of amystery. An early settlement? The Indianskilled them.”

The other twin said, “Indians would have scalped them and | eft the bodies, Mama, and taken things.”

“All right, they were stolen by fairies. Emery, this hill looks so steep! Areyou surethisistheright
road?’

“It'sthe only road thereis. Hills awayslook steeper covered with snow.” When Jan said nothing, he
added, “Héell, they are steeper.”

“They should plow this”

“The plowswill be out on the state highway,” Emery told her. “Don't worry, only three more
mountains.”

They let Jan and the twins out in front of the Ramada Inn, and Brook climbed over the back of the
front seet. “1'm glad they're gone. | guess| shouldn't say it—she's been pretty nice to me—but I'm glad.”

Emery nodded.

“Y ou could've turned around back there.” Brook indicated the motel's U-shaped drive. “ Are we
going into town?’

Emery nodded again.

“Want to tell me what for? 1 might be ableto help.”

“To buy two more guns. There's a sporting-goods dealer on Main Street. WEl look therefirgt.”

“Onefor me, huh? What kind?’

“What kind do you want?’

“A three-fifty-seven, | guess”

“No handguns, there's afive-day waiting period. But we can buy rifles or shotguns and take them
with us, and we may need them when we get back to the cabin.”

“Onerifle and one shotgun,” Brook decided. “Pumps or semis. Y ou want the rifle or the scattergun,
Dad?

Emery did not reply. Every businessthat they drove past seemed to be dark and locked. He left the



Jeep to rattle and pound the door of the sporting-goods store, but no one appeared to unlock it.

Brook switched off the radio as he got back in. “ Storm's going to get worse. They say the main part
hasn't even gotten here yet.”

Emery nodded.

“Y ou knew, huh?’

“I'd heard a wesather report earlier. We're due for two, possibly three days of this.”

The gun shop was closed as well. There would be no gun with which to kill the woman who had shot
him, and none with which to kill himself. He shrugged half-humoroudy and got back into the Jeep. Brook
sad, “Were going to fight with what we've got, huh?’

“A hammer and a hunting knife againgt my thirty-thirty?” Emery shook his head emphatically. “Were
not going to fight at all. If they come around again, we're to do whatever they want, no questions and no
objections. If they like anything—this Jeep would be the most likely item, | imagine—were going to give
it tothem.”

“Unless| get achanceto grab thegun again.”

Emery glanced a him. “Thefirst time you tried that, she hadn't learned to useit. She was alot better
when she shot me. Next time shelll be better yet. Am | making mysdlf clear?’

Brook nodded. “I've got to be careful.”

“Y ou've got to be more than just careful,” Emery told him, “ because if you're not, you're going to die.
| wasten feet or more from her when she shot at me, and backing away. She fired anyway, and she hit
me”

“| got it.”

“When you dressed my wound,” Emery continued, “you said that if her shot had been an inch or two
lower it would have hit my belt. If it had been aninch or two to theleft, it would have killed me. Did you
think of that?’

“Sure. | just didn't want to say it.” Brook pointed to asmall dark building. “ Theresthe last store,
Rothschild's Records and CDs. It's pretty good. | used to have you drop me there sometimes when you
were going into town, remember?’

Intent upon his thoughts and the snow-covered road, Emery did not even nod.

“Those girls have got to be either camping or living in somebody's cabin out here. If we can find out
where, we could get some guns when the town's open again and go out there and make them give our
stuff back.”

Emery muttered, “Thisisthe last trip until the county clearstheroad.”

“We're doing okay now.”

“Thisisadgate highway. It's been plowed at least once, most likely within the past couple of hours.
The road to the cabin won't have been plowed at dl, and we barely made it out.”

“I'dliketo look at the other car and seeif they left any of my stuff.”

“All right, if we can drive asfar asthe cabin, well do that. But after that, I'm not taking the Jeep out
until the road's been plowed.”

“They redly were girls?1 thought you and 'Leen might have been stringing Jan.”

“Two of them were.” Emery studied the road. “ The one who shot me, and another one who was with
her. | imagine the third was as well, she seemed to be about the same size”

Brook nodded to himsdlf. “Y ou never can tell what girlsare going to do, | guess.”

“Obvioudy it's harder to predict the actions of someone whaose psychology differs from your own.
Onceyou've learned what awoman va ues, though, you ought to be right most of the time—say, seven
out of ten.” Emery chuckled. “How'sthat for aman being divorced for the second time? Do | sound like
an expert?’

“Sure. What does awoman vaue?’

“It varies from woman to woman, and sometimes it changes. Y ou haveto learn for each, or guess.
With alittle experience you ought to be able to make pretty good guesses after you've talked with the
woman for afew minutes. Y ou've got to listen to what she says, and listen harder for what she doesn't.
All thisistruefor men aswell, of course. Fortunately, men are easer—for other men.”



“Okay if | throw you a softbal, Dad? I'm leading up to something.”

“Go ahead.”

“What does Jan value?’

“Firgt of al, the appearance of wedlth. She doesn't value money itsdlf, but she wants to impress
people with her big car, her mink coat, and so on. Have | missed the turn?’

“I don't think so. We've been going pretty dow.”

“| don't either—I don't see how | could have—but | keep worrying about it.

“Money has apoetry of its own, Brook. WWomen are fond of telling usthat we don't get it, but the
poetry of money isone of the thingsthat they rarely get. One of adozen or more, | suppose. Are you
going to ask why | married Jan? Isthat what you're leading up to?’

“Uh-huh. Why did you?’

“Because | waslondy and fell in love with her. Looking back, | can see very clearly that | wanted to
prove to mysdf that | could make awoman happy, too. | felt | could make Jan happy, and | wasright.
But after awhile—after | lost the company, particularly—it no longer seemed worth the effort.”

“I'mwith you. Did she love you too? Or did you think she did?’

Emery sighed. “Women don't love in the same way that men do, Brook. | said the psychology was
different, and that's one of the main differences. Men are dogs. Women are cats—they love conditionally.
For example, | loveyou. If you weretotry to kill me—"

“I wouldn't do that!”

“I'm congtructing an extreme example,” Emery explained patiently. “ Say that | wasto try to kill you.
Y ou'd fight me off if you could. Y ou might even kill me doing it. But you'd love me afterward, just the
same; you may not think so, but you would.”

Brook nodded, his face thoughtful.

“When you love awoman, you'l love her in the same way; but women love aslong as—aslong as
you have agood job, aslong as you don't bring home your friends, and so on. Y ou shouldn't blame them
for that, because it's as much a part of their natures as the way you loveis of yours. For women, loveisa
gpell that can be broken by picking aflower or throwing aring into the sea. Loveismagic, whichiswhy
they frequently use thelanguage of fairy taleswhen they talk about it.”

“Were coming up on the turn.” Brook aimed hisforefinger at the darkness and the blowing snow.
“It'sright dong here someplace.”

“About another hdf mile. Throw your fastbdl.”

“Thiswoman that shot you. Why did shedo it?’

“I've been thinking about that.”

“I figured you had.”

“Why does anyone, robbing someone e se, shoot them?’

“No witnesses?’

Emery shook his head. “A thief doesn't merdly shoot to silence awitness, hekills. After she had shot
me shelet mego. | wastill conscious, il ableto walk and to talk. Perfectly capable of giving the sheriff
adescription of her. But shelet me go. Why?’

“Y ou were there, Dad. What do you think?’

“Y ou're gtarting to sound like me.” Emery dowed the Jeep from ten miles an hour to six, searching
the road to hisleft.

“I know.”

“Because she was frightened, | think. Afraid of me, and afraid she couldn't do it, too. When she shot
me, she proved to hersdf that she could, and | was able to show her—by my actions, because she
couldn't understand what | was saying—that | wasn't somebody she had to be afraid of .”

The road to the cabin was degp in snow, so deep that they inched and churned their way through it
foot by foot. Caution, and speeds scarcely faster than awalk, soon became habitual, and Emery's mind
turned to other things. Firgt of dl, to the smoothly ova face behind the threstening muzzle of hisrifle.
Large, dark eyes above atiny mouth narrowed by determination; a smal—dightly flattened?—nose.

Small and dender hands; the thirty-thirty had looked big in them, which meant that they had been



hardly larger than the twins. He did not remember seeing hair, but with that face it would be black,
surely. Straight or curled? Not Japanese or Chinese, possibly asmdl, light-complexioned
Afro-American. A mixture of Black and White with Orientd? Filipino? Almost anything seemed possible.

