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Preface Note to | SC/I RI-003-4530/6(c),

“The Sagan Diary”

Col. Blauser:

As per your ingtruction in your memorandum of 341.10.07, we have begun processing the BrainPal
memory stacks of Colonia Special Forces memberswho have left that service, whether by death or
(rather morerarely) by discharge from service. In both cases BrainPd retrieva wasinitialy viamethod
previoudy established in our CDF BrainPa retrieval protocol, but per the new directive of 341.10.09 we
abandoned physicd retrieva of CSF BrainPa's and instead began processing BrainPal memory
transcriptions as provided by the Specid Forces own IRl office.

Let mereterate again herein this memorandum what | have expressed to you verbdly, which isthat
processing CSF-provided transcriptionsis amassvely unsatisfactory solution. Thefirst seven CSF
memory stacks we processed were rich in information that we then placed into our andysis matrix, and
which were beginning to yield intriguing results before we were ordered to remove the data from the
matrix and delete al analyses featuring the data.

Datafrom the CSF-provided transcriptions have been notably inferior, and while our own forensic scans
can show no overt sgnsthat the CSF istampering with the data, it ismy professona opinion that the
transcription data have been redacted in some way. | have requested funds and clearance for amore
thorough forensic scanning. That request has been in your queue for severd days now; | would gresatly
appreciate aresponseto it in oneway or another.

To giveyou asample of the sort of “data’ that we are limited to processing a the moment, | am
submitting thisfile, which we haveinformally been caling “ The Sagan Diary.” It isatranscription of a
series of persond filesfrom the BrainPa of former CSF Lieutenant Jane Sagan, who was discharged
from service last week and (somewhat unusually) chose to settle on the established colony world of
Huckleberry rather than on Monroe, the colony world set aside for retired Specia Forces.

These diary pieces are taken from the last severd days before Sagan transferred her consciousness from
her Specia Forces body to a standard human-template body. | don’t need to tell you that for IRI
purposes, late-term BrainPdl filesare typicaly agold mine of data, as service members reminisce on their
timein service, in doing so refreshing critical datafor andyss. Lt. Sagan in particular should bea
potentialy rich trove of data, as she was present at or participated in severd key battles'lengagementsin
the last few years, notably the 2nd Battle of Cora and the Anarkiq offensive; she being Specia Forces,
she undoubtedly participated in actions which are classfied but which, (I would remind thosein the
Special Forces) we hereat IRI are rated to know and view.

Instead, what we have to work with are data-poor bitsin which Lt. Sagan thinks about what appearsto
be aromantic partner of some sort (Cursory investigation suggests a CDF Mgor, John Perry, who aso
mustered out of service on the same day and who was on the same shuittle to Huckleberry as Lt. Sagan,
accompanied by an unrelated minor, Zoé Boutin. A number of datafilesfor Perry and Boutin are marked
classfied, whichiswhy | notethe investigation was*“cursory.”).

The diary files are of some anthropological interest, to be sure. It'sniceto know Lt. Saganisin love;
Magjor Perry seemslike alucky fellow. However, for our purposes thesefiles are near usdess. The only
data of analytical note are Sagan’ s notation of The Third Battle of Provence and the Specid Forces



retrieva of the Baton Rouge' s ill-fated Company D, about which of course we have awealth of
information, thanksto al the BrainPals that encounter sent our way, and adiscussion of her relationship
with prisoner of war named Cainen Suen Su, whose stay with and work for the CDF is classified but
otherwise well-documented. Beyond this, the data are thin on the ground.

If I may befrank, Colonel, if the Specia Forces are not going to allow us unimpeded accessto the
BranPdsof itsfdlen and retired soldiers, then | must question the utility of our processing the datafrom
those BrainPals at al. We process thousands of BrainPasin amonth, from regular CDF, and we barely
have the staff to keep up with that; spinning our wheels processing bogus data from the Specia Forces
takes up time and processing power we don’t have from data which can be of actua useto us. Either
we' re al working together here or we' re not.