The cod-black hair he had imagined merged with the shadow of her hood. “Brownies,” he said
aoud.

“What?’

“Brownies. Don't they cdl thoselittle girlswho sdll cookies Brownies?’

“Sure. Like Girl Scouts, only littler. 'Leen and 'Layna used to be Brownies.”

Emery nodded. “ That'sright. | remember.” But brownieswere origindly English fairies, smal and
dark—brown-faced, presumably—mischievous and sometimes spiteful, but often willing to trade their
work for food and clothing. Fairies sufficiently feminine that giving their nameto an organization for young
girlswasnot ridiculous, asit would have been to call the samelittle girls gnomes, for example.

Stolen by fairies, Jan had said, referring to villagers of the eighteen forties.... Hetried to remember
the precise date, and failed.

Because brownies did not merely trade their l1abor for the goods they wanted. Often they stole.
Milked your cow before you woke up. Snatched your infant from its crib. Lured your children to aplace
where time ran differently, too fast or too dow. Aileen, who had been gone for no more than two hours
a most, had thought she had been gone for a day—had been taken to the ziggurat and shown pictures
she had not understood, had dept or at least tried to deep, had been made to wade into the lake, where
bluelights shone.

Wherewasfaryland?

“Why're you stopping?’

“Because | want to get out and look at something. Y ou stay here.”

Fashlight in hand, he shut the Jegp's flimsy vinyl flap. Later—by next morning, perhaps—the snow
might be easier to walk on. Now it was still uncompacted, as light as down; he sank above hisknees at
every step.

The historical marker protruded above the blank whiteness, its size amplified by the snow it wore. He
considered brushing off the bronze plaque and reading it, but the precise date and circumstances, as
specified by some historian moreinterested in plausibility than truth, did not matter.

He waded padt it, across what would be green and parklike lawn in summer, reminding himsdlf that
therewas aditch at its end before the ranch's barbed-wire fence, and wishing he had atick or staff with
which to probe the snow. The body—if he had in fact seen what he had thought he had seen—would be
covered by thistime, invisble save asadight mound.

When he stood in the ditch, the snow was above hiswaist. His gloved hands found the wire, then the
amost-buried locust post, which he used to pull himsef up, breaching the snow like some fantadtic,
redplaid dolphin.

The coyote lay where he had glimpsed it on the drive to town. It had frozen as fiff asthe squirrd it
had left him, itsface twisted in asnarl of pain and surprise. Negotiating the ditch again with so much
difficulty that he feared for afew seconds that he would haveto call for Brook to rescue him, he stowed
the body on the narrow floor behind the Jeep's front seats.

Brook said, “That's a dead coyote.”

Emery nodded as he got back behind the whedl and put the Jeep in gear. “ Cyanide gun.”

“What do you want with that?’

“I don't know. | haven't decided yet.”

Brook stared, then shrugged. “1 hope you didn't tart yoursdlf bleeding again, doing al that.”

“I' may bury him. Or | might have him stuffed and mounted. That sporting-goods dedler hasa
taxidermy service. They could do it. Probably wouldn't cost more than a hundred or s0.”

“Youdidntkill it,” Brook protested.

“Ohyes, | did,” Emery told him.

What they could see of the cabin through the falling snow suggested that it was asthey had left it.



Emery did not stop, and it would have been difficult to make the Jeep push its way through the banks
more dowly than it dready was. The world before the windshield was white, framed in black; and upon
that blank sheet his mind strove to paint the country from which the small brown women had come, a
country that would send forth an aircraft (if the ziggurat in the lake wasin fact an aircraft or something like
one) crewed by young women more dike than sisters. A country without men, perhaps, or oneinwhich
men were hated and feared.

What had they thought of Jan, awoman amogt afoot taler than they? Jan with her creamy
complexion and yelow hair? Of Aileen and Alayna, girls of their own size, nearly as dark asthey, and
aike astwo peas? Thefirgt had run from, the second fought them; and both reactions had quite likely
baffled them. From their own perspective, they had crashed in awilderness of snow and wind and bitter
cold—ahowling wilderness strangely and dangeroudly inhabited.

“We could've stopped at the cabin,” Brook said. “We can go look for my stuff tomorrow, when
thereésdaylight.”

Emery shook his head. “We wouldn't be able to get through tomorrow. The snow will be too deep.”

“Wecould try.”

Brook had presumably confirmed their worst fears, as he had himsdlf; and although they'd had his
rifle, they had fled at his gpproach. They had recognized the rifle as aweapon when they had entered and
searched his empty, unlocked cabin—empty because he had seen something flash high up on the hill
acrossthecreek....

“Isit much farther, Dad?’ Brook was peering through the wind-driven snow into the black night
again, trying to catch aglimpse of Jan's Lincoln.

“Quiteabit, | believe.” Apologeticaly, Emery added, “We're not going very fast.”

Theflash from the hill had |eft a shallow burn on the oak back of hischair. Had it been alaser—a
laser wegpon? Had they been shooting at him even then? A laser that could do no more than scorch the
surface of the chair-back would not kill aman, surdly, though it might blind him if it struck hiseyes. Not a
weapon, perhaps, but alaser tool of some kind that they had tried to employ as aweapon. He recalled
the lasers used to engrave sted in the company he had left to found his own.

“Nobody'sin that cabin back there now, | guess.”

He shook his head. “Been closed since early November. There's nobody out here redlly, except us
and them.”

“What do you think they're trying to do out here?’

“Leave.” Histone, he hoped, would notify Brook that he was not in the mood for conversation.

“They could've gonein the Lincoln. It wasn't out of gas. I'd been watching the gauge, because she
never does.”

“They can't drive. If they could, they'd have driven it away from the cabin thefirst time, when Jan left
the keysinit. Besides, the Lincoln couldn't take them where they want to go.”

“Dag—"

“That's enough questionsfor now. I'll tell you more when I've got more of it figured out.”

“You must beredly tired. | wish we'd stopped at the cabin. There won't be any of my stuff |eft

Was heredlly astired as Brook suggested? He considered the matter and decided he was. Wading
through the snow past the historical marker had consumed what little strength he had | eft after losing
blood and dogging home with Aileen through snow that no longer seemed particularly deep. Hewas
operating now on whatever it was that remained when the last strength was gone. On stubbornness and
desperation.

“Y our grandfather used to tell astory,” he remarked to Brook, “about ajackrabbit, a coyote, and a
jay. Did | ever tell you that?’

“No.” Brook grinned, glad that he was not angry. “What isit?’

“A jay will yel and warn the other animasif there's acoyote around. Y ou know that?’

“Uh-huh.”

“Wall, thisjay was up on amesquite, with ajackrabbit deeping in the shade. Thejay spotted a



coyote stalking the jackrabbit and yelled awarning. The coyote sprang, and the jackrabbit ran, scooting
past the mesquite and hooking left, with the coyote after it.

“Thejay fdt alittle guilty about not having spotted the coyote sooner, o he shouted to the
jackrabbit, *Y ou okay? Y ou going to make it?

“And the jackrabbit caled back, ‘I'll makeit!’

“They went around the mesquite eight or ten times, and it seemed to the jay that the coyote was
gaining a every pass. He got serioudy worried then, and he shouted down, Y ou sure you're going to
maekeit?

“The jackrabbit called back, ‘ I'm going to make it!’

“A few more passes, and the coyote was snapping at the jackrabbit'stail. The jay wasworried sick
by then, and he shouted, * Rabbit, how do you know you're going to makeit? And the jackrabbit called
back, ‘Hdll, I've got to makeit!’”

Brook said, “Y ou mean you'e like that rabbit.”

“Right.” Emery put the transmission into neutral and set the parking brake. *1've got to makeit, and |
will.”

“Why arewe stopping?’

“Because we're here.” He opened hisflap and got out.

“I don't seethe car.”

“Youwill inaminute. Bring theflash.”

They had to climb adrift before they found it, nearly buried in snow with its hood still up. Emery
reached ingde, took Jan's keys out of the ignition lock, and handed them to Brook. “Here, check the
trunk. They may not have noticed the keyhole behind the meddlion.”

A moment later, as he leaned againgt the snow-covered side of the car, he heard Brook say, “It's
herel Everything's<till herel”

“I'll hepyou.” He forced himsdlf to walk.

“Just acouplelittle bags. | can carry them.” Brook dammed down the trunk lid so that he would not
see whatever was being left behind. A stereo, Emery decided. Possibly aTV. He hated TV, and decided
to say nothing.

“Y ou want the keys?’

“Y ou keep them.”