Colonel, please read these “ diaries’ carefully; I’'m sure you will come to the same conclusion we have
down herein the processing labs. These diaries may be awindow into Lt. Sagan’s soul, but what we
redlly need isawindow into Lt. Sagan’ s history. | hope therest of her life turns out the way she wants.
Herein the labs, we need more data

Sincerdy,

Lt. Gretchen Schafer, Chief Andyst
(SubSpec: Psych), CDF/IRI

1

Words

Wordsfal me.

There isadisconnect between my mind and my words, between what | think and what | say; not a
disconnect in intent but in execution, between the flower of thought and the fruit of the mouth, between
theinitiation and the completion. | say what | mean but | do not say al that | mean.

| am not speaking to you now. These words do not pass my lips or pass out of my mind. | say them only
to mysdlf, forming them perfect and whole and interior, and leaving them on the shelf and closing the door
behind me. Others may find these wordsin time but for now they face only toward me, whispering back
my image with full description, golemswho write the words of life on my forehead.

Thesewords are my life. Representation of time and counterfeit of emotion, record of lossand
celebration of gain. They are not my whole life; wordsfail me here asthey fail anyone, entireworlds
dipping through the spaces between words and |etters as alife among stars is compressed into this small
space. A short lifeto be sure; and yet long enough to belost in trandation.

But itisenough. Give usafew lines arranged just so and we see aface and more than aface. We seethe
life behind it; the terrors and ambivalence, the desire and aspiration-intention in apattern, apersonina
coincident assemblage of curves. Thisisthat: A few linesto follow that in themsalves mean little but build
on themselves, acrystd lattice using absence to suggest presence, the implication of more pregnant in the

gaps.

| wish | could show these words to you, you who know me only from outward expression. | wish | could
fold these words, package them and present them with aflourish, arare gift | made of mysdlf to you. But
these words do not bend—or rather they will not—or perhapsit isthat I cannot find the strength to push
them through the doors of my mouth and my mind. They are stubborn words and | fear what would



happen if | let them go. They stay inside where you cannot come; they are meant for you, but not sent to
you. Wordsfail meand | return thefailure.

But these words exist. These words record, these words stand witness; these words speak, if only to an
audience of one. Thesewords are red and they are me, or who | believe | have been; incomplete but
truthful, through amirror darkly but reflecting dl the same. | have no doubt that one day you will find
these words and that you will find mein-gde them: a seed to plant in your mind, to become avineto
filigree your memory of who | was and who | wasto you. Wordsfail me but | will use them anyway. And
intheir failure and despitetheir failure | will live again and you will love me again, as you love me now.

#

Y ou do not remember your birth but | remember mine. | remember the sudden shock of consciousness,
awarenessflinging itself at me and demanding to be embraced, and me not knowing enough to do
anything other than embrace it back. | sometimeswonder if | had achoice, or if | could have known then
what | know now, if | would have received its embrace or would have punched it in the throat, and sent it
staggering away to pester someone else, to leave me adonein anewborn senescence from which | would
not awake. But in thiswe are dl aike, those who remember our birth and those who do not: None of us
asked to be born.

| awoke in perfect awareness and to avoice in my head which spoke Y ou are Jane Sagan,” and with
those words the dectric pricking of context, describing the relationship of “you,” and of “are’ and of
“Jane’ and of “ Sagan”—putting together the words like pieces of spontaneoudy generated puzzle, and
then clicking them into place so the puzzle made sense, even if we later discovered how much weredlly
hated puzzles.

But thewordswerealie. | wasn't Jane Sagan at dl; | was achangeling, a creature stolen to take the
place of someone ese. Someone | did not know nor would ever know, someone whose entire life had
been set aside for the mere utility of her genes, everything she ever was reduced to along chemical
strand—adenine, thymine, cytosine and guanine-the abrupt tattoo of these four notesreplacing a
symphony of experience. She was dead but she would not be alowed to rest, because | was needed
here.

| wonder if shewasin thisbody before me, if before my consciousness was dropped in this head she
waited deeping, dreaming of her life before and dreaming of her lifeto come. | wonder if she'sdreaming
gtill, housed in the interstices and the placesin my mind | do not go. If sheishere | wonder if she resents
me for taking her place, or whether sheis glad of the company, and enjoys the world through my eyes. |
cannot tell.