“I guesswell haveto cdl atow truck when theroad's clear. They've taken alot of stuff out of here.”
Brook was at the front of the Lincoln, shining the flashlight into its engine compartment.

“Sure,” Emery said, and started back to the Jeep.

When he woke the next morning, bacon was frying and coffee perking on the little propane stove. He
sat up, discovering that hisright Sde was giff and painful. “Brook?’

Therewas no answer.

The cabin was cold, in spite of the blue flames and the friendly odors. He pulled the wool shirt he had
put on after Brook had bandaged hiswound over the Duofold underwear he had dept in, pushed hislegs
into the trousers he had dropped on the floor beside his bunk, and stood up. His boots were under the
little table, the stockings he had worn beside them. He put the stockingsinto hislaundry bag, got out a
clean pair and pulled them on, then tugged on, laced, and tied his boots.

The coffee had perked enough. He turned off the burner and transferred the bacon onto the cracked
green plate Brook had agpparently planned to use. The bacon till smelled good; he felt that he should eat
apiece, but he had no appetite.

Had Brook st off on foot to fetch whatever it was that he had left in the Lincoln's trunk? Not with
food on the stove. Brook would have turned down the fire under the coffeegpot and drunk acup before
he | eft, taken up the bacon and eaten half of it, probably with bread, butter, and jam.

There was no toaster, but Brook had offered to toast bread in front of the fire the night before. That
firewas nearly out, hardly more than embers. Brook had gotten up, started the coffee and put on the
bacon, and gone outside for firewood.



Lord, Emery thought, you don't owe me athing—I know that. But please.

They had taken Aileen and had, perhaps, been bringing her back when they had encountered him.
They might very well have taken Brook aswell; if they had, they might bring him back in aday or two.

Hefound that he was staring at the plate of bacon. He set it on the table and put on his mackinaw
and second-best cap. Had his best one—the one that the women had not let him retrieve—been on the
front seat of Jan's Lincoln? He had not even looked.

Snow had reached the sills of the windows, but it was not snowing as hard asit had the day before.
The path plowed by Brook's feet and legs showed plainly, crossing the little back porch, turning south for
the stacked wood under the eaves, then retraced for a short distance. Brook had seen something; or
more probably, had heard a noise from the cabin's north side, where the Jeep was parked. It was
difficult, very difficult, for Emery to step off the porch, following the path that Brook had broken through
the deep snow.

Brook's body sprawled before the front bumper, astick of firewood near its right hand. The blood
around its head might, Emery told himsdlf, have come from a superficia scalp wound. Brook might be
alive, though unconscious. Even as he crouched to look more closdly, he knew it was not true.

He closed his eyes and stood up. They had taken hisax aswell as hisrifle; he had worried about the
rifle and had scarcely given athought to the ax, yet the ax had done this.

The dead coyote till lay in back of the front seat of the plundered Jeep. He carried it to the south
sde of the cabin; and where firewood had been that autumn, contrived arough bier from half adozen
sticks. Satisfied with the effect, he built alarger bier of the same kind for his son, arranged the
not-yet-frozen body on it, and covered it with a clean sheet that he weighted with afew more sticks. It
would be necessary to cdl the sheriff if the telephone was till working, and the sheriff might very well
accuse him of Brook's murder.

Insde, after amomentary hesitation, he bolted the doors. A calendar hung the year before provided
the number of the only undertaker in VVoylestown.

“Y ou have reached Merton's Funera Parlor. We are not able to be with you at thistime...”

He waited for the tone, then spoke quickly. “Thiss Emery Bainbridge.” They could get his address
from the directory, aswell as his number. “My son'sdead. | want you to handle the arrangements.
Contact me when you can.” A second or two of silence, asif in memory of Brook, and then the did tone.
He pressed in the sheriff's number.

“ Sheriff Ron Wilber's office.”

“ThisisEmery Bainbridge again. My son, Brook, has been killed.”

“Address?’

“Five zero zero north, twenty-9x seventy-seven west-that's on Route E-E, about five milesfrom
Haunted Lake.”

“How did it happen, Mister Bainbridge?’

He wanted to say that one of the women had stood against the wall of his cabin, holding hisax, and
waited for Brook to come around the corner; it had been apparent from the lines plowed through the
deep snow, but mentioning it at thistime would merely make the investigating officer suspect him. He
sad, “Hewas hit in the head with my ax, | think. They took my ax yesterday.”

“Yes, | remember. Don't move the body, well get somebody out there as soon as we can.”

“| dready have. When—"

“Then don't move it any more. Don't touch anything else.”

“When will you have someone out here?’

He sensed, rather than heard, her indrawn bregth. “ This afternoon, Emery. WEll try to get one of the
deputiesthere this afternoon.”

If she had not been lying, Emery reflected, she would have cdled him “Mister Bainbridge.” He
thanked her and hung up, then leaned back in his chair, looking from the telephone to hisjournd. He
should write up hisjournal, and there was a great dedl to write. There had been acdlular phonein Jan's
car. Had they taken it? He had not noticed.

He picked up the telephone again but hung it up without pressing in anumber. His black sportswatch



lay under hisbunk. Heretrieved it, noting the date and time.

09:17 Jan came yesterday, with Brook and the twins. Three smdl, dark women in hoodstried to
strip her car. There was atusde with Jan and the children.

He stared down at the pen. It was exactly the color of Brook's blood in the snow.

Aileenran away. | searched for her in Jan's car, which | was able to trade for her. One of the women
shot me. They do not understand English.

The red pen had stopped.

His computer back home—he corrected the thought: his computer at Jan's had a spell checker; this
pen had none, yet it had sounded awarning without one. Wasit possible that the women spoke English
after al? On overseas trips he had met people whose English he could scarcely understand. Hetried to
recall what the women had said and what he had said, and failed with both.

Y et something, some neglected corner of his subconscious, suspected that the women had in fact
been speaking English, of apeculiar variety.

Whan that Aprille with his shoures soote The droghte of March hath perced to the roote.

He had memorized the linesin high school—how long had it been? But no, it had been much longer
than that, had been more than six hundred years Snce agresat poet had written in abeautiful rhythmic
didect that had at first seemed as dien as German. “When April, with his sweet breath/The drought of
March has pierced to the root.”

And thelanguage was Hill changing, till evolving.

He picked up the telephone, fairly sure that he remembered Jan's cellular number, and pressediit in.

A londy ringing, far away. In Jan's snow-covered black Lincoln? Could acellular car phone operate
without the car's battery? There were bag phones as well, telephones you could carry in abriefcase, s0
perhapsit could. If the women had taken it to pieces, there would have been arecorded message telling
him that the number was no longer in service.

He had lost count of the rings when someone picked up the receiver. “Hdlo,” he said. “Hello?” Even
to him, it sounded inane.

No one spoke on the other end. As dowly and distinctly as he could, he said, “I am the man whose
son you killed, and I am coming to kill you. If you want to explain before | do, you haveto do it now.”

No voice spoke.

“Very well. You can cdl meif you want.” He gave his number, speaking more dowly and digtinctly
than ever. “But | won't be here much longer.”

Or at least, they do not speak an English that | can understand. | should have said that | was not hurt
badly. Brook bandaged it. | have not seen a doctor. Maybe | should.

Hefét the bandage and found it was stiff with blood. Changing it, he decided, would waste agreat
dedl of valuabletime, and might actualy make thingsworse,

Brook and | took Jan and the twinsinto town. Before | woke up this morning, the women killed
Brook, outside in the snow.

There was alittle stand of black-willow saplings down by the creek. He waded through the snow to
them, cut six with his hunting knife, and carried them back to the cabin.

There he cut four sticks, each threetimes aslong as hisfoot, and tied their endsin pairswith twine.
Shorter sticks, notched at both ends, spread them; he tied the short sticksin place with more twine, then
bound the crude snowshoes that he had made to his boots, wrapping each boot tightly with adozen
turns

Hewas eight or ten yards from the cabin—walking over the snow rather than through it—when his
ears caught the faint ringing of histeephone. He returned to the cabin to answer it, leaving the maul he
had been carrying on the porch.

“Migter Bainbridge? I'm Ralph Merton. Ralph Merton's voice was sepulchrd. “May | extend my
sympathy to you and your loved ones?’

Emery sighed and sat down, his snowshoed feet necessarily flat on thefloor. “ Y es, Mister Merton. It
was good of you to return my call. | didn't think you'd be in today.”

“I'm afraid I'm not, Mister Bainbridge. | have an—ah+—device that lets me call my office a the parlor



and get my messages. May | ask if your son was under adoctor's care?’