But | dream of her. | dream sheand | stand at her grave, standing apart with the headstone between us,
close enough to touch athough we never do. And she says*“Tak tome” and | do, trying to explaina
warrior’ slife to awoman who never fought, ashamed that | have nothing to share with her but desth,
which she dready knows more about than |.

But she smilesand | know that she does't begrudge me that. | ask her to tell me about her and she does
and spesks of home and children and of alife of connection, things | have not possessed in my own life
but which sheishappy to share. | wake up and her words diss pate, specifics evaporating and leaving
behind amemory of comfort.

| dreamt of her before we met but | will not tell you that.

#



The name* Jane Sagan.” The nameitsaf merewords: The first name bland and common, the second
name for a scientist who hoped for a better universe than the onewelivein. | wonder if he were alive
what hewould think of the woman who used it now, and the cosmosin which she finds hersdlf; whether
he could embrace one or both, see beauty in either, or only entropy and dight regard; arebuke on hislips
for this demon-haunted world.

If he demanded his name back it would not matter. The name was random first and last, provided from a
list designed to make sure only one Specia Forces soldier owned aname at atime. Therewould not be
another Jane Sagan until | bled my life away in battle, the name floating up off my corpse like the spirit of
aBuddhigt, to be reincarnated on the Whed of Suffering: returning but learning nothing, repesting the
same lessons again and once more, its ownerstorn from life on different worlds but performing the same
actions.

My nameisrandom but | earned it in time. | became Jane Sagan not through the whim of convention but
through breathing and moving and fighting and discovering love-each of these coring through the
undifferentiated mass of my existence, paring away that which was not me, shedding what was not
essential and sometimes what was, demanding | retrieve what | lost or accept itsloss; the diminution of a
sdf only recently defined and il defining itsdlf.

| lost some of what | should have been and could have been for you. The parts of methat | lent others
who then left me unwillingly or willingly, asthey earned the namesthey had, even asthose names lifted up
from them, their purpose spent—those which they signified aready fading againgt the violence of bone and
metd.

They took part of mewith them. | kept part of them with me, to become mein the fullness of time, some
of who | could have been replaced by all that was | eft of them. If you looked you could have seen them
inme: discrete objects bresking down, atomsthat would not willingly cohere to the molecule, acolloida
suspenson of memory and more than memory; part of me and held within me, bound by namesthey no
longer claimed but becoming me, to be caled by my name, “ Jane Sagan.”

Intheend | anwho | am. | am what | have made myself and what has been made of me. Part of who |
amiswho you aretoo; | have given you me aswdll. | would take your name and hold it in me, and
whisper my namein your ear.

2
Killing

| am not Death. | amkilling; | am the verb, | am the action, | am the performance. | am the movement
that cutsthe spine; | am the mass which pulpsthe brain. | am the headsnap g ecting consciousnessinto
theair.

| am not Death but she follows close behind, the noun, the pronouncement, the dénouement and the end.
Shelooksfor where I have gone next, and where she is needed, and sometimes where sheis wanted;
desired astheworlds for those whom | have visited narrow down to a point too heavy to belong borne.

| have wondered whether degth collapses the point into nothingness or expandsit into eternity, but | do
not wonder long. Death follows me but | do not look back to her and | do not dwell on what she does. |
amkilling, | am the action, and | have ajob to do.

| am connected to those | kill: a T-shaped joint where their livesintersect mine, the line of their lives
terminating in the contact while mine continues on to the next orthogona encounter, toward the promise
and threat of becoming the terminating arm-—of the moment when desth no longer follows but stands



pitilessly before me, expanding or contracting everything | ever was or will befor her own unknowable
ams.

| am connected to those | kill and | long to know them. | long to look down their line to see what has led
them to me; whether they chose this moment or had it chosen. If they had chosen it, whether it waslove
or honor or duty or something else that set their line toward mine; if they had it chosen why they choseto
accept it, and whether they would have accepted the choiceif they knew | waswaiting for them,
preparing their final moment, every possible future imploding toward the point of my knife, the grain of
my bullet, the grip of my hand.

| am connected to those | kill and would look past them, down the line of their livesto the originating
point, to the other T-joint where their livesintersect with another: to the creature who bore them—to the
woman, the femal e, the she; the verb and action and performance to complement my own, shewho is not
birth but whose acts alowed it, as| am not death but whose acts permit it.

When shefirgt held this child who would become what | would kill, did she look for me as| look for her?
Did she see me acrosstheline of alife yet unlived? | want to know how | would appear to her: the
anti-mother to kill whom she had created, or perhaps a crossbeam with her, to support the entirety of a
life, without whom that lifewould be usdless.

| do not flatter myself to suggest she would approve of what | represent, of what | would do, will do,
have done, to the life she created and cherished. But | wonder if she would understand | am connected
to her, through the one she bore. | stand facing her, staring across the chasm of time forded by thislife
between us.

#

Thefirg thing | killed was unspeakable. Its species had anamefor itsaf spoken like a hammer thumping
onto meat; we could not have spoken it if we had tried.

Wedid not try. We called them for their language, for the percussive explosions which passed for their
gpeech and filled the air when we fought them, like the beating of heavy skins. They were talking drums
with wegpons.

They were Thumpers and they were our enemy, our nemesisfor the crime of landing on aworld we said
we owned and begging to differ with us on the matter. We sent emissaries to negotiate with them: 16th
Brigade, Company D on the ship Baton Rouge. The negotiations did not go well. The Baton Rouge was
madeto fal into the atmosphere in a sparkling show, as metal and men tore into the sky and the sky tore
back, shearing them down in layersthat grew into conica sections of ash expanding behind their shrinking
mass, ignored by the members of Company D on the skin of the world, who could not look up from their
battle to seether friends farewell.

Wefdt Company D deserved itsfate, the negotiations alie and stupidly done at that; ham-handed
arrogance that had gotten them stuck, and pleading for our help. We cdled themthe“Theldiots’; we
would have |eft them to die-an object lesson in incompetence-but we were not alowed avote. We
found oursalves on aworld we should not have been on, to retrieve those who should not have needed
retrievd, to kill those whose lives we should have not been made to take.

We would not complain about it. Thiswas what we were bred to do. But it did not change the fact; my
first misson wasfighting someone elsg' s battle, making it my own by necessity. There was not much of
Company D to retrieve; just enough for someone above usto declare victory despite the dead we left
behind.



| will not detail the battle. | am here and that is enough.

Thefirst thing | killed danced when | killed it, the force of the bullet spreading acrossits surface even as
the dug traveled through its mass. It danced and spun and twisted and fell, shedding blood in aspirding
helix, angular momentum and gravity bartering for its movement and gravity getting the better end of the
dedl. It fell and lay sodden and | moved on to the next, aready the verb and the action, aready
movement and purpose. My body moved.

My mind stayed, and in quiet momentsin the days that followed returned to the dance, to the spin and
dide and the sound of mortality the thing thumped out asit fll. | returned to that sound and imagined
what it said: ashout of pain, abrief tattoo of regrets, the name of alover or abrother or perhapsa
mother; afind cal backward, afare-well to the onewho had givenit life or thosewho filled thelife with
joy, not to be seen again in the time that remained.

| have the moment recorded. If | chose | could open that moment again, find atrandation and know for
certain. | choose not to know. | had killed thisthing. It deserved to haveitsfinad wordsfly past me, to
find those for whom they were meant.