“No, Brook was perfectly hedthy, asfar as| know.”

“A doctor hasn't seen your son?’

“No one has, except me.” After afew seconds silence, Emery added, “ And the woman who killed
him. | think there was another woman with her, in which case the second woman would have seen him,
too. Not that it matters, | suppose.”

Raph Merton cleared histhroat. “ A doctor will have to examine your son and issue a death
certificate before we can come, Migter Bainbridge.”

“Of course. I'd forgotten.”

“If you have afamily doctor...?’

“No,” Emery sad.

“Inthat case,” Raph Merton sounded dightly more human, “1 could phone Doctor Ormond for you.
He'sayoung man, very active. Hell be there just as soon as he can get through, I'm sure.”

“Thank you,” Emery said, “I'd gppreciate that very much.”

“I'll doiit assoon as | hang up. Would you let us know as soon as you have a death certificate,
Migter Bainbridge?’

“Certanly.”

“Wonderful. Now, asto the—ah—ypresent arrangements? |s your son indoors?’

“Out in the snow. | put a sheet over hisbody, but I'd think it would be covered with snow by this
time”

“Wonderful. I'll call Doctor Ormond the moment | hang up, Mister Bainbridge. When you've got the
death certificate, you can rely on Merton'sfor everything. Y ou have my sympathy. | have two sons
mysdf.”

“Thank you,” Emery repeated, and returned the receiver toits cradle.

The cabin gtill smelled faintly of bacon and coffee. It might not be wise to leave with an empty
stomach, was certainly unwise to leave with alow flame under the coffeegpot, as he had been about to do.
He turned the burner off, got a clean mug (somewhat hampered by his home-made snowshoes), poured
himsdf acup, spped, and made himsdf eat two dices of bacon. Three more, between two dices of rye
bread, became a crude sandwich; he stuffed it into a pocket of his mackinaw.

The maul waited beside the front door; he locked the door and started off over the snow a second
time. When the snow-covered road had led him nearly out of sight of the cabin, he thought he heard the
faint and londly ringing of histelephone again. Presumably that was Doctor Ormond; Emery shrugged and
trudged on.

The front door of the dark cabin seemed very substantid; after examining it, Emery circled around to
the back. Drifted snow had risen nearly to the level of the hasp and padlock that secured the door.
Pogitioning hisfeet asfirmly as he could in snowshoes, he swung hismaul like agolf club at the hasp. At
the third blow, the screws tore loose and the door crashed inward.

Clambering through the violated doorway, he reflected that he did not know who owned this cabin
now or what he looked like, that he would not recognize the owner he intended to rob if he were to meet
him on the street. Robbery would be easier if only he could imagine himsalf gpologizing and explaining,
and offering to pay—though no apology or explanation would be feasibleif he succeeded. He would be
avigilante then; and the law, which extended every courtesy to murderers, detested and destroyed
anyone who killed or even resisted them. He would have to find out this cabin's address, he decided, and
send cash by mail.

Of course, it was possible that there were no guns here, in which case Brook's murderers would
presumably kill him too, before he could do any such thing. They might kill him, for that matter, even if—

Before he could complete the thought, he saw the gun safe, asteel cabinet painted to look like wood,
with acombination lock. Half adozen blows from the maul knocked off the knob. Two dozen more so
battered the three-sixteenths-inch steel door that he could work the claws of the big ripping hammer he
found in atoolbox into the opening. The battered mechanism was stedl, the hammer-handle fiberglass; for



afew seconds that seemed far longer, he felt certain the handle would break.

A rivet somewherein the gun safe surrendered with a pop—the sweetest sound imaginable. A dight
repositioning of the hammer and another heave, and the door ground back.

The gun safe held atwelve-gauge over-and-under shotgun, a sixteen-gauige pump, and adeek
scoped Sako carbine; there were shot shells of both sizes and three boxes of cartridges for the carbinein
one of the drawers below the guns.

Emery took out the carbine and threw it to his shoulder; the stock felt atrifle small—the cabin's
owner was probably an inch or two shorter—but it handled dmost asif it had been customized for him.
The bolt opened crisply to display an empty chamber.

He loaded five cartridges and dropped more into a pocket of his mackinaw. Reflecting that the
women might well arm themsalves from this cabin too, once they discovered that the lock on the rear
entrance was broken, he threw the shotgun shells outside into the snow.

From athick stand of pine on the lake shore, he had as good aview of the canted structure that
Aileen had called aziggurat asthe gray daylight and blowing snow permitted: an assemblage of cubicd
modules tapering to a peak in a series of snow-covered terraces.

Certainly not an aircraft; a spacecraft, perhaps. More likely, a space station. Toward the bottom—or
rather toward the ice surrounding it, for there had to be an additiona forty feet or more of it submerged in
the lake—the modul es were noticeably crushed and deformed.

Rising, he stepped clumsily out onto the windswept ice. A part of this had been open water when the
women had brought Aileen from the ziggurat back to the road—water that was open because theice had
been broken when the ziggurat broke through it, presumably. Y et that open water had been shalow
enough for Aileen to wade through, athough this mountain lake was deep afew feet from shore; such
open water made no sense, though things seemed to have happened like that.

There were no windows that he could see, but several of the modules appeared to have rounded
doorsor hatches. If the women kept awatch, they might shoot him now as he shuffled dowly over the
ice; but they would have to open one of those hatches to do it, and he would do his best to shoot first.
He rechecked the Sako's safety. It was off, and he knew there was a round in the chamber. He removed
the glove from hisright hand and stuffed it into his pocket on top of more rounds and hisforgotten
sandwich.

He had wanted to die; and if they gut-shot him during the minute or two more that he would require
to reach the base of the ziggurat, he would diein agony right here upon theice.

Well, men did. All Men. Every human being died &t last, young or old; and he had aready lived
longer than many of the people he had known and liked in high school and college. Had lived dmost
three times as long as Brook.

To hisright, the tracks of smdll feet in large-cleated boots | ft the ziggurat, tracks not yet obscured by
snow and thus very recent. He turned toward them to examine them, then traced them back to acircular
hatch whose lower edge was no more than an inch above theice. It was dogged shut with asimple latch
large enough that he manipulated it easily with hisgloved left hand.

A wave of warmth caressed his face as he pulled the hatch open and stepped into the ziggurat. Hest!
They had heat in here, heat from some device that was still functioning, though Aileen had complained of
the cold. In that case, heat from a source they had been able to repair since the crash, perhaps with parts
from Jan'sLincoln.

Almost absently, he closed the hatch behind him. Before him was a second hatch; beyond it, misty
bluelight and dark water. Here, then, was the explanation for the ice on Aileen's boots and pantslegs,
she had waded in the lake, dl right, but here inside the ziggurat, where there seemed to be about afoot of
water.

Sitting in the hatchway of what he decided must surely be an airlock, he unlaced his boots and tugged
them off, crude snowshoes and dl, then tied his bootlaces together. It would be convenient, perhaps, to
leave boots and snowshoes here in the airlock, but without either he would be confined to the ziggurat; he
could not risk it. He took off his stockings and stuffed them into his boots, rolled up histrouser legs, and



stepped barefoot into the dark water, the boots and snowshoes in hisleft hand, the Sako carbinein his
right, gripped likeapigtol.

Thewalsand ceiling of the module were thick with dias and unfamiliar devices, and atilted cabinet
whose corner rose above the water promised more; he paused to ook at what seemed to be asimple
did, dthough its pointer shimmered, vanished, and regppeared, gpparently a conveniently masdess
projection. Thefirst number looked like zero, queerly lettered; the |ast—he squinted—three hundred,
perhaps, adthough he had never seen a 3 quite like that. Pushing atiny knob at the base to the left
increased the height of the numerals until each stood about five thirty-seconds of an inch; the pointer
darkened and now seemed quite solid.

There was adight noise from overhead, as though someonein a higher module had dropped some
small object.

He stiffened and |ooked quickly around. An open hatch in the wall at the opposite side of the
half-crushed module gave access to an interior module that should (if the dant of both floorswasthe
same) be somewhat less deeply submerged. He waded across and went in, followed by the dial he had
examined, which did acrossthe metd wall like ahockey puck, dodging other devicesin its path, until he
caught it and pushed the knob at its base to the right again.

A ladder in the middle of the new moduleinvited him to climb to the one above; he did, athough with
difficulty, his boots and snowshoes dung behind his back and haf choking him with his own bootlaces,
and the carbine awkwardly grasped in hisright hand. The ladder (of some white meta that did not quite
seem to be duminum) gave dangeroudy beneath hisweight, but held.