#

| think onwhat | owethosel kill. Clearly | do not owe them their lives, nor do | owe them individud
memory; | havekilled far too many to mark each with remembrance. My time with nearly al istoo short
to note much other than that they are dead and | am dive, even if it was anear thing on both counts.

| do not owe them guilt or regret. | have donewhat | have done. | know what | have done well and what
| have done poorly, and for whatever | might be judged, | know no one knows better than | for what
things | should be called into account. | know my own measure and will not burden those whom | have
killed. If they have souls et them go to where they are bound, without my pleas of forgivenessto chain
them to me, and to thisworld.

What | owethose| kill isunderstanding. | owe them the courtesy of recognition; acknowledgement that
they were something other than just another thing I had to kill on the way to other things| had to kill. |
cannot know every creature | havekilled; | cannot spare the memory for each of them entire. But | will
not pretend they were not my equd. Their liveswere their own, and in their way they loved and feared
and wondered and hoped. They did not expect meto bethe end of al of that.

| will not pretend that all there was to them was the flesh | wounded, the bones | shattered, the blood |
madeto spill. | will not pretend that it does not matter to them that their livesare at an end. | grievethe
loss of those | love and | will not pretend that those | kill are not missed, were not loved, are not
grieved.

Some would not choose to do thisand | do not fault them. Each of us does what we can to accept
oursalves and what we do. But to seethose | kill aslessthan myself lessens mysdlf. | do not have enough
of mysdf tolosethat way.

After my first misson | learned of the Thumpers: their culture and ways and world. | learned of their gods
and demons, their myths and fables and stories, learned of their art and song and the dances they danced
without abullet to guide them. | became an expert on the creatures | had killed, and when | did the onel
made to dance and die took its leave of me.

| learned of the next people | would kill before | killed them, as| have done every time since. It became
my job, along with killing, to learn what | could about those we fought and killed, the better to fight them,
and the better to kill them—my need to know and understand and recognize those whose lives | end



turned to practical use.

It isgood to be useful for more than just killing. It is better to know that in my way | honor those | kill, as
| would hope they would honor me.

3
Speaking

Let me speak your name. Let mefed the movement of my tongue within my mouth, of lips stretched and
jaw pushed dightly forward, of the breath from my lungs shaped and formed into noise and phonemes
and syllables and words; into proper nouns signifying you. Two nameswith marvelous utility: to recal you
from memory, to bid for your attention, to peak your identity into the air and in doing so affirmyouin
your tangible skin, with vibration and waves and exhdation, with the intimacy of sound spoken aoud;
with the pleasure that comes from the physical act of declaring you.

L et me speak your name and in speaking let me sing, asecret melody whose notes rise like birds and fall
into your ears, to turn you toward me, with asmile that anticipates your own hidden song that choruses
with my name. Let me speak your name so | may hear my name spoken to me from you.

Y ou cannot imagine the sensuousness of speech, you who have spoken dl your life, you who have
mouthed words like bread, astaff of life common on your tongue. Y ou cannot appreciate the luxury
speech represents to those of us who have no timefor it, we who speed our words, transmitting mind to
mind without mediation, not even the briefest pause between mind and mouth to temper what we say or
to soften sharp edges.

To speak without words isto speak fast and cheap, to not have to choose words either wisdly or poorly
but to send them al without discrimination—all content and no style, function over form, everything being
what is said and nothing being how it issaid. | talk to those | know, one mind to another, efficient and
sure. We say what we need to say and then move on. Words do not mean to us what they mean to you
and yours. We have other ways to share our emotions and our care and regard. Words do not carry that
freight for us, they arelight and fast and hollow. Sparrows with fragile bones.