The higher module into which he emerged was dmost intact, and colder than the one from which he
had just climbed; the degp thrumming of the wind beyond its metal walls could be distinctly heard, though
no window or porthole reveaed the snow he knew must be racing down the lake with it.

“Fey,” he muttered to himself. And then, somewhat more loudly, “Eerie.” How frightened poor
Aileen must have been!

Curious, he put down his boots and snowshoes and the Sako, drew hisknife, and shaved afew bits
of metal from the topmost rung of the ladder. They were bright where the sharp steel had sheared them,
dull on the older surfaces. Tempted to guess, he suspended judgment. A somewhat bigger piece gouged
from the floor appeared to be of the same materid; he unbuttoned his mackinaw and deposited dl his
samplesin ashirt pocket.

The rectangular furnishing againgt one wall looked asif it might be aworkbench topped with white
plastic. Two objects of unfamiliar shapelay on it; he crossed the cubicle, stepping over festureless
cabinets and others dotted with strangely shaped screens.

The larger object that he took from the bench changed itsform at histouch, developing smooth jaws
whose curving inner surfaces suggested parabolas; the smaler object snapped open, revealing a
convoluted diagram too large to have been contained within it. Points of orange and green light wandered
amlesdy over the diagram. After abit of fumbling, he shut the object again and put it in the chest pocket
of hismackinaw, following it with several small items of interest that he discovered in the swinging,
extens ble compartments that seemed to serve as drawers, though they were not quite drawers.

Without warning, the face of an angry giantess occupied the benchtop and her shouting voicefilled
the module. Gongs and bells sounded behind her, amusic grotesquely harmonious amplified to desfening
intengity. For ahaf second that was nearly too long, he watched and listened, mesmerized.

She wasfivefeet behind him, ax raised, when heturned. He lunged at her asthe blow fell, and the
wooden handle struck his shoulder. Struggling together, they rolled over the canted floor, she aclawing,
biting fury, he with a hand—then both—grabbing at the ax handle.

Wrenching the ax away, he swung it clumsly, hitting her ebow with the flat. She bit his cheek, and
seemed about to tear hisface off. Releasing the ax, he drove histhumbsinto her eyes. She spat him out
(such was his confused recollection later), sprang to her feet, dashed away—

And was gone.

Haf stunned by the suddenness and violence of the fight aswell as the deafening clamor from the
workbench, he sat up and looked around him. His stolen ax lay near hisleft hand; the brownish smear on



its bright edge was presumably Brook's blood. His own trickled from his cheek, dotting the uneven metal
floor. His boots and snowshoes, and the deek carbine, lay where he had | eft them.

Sowly he got to hisfeet, stooped to reclaim his ax, then stood up without it; he could only carry o
much, the carbine was a better weapon, and the ax had killed Brook.

He shook himself. These women had killed Brook. The ax was his ax, and nothing more: agood
piece of sted mounted on alength of hickory, athing he had bought for thirty or forty dollarsin the
hardware store in town—as foolish to kick the stone you tripped over asto blame the ax.

He picked it up and wiped the blade on one rough deeve of his mackinaw until most of Brook's
blood was gone. The carbine was a better weapon, but if he left the ax where it was the women would
amog certainly find it and use it againg him. If he carried it outsde, he might be ableto chop aholein
theiceand drop it in; but dropping it into the dark water at the bottom of the ladder would probably be
amogt as effective and a hundred times quicker. Soon, perhaps very soon, the one who had just tried to
kill him might try again.

The clamor of the bench continued unabated. Childishly, hetold it to be quiet, and when it did not
respond, chopped at the huge, fema e, shouting, shrieking face again and again, until sllencefell as
suddenly as a curtain and the benchtop was white plastic once more. Had it been ateaching device, as
well asarepair bench? Onethat could, perhaps, ingtruct and entertain the mechanic while she worked?

Helad the ax onit, found a handkerchief, and pressed it to his cheek.

Curious again, he strode to the nearest wall and touched it; it was not as cold as he had expected,
though it seemed digtinctly colder than the air around him. “Insulated,” he muttered to himsdlf, “ but not
insulated enough.” Did you need alot of insulation for space? Perhaps not; astronauts stayed outsdein
their suitsfor hours. After alittle reflection, he concluded that a space station could lose heet to space
only by radiation, and a space station at room temperature would not radiate much. The ziggurat was
losing heat by convection and conduction now, and convection was dmost dways the grestest thief of
hest.

Retrieving the ax, he carried it to the floor hatch to drop it in, and saw the dead woman's body
floating facedown in the shalow water of the cubicle below.

When heleft, the marks of his snowshoes coming in were as sharp asif they had just been made,
athough it was snowing hard. So much snow had accumulated on the ziggurat's terraces dready that it
seemed dmost arock rising from theice; if he wereto point it out to someone—to Brook, say, athough
it would be better perhapsto point it out to someone still dive. To Alaynaor Jan, say, or even to Pamela,
who had been Brook's mother. If he wereto point it out to any of those people and say, That rock over
thereishollow, and there are strange and wonderful blue-lit roomsingde, where little brown women will
try to kill you, they would think him not aliar but amadman, or adrunk. For centuries, unheeded men
and women in England and Ireland and any number of other countries had reported adiminutive race
living in hillswheretimeran differently, dthough in Africa, where skinswere black, the little people's had
been white.

He had made the mistake of turning the dead woman over, and the memory of her livid face and
empty, unfocused eyes came back to haunt him. Someone used to jet-black faces would have called that
dead face white, dmogt certainly. He searched hismind for aterm he had read ayear or two before.

Members of that small, pale African race were Y umbos, the people from the hills who crept out to
steal cornmesl. Aileen had said the women had given her only bread to egt. Rations were short, perhaps,
or rations were being hoarded againgt an indefinite Say.

If its hood had not been up, Emery would have missed the Lincoln, thinking it just another snowdrift.
Both doors were locked (he had locked them out of habit, it seemed, the night before) and the keys were
gtill in Brook's pocket. He broke awindow with the butt of the carbine and retrieved his best cap. Brook
had |eft some possession, a TV or home computer, in the trunk; but he would have to shoot out the lock,
and he was heavily loaded dready with theloot of the ziggurat.

As he passad the lightless cabin he had burglarized, it occurred to him that he ought to find out



whether the shotguns had been taken. After afew moments thought, he rejected the idea. The other two
women (if indeed there were only two left) might or might not have the shotguns, and might or might not
have shdlsfor them if they did. They were dangerousin any case, which was dl heredly needed to
know.

His own cabin was as dark. He tried to remember whether he had |eft alight on, then whether he had
even turned one on that morning. He had written hisjournal—had briefly and crasdy recorded Brook's
desth there—so0 he must certainly have switched on the lamp on the table. He could not remember
switching it off.

Would they shoot through the glass, and the Cyclone fence wire with which he had covered his
windows? Or would they poke the barrel through firgt, providing him some warning? There might have
been more shellsin the other cabin, in some drawer or cupboard, or even in the pockets of the old field
coat that had hung from anail near the front door.

His own front door gppeared to be just as he had | ft it; there were no footprints in the fresh snow
banked againg it, and its bright Y dlelock was unmarred. Could they pick locks? He circled the cabin,
careful to go by way of the north side, past his Jeep and the spot where Brook had died, so that he
would not haveto look at Brook's corpse. Brook was surely buried under snow by thistime, as he had
told the undertaker; yet he could not help visuaizing Brook's contorted, untenanted face. Brook would
never go to Purdue now, never utilize hisfather's contacts at NASA. Brook was dead, and all the
dreams (so many dreams) had died with him. Was it Brook or the dreams he mourned?

The rear door looked as sound as the front, and there were no visible footprintsin the snow. No
doubt he had turned out the table light automatically when he had finished writing hisjournd. Everyone
did suchthings.

He unlocked the rear door, went inside, stood the Sako in acorner, and emptied his pockets onto
thetable. Here wasthe did that had tracked him, the tool that displayed adiagram larger than itself, the
oblong card that might be a book whose pages turned each time the reader's hand approached it, the
octopus of light whose center was a ceramic sphere no bigger than amarble. Here, too, were the
seven-sided cube; the beads that strung themselves and certainly were not actualy beads, whatever they
might be; and the dish in which smdll objects seemed to mdt and from which in afew minutesthey
vanished. With them, cartridgesfor the carbine, his checkbook, keys, handkerchief, and pocketknife;
and the unappetizing sandwich.