Y our words are not likethis. Y our words arefilled, their hollows crammed with meaning, things unsaid
nested within, jammed with implication. It isawonder they do not drop to the floor the moment they
leave your mouth. | marvel at what you say and even more how you say it, how your words shift their
shape and contain thelr intent until they are insde me and unpack their contents, to leave mein awe of
their economy. So much said with sollittle.

| cannot do this mysdlf. We speak the same language but build our words differently. Mine are smple
and ddliberate, yours effortlessy complex. Y ou are not aware of the miracles you make of your words. |
cannot do thismysdlf; | do not even try, save when | am speaking your name. With those few words |
am your equd, filling the words with complexity and light. Stained glass shining from theinside.

Y ou are 0 used to what you do with your words that you do not notice the effort | put into mine. | don’t
mind. Take for granted that your name flows from my lips. It isagift to methat you expect it there. Let
me speak your name and fulfill your expectation.

#

| was not dways in love with the spoken word. Those of you born to speech do not know how you tax
the patience of those of us born to thought—how our firgt thought in hearing one of you speak isto
wonder at the extent of your damage, to be curious at what sort of trauma could result in such an obvious



and dow moving thing such as stands before us. We listen with politeness and internd pity: Y ou cannot
be faulted for the deficiencies to which you are born, and we would not choose to point out that they
exis.

We listen and wait for our turn to speak, and then speak as dowly as you have been afflicted to do so.
Wetry to get donewith it as quickly as possible, because we know how much your sort wish to speak
again, graining to pass dong information along with asides and anecdotes and digressons and
irrdlevancies, leaving usto filter what you mean from what you say (We are no less verbose but at least
we are quicker, when we talk among ourselves through our thoughts). And when you are done, again we
speak, briefly and with economy and to the point, speaking what need be said and ignoring that which
does not. For our courtesy we are labeled arrogant and curt. It annoys us.

Intime | came to appreciate the spoken word, with itsimplications and intimations and dlusions, with its
potentia of saying more than mere words, its pa ette of meaning richer and wider than | first grasped.
And with that appreciation came exasperation a those gifted with speaking, who could say so much with
what they said and how they said it, and chose to say nothing of consequence; who opened their mouth
and dlowed bandlity to fal out and thud to the ground; who were unaware that they could do with their
wordswith the barest minimum of effort what | with al my desire could accomplish only hatingly, if a al.
It waslike being starved and watching those at afeast ignore the best dishesto fill up on bread.

If I could have | would have pushed their facesinto their words, to make them see the parody they made
of them. But they would have only have been confused and | would only have been more exasperated.
Thereisasaying dong the lines of not trying to teach apig to sSing because it wastes your time and
annoysthe pig. | want you to know how many times| have stood in pig-filled rooms, and longed to
annoy.

| did not. | sat and listened to them talk instead, and was amazed to discover morein their words: subtext
and overtones, emotional resonances that even those speaking did not know were there, the rhythm and
pattern and tone of their speech opening them wide to be read. Books whose messages are not in the
text but the footnotes. A library of the human experience.

It took timeto trandate the language, and | do not imagine | have mastered it. It will never be my native
tongue. But | hear it well enough that in hearing it | see those who speak it anew, and once again | have
pity for those who speak aloud. Not because they speak so dowly but because so many of them are
dedef to dl that they say. If they could hear what | hear they would be amazed.

#

My native tongue is not atongue but the flash of neurons decoded and transmitted by machine instead of

muscle. But it is my tongue nonetheless: my tongue, my map, my window, my apprehension of theworld

to mysdlf. | am leaving it behind to be with you. I am animmigrant whose first language will not be smply
unused but amputated, the parts of me | used to speak it left behind, no part of who | will be to speak it,

even in the slence of my mind.

Y ou do not know how thisworriesme. It isnot that | am to be made to spesk doud alanguage| love
and long to hear but which | speak imperfectly. Intimel will speak it well enough. | worry that who | am
isin how | know to speak; that | am shaped by my words and how | say them, and that in my
deprivation, that which ismewill diminish and become something other than what | am and what | am to
you.

| am doing something new. I am holding myself in my mind-who | have been and who | an—wordless
and slent; no description to resolve into alexicon spoken or sent, aview of myself immuneto trave or



trandation or amputation. When | move to your world my thoughtswill befilled with mysdlf; the measure
of my character and deficiencies and desires held mute and in being mute held whole, so that when | am
sent to you, | will bewho | have been and who | am, so | can bewho | will become with you.

| know you would not begrudge me this, that you would want me to think on mysdlf if by doing so|
believed that it would keegp me mysdlf. But you should know that as| hold mysdlf in my thoughts, to will
myself into being mysdaf once more, the verson of me | hold to myself holds you in her thoughts. She
holds you wordlessy: who you have been and who you are, and who you will become with her. She
holds you in her without words or speech and longs to speak your name.

4
Friendship

| roseearly theday | killed my friend. | knew that when | killed him | would have to be ready, could not
hesitate or be moved by his suffering, but be ready to strike swift and sure, and for that | needed to
prepare mysdlf. | needed not to harden mysalf but to be strong enough to hold myself open, to measure
his pain not with detachment but with empathy, to strike him at the precise moment when the balance
between hiswill and his suffering tumbled irretrievably againgt him; to alow him his struggle but not to
struggle needlessly. | wasto honor hisfind moments by judging when they would be, to do what he
would not be able to do, and to give him the honor he was due from me and for himsdlf. | rose early and
spent the day in silence, and when | was ready and when the time had come, | took my knife and | went
tohim.

Hedid not answer hisdoor; it wastoo late for that. His disease was untreated and untrammeled, sending
the impulses of hisnervesto bleed into hisflesh, to twitch the muscle and fritter away any semblance of
control. A friend let me enter and drew me to the rough mat on the floor, on which our friend sat and
shook. | kndt in front of my friend and greeted him; drew my knifefor him to see and placed it between
us, not asathreet but as apromise, fulfillment of his request and my requirement to end hislife.

Heturned his head toward the knife and reached out apalsed hand to touch it, jostling it dightly ashe
did so. Told meit would serve, then reached the same hand to me, bidding meto takeit. | found that |
could not, the hand holding itself up for long seconds before retreating to its owner.

Y ou blame yourself for thistill, said my friend. Y ou blame yoursdf for this disease you gave me, the one
that will kill metoday. It Sits between uslike an unwelcome guest.

| will not ask you to absolve yoursdlf of thisguilt. Y ou have willingly picked it up and placed it on your
shoulders. Only you will be able to set it down again. But know that | do not ask you to carry it for me. |
would not have you think you are unworthy to touch my hand, you who arethe only one | can trust and
who | will trust inthisfina hour.

Y ou afflicted mewith this disease, took me far from my home and far from the peoplel love, and
brought me to this moment. But you have dso cdled me friend, understood me, and have given me honor
and do me great honor now.

Y ou have been long forgiven by me, and dl that | would have between us now is companionship and
love. You are my last and best friend. Remember that when your burden of guilt weighs you down.

#

And with those words my friend fell silent, curled himsdlf smal and began hiswait, holding himsdlf to
himsdlf as hisbody betrayed itsdlf, scattering the messages between body and mind, pushing amsand



legs, contorting hissilent contemplation into ajester’ s pantomime, making amockery of his dignity—but
not so much amockery that his dignity did not hold.

It was hard to watch him leak and spasm and grunt. But | would not turn away. | watched every
moment, silent and observant, owing him witness for the affliction | gave him and the release | would yet
give him, until the moment when | became aware with every sensethat my friend had arrived at his
moment of release. | did not hesitate. | picked up my knife and prepared to find his heart.

Thereisamoment of surface tenson when aknife blade presentsits demand and the flesh honorsit. An
instant of pressure before the puncture, the rip before the dide, asmall eternity easy to miss but
impossbletoignoreif you vefdt it before. | lived in that moment agreat whilefor the smdl diver of time
it wasthere.

And then I moved on, angled my bladein and up, felt itstip pierceitstarget and dide through the other
sde, and continued on until the flat of the hilt rested cold on his chest. | moved in close and embraced

him, the better to provide leverage to twist the blade, and make the argument to his heart that itswork
was forever done. The heart did not argue and for that | was grateful.