Seaing it and fedling his own disgppointment, he redlized that he was hungry. He lit the gas under the
coffegpot and sat down to consider the matter. Should he eat first? Bandage his cheek? Build anew fire?
The cabin was cold, though it seemed dmost cozy after the winter ssorm outside.

Or should hewrite hisjournd first—set down afactua account of everything he had seenin the
Ziggurat whileit was dill fresh in his mind? The sensible thing would be to build afire; but that would
mean going out for wood and trying not to see Brook. His mind recoiled from the thought.

An accurate, detailed account of the ziggurat might be worth millionsto himin afew years, and could
be written—begun at |east—while his food was cooking and the coffee getting hot. He opened a can of
Irish stew, dumped it into a clean saucepan, lit the burner under it, then sat down again and pressed the
switch of thesmall lamp on thetable,

No light flooded from its shade.

He stared at it, tightened the bulb and pressed the switch twice more, and chuckled. No wonder the
cabin had been dark! Either the bulb had burned out in his absence, or the wires were down.

Standing up, he pulled the switch cord of the over-head fixture. Nothing.

How did the old song go? Something about wires down south that wouldn't stand the strain if it
snowed. These wires, hiswires, the onesthat the country had run out to the lake four years ago, had not.
He found one of the kerosene lanterns he had used before the wires came, filled it, and lit it.

If the eectrica wireswere down, it seemed probable that the telephone was out as well—but when
he held it to his ear the receiver emitted areassuring did tone. The telephone people, Emery reminded
himsdlf, dways seemed to maintain their equipment alittle bit better than the power company.



His cheek next, and he would have to fetch water from the creek as he had in the old days or melt
snow. Hefilled histeakettle with clean snow from behind the cabin. Washing off the dried blood reveded
the marks of teeth and abruise. Y ou could catch dl sorts of diseases from human bites—human mouths
were as dirty as monkeys—but there was not much that he could do about that now. Gingerly, he
daubed iodine on the marks, sponged that side of his face with hydrogen peroxide, and put on athin pad
of gauze, noting that Brook had depleted his supply in bandaging his wounded side.

Had the woman who had bitten him and tried to kill him with his own ax been the one who had killed
Brook? It seemed likely, unless the women were trading off weapons; and if that was the case, Brook
was avenged. Let the sheriff take it from here. He debated the advisability of leading the sheriff's
investigator to the ziggurat.

He stirred hisIrish stew, and decided it was not quite warm enough yet; held get it good and hot, and
pour it over bread.

Hewasn't quite warm enough ether, and wasin fact sill wearing his mackinaw, here insde the cabin.
It was time to confront the firewood problem. When he had done it, he could take off his mackinaw and
settlein until the storm let up and the snowplows brought a deputy, Doctor
What's-hisname—Ormond—and the undertaker.

Outside, on the south side of the cabin, he made himself stare at the place where Brook lay. To the
eyed leas, it wasjudt alittle mound of snow, differing from other graves only in being white and smooth;
the coyotelay at Brook's head, his mound not noticeably smaller or larger. Emery found that oddly
comforting. Brook would have gloried in atame coyote. They would have to be separated before long,
though—in four or five days a most, and probably sooner. It seemed a shame. Emery filled hisarmswith
wood and carried it back into the cabin.

Newspapersfirgt, with a splash of keraosene on them. Then kindling, and wood only when the
kindling was burning well. He set the kerosene can on the hearth and knelt to unfold, crumple up, and
arrange his newspapers.

There were tracks, footprints, in the powdery gray ashes.

He blinked and stared and blinked again. Stood up and got the flashlight and |ooked once more.

There could be no doubt, athough these were not the clear and detailed prints he would have
preferred; they were scuffed, confused, and peppered with some black substance. He rubbed a speck of
it between histhumb and forefinger. Soot, of course.

The prints of two pairs of boots with large cleats; smal bootsin both cases, but one pair was dightly
smaller than the other, and the smdler pair showed—yes—alittle lesswear at the hedls.

They had come down his chimney. He stood up again and |ooked around. Nothing seemed to be
missing.

They had climbed onto the roof (his Jeep, parked against the north wall of the cabin, would have
made that easy) and climbed down the chimney. He could not have managed it, and neither could Brook,
if Brook were dtill dive; but the twins could have done it, and these women were scarcely larger. He
should have seen their footprints, but they had no doubt been obscured by blowing snow, and he had
taken them for the ones the women had left that morning when they killed Brook. He had been looking
mostly for fresh tracks outside the doorsin any case.

There had been none. He felt certain of that; no tracks newer than the ones he himself had made that
morning. Why, then, had the women climbed up the chimney when they |eft? Anybody knowledgeable
enough to work with the equipment he had seen in the ziggurat would have no difficulty in opening elther
of hisdoors from theinsde. Climbing down the chimney might not be terribly hard for women the twins
Sze, but climbing back up, even with arope, would be agreat dedl harder. Why do it when you could
just walk out?

He covered the ashes with twice the amount of newspaper he had intended to use, and doused every
ball of paper liberdly with kerosene. Should helight thefirefirst or wait until he had the carbinein his
hend?

The latter seemed safer. He got the carbine and pushed off its safety, clamped it under one arm, then
struck amatch and tossed it into the fireplace.



Thetiny tongue of yellow flame grew to a conflagration in asecond or two. Therewasametdlic
clank before something black crashed down into the fire and sprang a him like a cat.

“Stop!” He swung the butt of the Sako at her. “ Stop, or I'll shoot!”

A hand from nowhere gripped his ankle. He kicked free, and a second woman rolled from beneath
the bunk Brook had dept in—the one he had made up for Jan. Awkwardly, he clubbed the forearm of
the woman who had dropped from the chimney with the carbine barrel, kicked at her knee and missed.
“Get out! Get out, both of you, or | swear to God—"

They rushed a him not quite as one, thetaler firs, the smaller brandishing hisrifle. Hands snatched at
the carbine, nearly jerking it from his grasp; for amoment, he wrestled the taller woman for it.

The sound of the shot was deafening in the closed cabin. The carbine legped in hishands.

He found that he was staring into her soot-smeared brown face; it crumpled like his newspapers, her
eyes squinting, her mouth twisted in agrimace of pain.

The woman behind her screamed and turned away, dropping hisrifle and clutching her thigh. Blood
seeped from between her fingers.

The taler woman took a step toward him—an involuntary step, perhaps, as her reflexes sought to
keep her from faling. Shefel forward, the crumpled face smacking the worn boards of the cabin floor,
and lay motionless.

The other woman was knedling, still trying to hold back her blood. Shelooked at Emery, alook of
mingled despair and mute gppedl.

“I won't,” hesaid.

Hewas still holding the carbine that had shot her. 1t belonged to someone else, and its owner
presumably vaued it; but none of that seemed to matter anymore. Hethrew it asde. “ That'swhy | quit
hunting deer,” hetold her dmost casudly. “1 gut-shot abuck and trailed him six miles. When | found him,
he looked at melike that.”

The big pladtic leaf bags he used to carry his garbage to the dump were under the sink. He pulled
down quilt, blankets, and sheet, and spread two bags over the rumpled bunk that had been Brook's,
scooped her up, and stretched her on them. *Y ou shot me, and now I've shot you. | didn't mean to.
Maybe you didn't either—I'd like to think so, anyway.”

With his hunting knife, he cut away the sooty cloth around her wound. The skin at the back of her
thigh was unbroken, but beneath it he could fed the hard outline of the bullet. “1'm going to cut there and
takethat out,” hetold her. “It should be pretty easy, but well have to sterilize the knife and the
needle-nosed pliersfirgt.”

He gave her the rest of hissurgica gauze to hold againgt her wound, and tried to fill hislargest
cooking pot with water from the sink. “I should have remembered the pump was off,” he admitted to her
ruefully, and went outside to fill the pot with clean snow.

“I'm going to wash your wound and bandage it before | get the bullet out.” He spoke dowly and
distinctly as he stepped back in and shut the door, hoping that she understood at |east a part of what he
was saying. “First, | haveto get thiswater hot enough that I'll be cleaning it, not infecting it.” He put the
pot of snow on the stove and turned down the burner under his stew.

“Let's see what happened here.” He knelt beside the dead woman and examined the ragged,
blood-soaked tear at the back of her jacket, then wiped hisfingers. It took an effort of will to roll her
over; but he did it, keeping his eyes off her face. The hole the bullet had left in the front of the jacket was
s0 smal and obscure that he had to verify it by poking his pen through it before he was satisfied.

He stood again, reached into his mackinaw to push the pen into his shirt pocket, and found the
fragments of white meta he had taken from the ziggurat. For amoment, he looked from them to the
newspapers dill blazing in thefireplace. “I'm going to lay some kindling on thefire. Getting chilled won't
help you. It could even kill you.” Belatedly, he drew up her sheet, the blankets, and the quilt.

“You'renot going to die. Areyou afraid you will?” He had afedling that if he talked to her enough,
she would begin to understand; that was how children learned to speak, surely. “1'm not going to kill you,
and neither isthat wound in your leg, or at least | don't think s0.”

Shereplied, and he saw that she was trying to smile. He pointed to the dead woman and to her, and



shook his head, then arranged kindling on the burning newspapers. The water in hisbiggest pot was
scarcely warm, but the Irish stew was hot. He filled abowl, and gave it to her with a spoon; she sat up to
egt, keeping her left hand under the coversto press the pad of gauze to her leg.

The Voylestown tel ephone directory provided a home number for Doctor Ormond. Emery pressed it
in.

“Hdlo.”

“Doctor Ormond? Thisis Emery Bainbridge.”

“Right. Ralph Merton told me about you. I'll try to get out there just asquick as| can.”

“Thisis about another matter, Doctor. I'm afraid we've had agun go off by accident.”

A dight gasp came over the wire as Ormond drew breath. “ Someone was hit. Isit bad?’

“Both of uswere. | hope not too badly, though. We had aloaded rifle—my hunting rifle—standing
againgt thewall. We were nervous, you understand. We still are. Some people—these people—I'm
sorry.” In the midst of the fabrication, Brook's death had taken Emery by the throat.

“I know your son's dead, Mister Bainbridge. Ralph told me. He was murdered?’

“Yes, withan ax. My ax. You'll seehim, of course. | apologize, Doctor. | don't usudly lose control.”

“Perfectly normal and hedthy, Mister Bainbridge. Y ou don't haveto tell me about the shooting if you
don't want to. I'm a doctor, not a policeman.”

“My riflefdl over and discharged,” Emery said. “The bullet creased my sde—I don't think that'stoo
bad—and hit...” Looking at the wounded woman, he ransacked his memory for a suitable name. “Hit
Tamar intheleg. | should explain that Tamar's an exchange student who's been staying with us.” Tamar
had been Solomon's sister, and King Solomon's mines had been somewhere around the Horn of Africa.
“She'sfrom Aden. She spesksvery little English, I'm afraid. | know first aid, and I'm doing dl | can, but |
thought | ought to cal you.”

“She's conscious?’

“Oh, yes. Shel's Sitting up and egting right now. The bullet hit the outer part of her thigh. I think it
missed the bone. It's il in her leg. It didn't exit.”

“Thisjust happened?’

“Ten minutes ago, perhaps.”

“Don't give her any more food, she may vomit. Give her water. There's no intestina wound? No
wound in the abdomen?’

“No, in her thigh as| said. About eight inches above the knee.”

“Then let her have water, as much as she wants. Has she lost much blood?”

Emery glanced at the dead woman. It would be necessary to account for the stains of her blood as
wdl as Tamar's. “It's not easy to estimate, but I'd say at least apint. It could be alittle more.”

“I see, | s2e” Ormond sounded relieved. “I'd give her atransfusion if | had her in the hospitdl, Mister
Bainbridge, but she may not redly need one. At least, not badly. How much would you say she weighs?’

Hetried to remember the effort involved in lifting her. He had been excited, of course—high on
adrendine. “ Between ninety and a hundred pounds, at aguess.”

Ormond grunted. “ Smdl. Smal bones? Height?’

“Yes, very smal. My wife cals her petite” The lie had come easily, unlooked for. “I'd say she's
about fivefoot one. Ddlicate.”

“What about you, Migter Bainbridge? Have you lost much blood?’

“Lessthan half asmuch asshe has, I'd say.”

“| see. The question iswhether your intestine has been perforated—"

“Not unlessit'salot closer to the skinthan | think it is, Doctor. It'sjust acrease, as| say. | was
gtting down, she was standing up. The bullet creased my side and went into her leg.”

“I'd wait abit, just the same, before | ate or drank anything, Mister Bainbridge. Y ou haven't eaten or
drunk since it happened?’

“No,” Emery lied.

“Good. Wait abit. Can you call me back in two hours?’

“Certainly. Thank you, Doctor.”



“I'll be here, unlessthere's an emergency herein town, someplace | can get to. If I'm not here, my
wifewill answer the phone. Have you cadled the police?’

“Not about this. It's an accident, not a police matter.”

“I'm required to report any gunshot wounds | treat. Y ou may want to report it yoursdlf first.”

“All right, | can tell the officer who investigates my son's desth.”

“That'sup to you, but I'll haveto report it. Isthere anything else?’

“I don't think s0.”

“Do you have any antibiotics? A few cagpsules|eft from an old prescription?’

“I don't think s0.”

“Look. If you find anything you think might be helpful, cal me back immediately. Otherwise, intwo
hours.”

“Right. Thank you, Doctor.” Emery hung up.

The snow water was boiling on the sove. He turned off the burner, noting that the potful of packed
snow had become less than aquarter of apot of water. “As soon asthat cools off alittle, I'm going to
wash your wound and put a proper bandage oniit,” he said.

Shegmiled shyly.

“You'refrom Aden. It'sin Yemen, | believe. Your nameis Tamar. Can you say Tamar?’ He spoke
dowly, mouthing the sounds. “Ta-mar. You say it.” He pointed to her.

“Teye-mahr.” She smiled again, not quite so frightened.

“Very good! You'd speak Arabic, | suppose, but I've got afew books here, and if | candigup a
more obscure language for you, well use it—too many people know Arabic. | wish that you could tell
me,” he hesitated, “where you realy come from. Or when you come from. Because that's what 1've been
thinking. That'scrazy, isnt it?’

She nodded, though it seemed to him she had not understood.

“Y ou were up in gpacein that thing. Inthe ziggurat.” Helaid splits of wood on the blazing kindling.
“I've been thinking about that, too, and you just about had to be. How many were therein your crew?’

Sensing her incomprehension, he pointed to the dead woman, then to theliving one, and held up
threefingers. “ Thismany? Threg? Wait aminute.”

Hefound ablank pagein hisjourna and drew the ziggurat with three stick figuresbesideit. “This
many?’ He offered her hisjourna and the pen.

She shook her head and pointed to her leg with her free hand.

“Yes, of course. You'l need both hands.”

He cleaned her wound as thoroughly as he could with Q-Tips and the steaming snow-water, and
contrived adressing from a clean undershirt and the remaining tape. “Now we've got to get the bullet out.
| think we ought to for your sake anyway—it will have carried cloth into the wound, maybe even tissue
from the other woman.”

Bresking the plagtic of adisposable razor furnished him with asmal but extremely sharp blade. “1'd
planned to use the pen blade of my jackknife,” he explained as he helped her roll over, “but thiswill be
better.”

He cut away what remained of her trouser leg. “It'sgoing to hurt. | wish | had something to give
you.”
Two shdlow incisions reveded an edge of the mushroomed carbine bullet. He fished the pliers out of
the hot water with afork, gripped the ragged lead in them, and worked the bullet free. Rather to his
surprise, she bit her pillow and did not cry ouit.

“Hereitis” He held the bullet where she could seeit. “It went through your friend's breastbone, and
| think it must have gotten her heart. Then it was deflected downward, most likely by arib, and hit you. If
it hadn't been deflected, it might have missed you atogether. Or killed you. Lie dtill, please.” He put his
hand on her back and felt her shrink from histouch. “I want to mop away the blood and ook at that with
theflashlight. If thisfragmented at dl, it didn't fragment much. But if it did, we want to get dl of the pieces
out, and anything else that doesn't belong.” Unable to stop himsdlf, he added, “ Y ou're afraid, aren't you?
All of youwere. Afraid of me, and of Brook too. Probably afraid of al maes.”



Hefound fibersin the wound that had probably come from her trousers and extracted them one by
one, tore strips from a second undershirt, and tied afolded pad made of what remained of it to the new
wound at the back of her thigh. “Thisiswhat we had to do before they had tape,” he confided as he
tightened the last knot. “Wind cloth around the wounded leg or whatever it was. That'swhy we call them
wounds. If you were wounded, you got bandages wound around you—all right, you can turn back over
now.” He helped her.

The flames were legping high in the fieldstone fireplace. He took the metal fragments out of his shirt
pocket and showed them to her, then pointed toward it.

She shook her head emphaticaly.

“Do you mean they won't burn, or they will?” He grinned. 1 think you mean they will. Let's see”

He tossed the smallest diver from the ladder into the fire. After a second or two, there was aburst of
brilliant light and puff of white smoke. “Magnesium. | thought so0.”

He moved hischair next to the bunk in which she lay and sat down. “Magnesum's strong and very
light, but it burns. They useit in flashbulbs. Y our ziggurat, your lander or space station or whatever itis,
will burn with aflame hot enough to destroy just about anything, and I'm going to burn it tomorrow
morning. It'saterriblewaste and | hate to do it, but that's what I'm going to do. Y ou don't understand
any of this, do you, Tamar?’ He got hisjourna and drew fire and smoke coming from the ziggurat.

She studied the drawing, her face thoughtful, then nodded.

“I'm glad you didn't throw afit about that,” hetold her. “I was afraid you would, but maybe you were
under orders not to disturb things back here any more than you could help.”

When she did not react to that, he took another leaf bag from under the Sink; to his satisfaction, it
was large enough to contain the dead woman. “I had to do that before she got iff,” he explained to the
living one. “ Shelll stiffen up in an hour or 0. It's probably better if we don't haveto look at her, anyway.”

Tamar made a quick gesture he did not comprehend, folded her hands, and shut her eyes.

“Tomorrow, before the storm lets up, I'm going to drag her back to your space station and burn it.”
Hewastaking mostly for his own benefit, to clarify histhoughts. “ That's probably acrime, but it'swhat
I'm going to do. Y ou do what you've got to.” He picked up the Sako carbine. “1'm going to clean this
and leaveit in the other cabin on the way, and throw away the bullet. Asfar asthe sheriff's concerned,
my gun shot us both by accident. If | haveto, I'll say you bit my face while | was tending your wound.
But | won't be able to shave there anyhow, and by the time they get here my beard may cover it.”

She motioned toward his journal and pen, and when he gave them to her produced a creditable
sketch of the third woman.

“Gone,” hesaid. “ She's dead too. I'd stuck my thumbsin her eyes—shetried to kill me—and she
ran. She must have falen through the hole in the floor. The water down there was pretty shallow, so she
wouldve hit hard. | think she drowned.”

Tamar pointed to the leaf bag that held the dead woman, then sketched her with equa facility,
finishing by crossing out the sketch.

Emery crossed out the women in the ziggurat as well, and returned the journa and the pen to Tamar.
“Youll haveto livetherest of your life here, I'm afraid, unless they send somebody for you. | don't
expect you to like it—not many of us do—but you'll have to do the best you can, just like the rest of us.”

Suddenly excited, she pointed to the tiny face of thelion on his pen and hummed, waving the pen like
aconductor's baton. It took him a minute or more to identify the tune.

It was“ God Save the Queen.”

L ater, when she was adegp, he telephoned an experimental physicist. “David,” he asked softly, “do
you remember your old boss? Emery Bainbridge?’

David did.

“I've got something here | want to tell you about, David. First, though, I've got to say | can't tell you
where| got it. That's confidentia—top secret. Y ou've got to accept that. | won't ever be ableto tell you.
Okay?

It wes.



“Thisthingisalittledish. It looks dmost like an ashtray.” There was a penny in the clutter on the
table; he picked it up. “I'm going to drop apenny into it. Listen.”

The penny fdl withadlink.

“After awhile, that penny will disappear, David. Right now it looks just alittle misted, like it had been
outsdein the cold, and there was condensation on it.”

Emery moved the dish closer to the kerosene lantern. “Now the penny is tarting to look sort of
slvery. | think most of the copper's gone, and what I'm seeing isthe zinc underneath. Y ou can barely
make out Lincoln'sface.”

David spoke.

“I'vetried that. Even if you hold the dish upside down and shake it, the penny—or whatever it
is—won' fall out, and I'm not about to reach in and try to pull it out.”

The crackling voice in the receiver sounded louder than Emery's own.

“I wish you could, David. It's not much bigger than the end of a pencil now, and shrinking quickly.
Hold on—

“There. It'sgone. | think the dish must boil off atoms or molecules by some cold process. That'sthe
only explanation I've come up with. | suppose we could check that by analyzing samples of air aboveit,
but | don't have the equipment here.

“David, I'm going to start anew company. I'm going to do it on a shoestring, because | don't want to
let any backersin. I'll have to use my own money and whatever | can raise on my signature. | know
you've got agood job now. They're probably paying you half what you're worth, whichisahel of alot.
Butif you'll comeinwith me, I'll give you ten percent.

“Of course you can think it over. | expect you to. Let's say aweek. How's that?’

David spoke at length.

“Yes, heretoo. Thelights are off, asamatter of fact. It'sjust by the grace of God that the phone il
works. I'll be stuck out here—I'm in the cabin—for another three or four days, probably. Then I'll drive
into the city, and well talk.

“Certainly you can look at it. You can pick it up and try it out, but not take it back to your lab. You
understand, I'm sure.”

A last, querulous question.

Emery chuckled. “No, it's not from amagic store, David. | think | might be able to guesswhereit's
actually from, but I'm not going to. Top secret, remember? It's technology way in advance of ours. Were
medieva mechanics who've found a paper shredder. We may never be able to make another shredder,
but we can learn ahdll of alot from the one weve got.”

When he had hung up, he moved his chair back to the side of Tamar's bunk. She was lying on her
back, her mouth and eyes closed, the soft sigh of her respiration distinct against the howling of thewind
beyond thelog walls.

“Jan's going to want to come back,” Emery told Tamar, hisvoice lessthan awhisper. “ Shell try to
kiss and make up two weeks to amonth after she finds out about the new company, I'd say. I'll haveto
get our divorce finalized before she hears. They'll back off alittle on that property settlement when she
gets back to the city, and then I'll Sign.”

Tamar's|eft hand lay on the quilt; hisfound it, stroking the back and fingers with atouch that he
hoped was too light to wake her. “Because | don't want Jan anymore. | want you, Tamar, and you're
going to need me.”

The delicate brown fingers curled about his, though she was il adeep.

“You'relearning to trust me, aren't you? Well, you can. | won't hurt you.” He fell sllent. He had
taught the coyote to trust him; and because he had, the coyote had not feared the smell of Man on the
cyanide gun. He would have to make certain Tamar understood that al men were not to be trusted—that
there were millions of men who would rob and rape and kill her if they could.

“How did you reproduce, up therein our future, Tamar? Asexudly? My guessis atificia
insemination, with ameans of sdecting for femaes. Y ou can tell me whether I'm right, by and by.”

He paused, thinking. “Isour future till up there? The one you came from? Or did you change things



when you crashed? Or when you killed Brook. Evenif it is, maybe you and | can change thingswith
some new technology. Let'stry.”

Tamar sghed, and seemed to smilein her deep. He bent over her to kiss her, hislipslightly brushing
hers. “Isthat why the crash was so bad that you could never get the ziggurat to fly again? Because just by
crashing a al, or by killing my son, you destroyed the future you came from?”’

In the movies, Emery reflected, people smply stepped into time machines and vanished, to reappear
later or earlier at the same spot on Earth's surface, asif Copernicus had never lived. In redity, Earth was
moving in the solar system, the solar system in the galaxy, and the galaxy itsdlf in the universe. One would
haveto travel through space aswell astimeto jJump timein redity.

Somewhere beneath the surface of the lake, the device that permitted such jumps was il
functioning, after afashion. No longer jumping, but influencing the speed with which time passed—the
timing of time, asit were. The hours he had spent inside the ziggurat had been but a minute or two outside
it; that had to be true, because the prints of his snowshoes coming in had still been sharp when he came
out, and Aileen had spent half aday at least there in two hours.

Hewould burn the ziggurat tomorrow. He would haveto, if he were not to lose everything he had
taken from it, and be accused of the murder of the dead woman in the leaf bag, too—would haveto, if
he wished to keep Tamar.

But might not the time device, submerged who could say how deep in the lake, perhaps buried in
mud &t the bottom as well, survive and continue to function asit did now? Fishermen on Haunted Lake
might see the sun stand till, while hours drifted past. Had the device spread itsdf through timeto give the
lake its name? He would buy up all the lakeside property, he decided, when the profits of the new
company permitted him to.

“We're going to build anew cabin,” hetold the deeping Tamar. “ A house, redly, and abig one, right
on the shorethere. WEll livein that house, you and me, for along, long time, and well have children.”

Very gently, her fingerstightened around his.
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