My friend gripped me as| gripped him, exhding at the crystd clarity of the knife, cutting through his
diffuse and random pain to rally every thought in his body, every find message that coursed dong his
nerves, toward the god of reaching his hand to me asecond and final time.

| took it and held it, and wet it with my tears as| bent to kissit, an action which surprised me and
released me, and let melay my burden down. I'm sure my friend saw it in hisfailing last moment of life;
hislast gift to me and my last gift to him, so that al that was between usin the end was companionship
and love. Hedied in my arms and holding my hand, and after aminute | set him down on hisrough mat,
stepped back to where his other friend stood waiting, and gave our friend' s soul space to depart.

#

| did not say goodbye to my friend then, but sometimelater, as| held hisbody in my hands, floating in
the cold and dark above the brilliant green world of hisbirth. A place | had cometo fulfill apromise: to
see him home, to return him to a place from which my actions had kept him while he was till dive. It was
not easy to get there and it would not be easy to return, but | had risked my own death for reasonsfar
moretrivid. | would not shame my friend or mysalf by denying him his return home, because it would be
inconvenient for meto take him there.

And so | floated above this greet green world, body in hand, holding it longer than | should have,
whispering wordsto it that would not carry in the vacuum but which | said nonetheless, before letting it
go and releasing it to spird into the gravity well of my friend’ s childhood world. My friend and | paced
each other awhile, sharing the same orbit, until | turned to make my way back to my ownworld. | did
not turn back to see my friend fal away from me. | had said my goodbyes and was content to let him find
his own way home.

| wonder if as he fell those he had loved felt him return home and felt his absencefilled, as he shot across
the sky and spread himsdlf iniit. | liketo think they did, not because | am the one who took him from
them, but because | loved him too, and in loving him felt hislove for them. | hope they looked to the sky,
saw him move through it, and were glad to have him home.

5

Age



When you were born al you could do was cry. When | was born | woke to awhisper, giving me aname
and telling me to come away from my cradle. | walked, one foot and then another, understanding fully
without understanding how | understood. | turned to see my birthmates, al walking and all sending out
their own names, and receiving namesin turn. We were born and we were aware and we would soon be
madeto fight.

Our childhoods did not exist, except perhaps in the moment between being given our names and setting
our feet on the ground. Once that step was taken we had a purpose, acal to action. We answered it
unthinkingly, unaware of our options or that there were options-that concept left packed up for thetime
being because that was what was required in the moment—no more mind than it took to walk, one foot
and then another, into the rest of our lives.

When you were two you had learned to speak and walk. When | was two | was made an officer—a
lieutenant—to replace the one whose body had been bisected in front of me, dorsal and ventral pedling
away from each other and faling sdeways, the last thought he sent one of surprise at feeling acool
breeze between hisfront and back. And |, sumbling back with wounds of my own, holding my arm
across my abdomen to keep my insdesin, a an age when you were pulling the heads off your sister’s
dolls.

When you were four you learned to read and tie your shoes. When | was four | attempted to negotiate a
surrender, to keep my soldiers from having to risk their lives by having to take a settlement one hut at a
time. There was no surrender and we went through the settlement, killing as we went and dying too,
needless deaths al around, needless save to honor the death wish of the settlement leader, who preferred
annihilation to life. | made sure | found him, denied him the martyrdom heimagined for himsdlf, made him
bury hisdead, and gave him acdll to live alifewhich | hoped would be long enough to sprout regret.

When you were six you sat in school and learned to add two and three. When | was six | found you, or
what remained of you-so much of you strewed behind you, aong with the wreckage of your ship and
your crew, and what was left of you dive only through luck and will and technology. Y ou should have
been dead when we met, and you should have died after we met, in the long minutes between finding you
and saving you.

| remember touching your face and lying to you that you were al right now, seeing you weep and
wondering if it might not be more merciful to et you die. But | had my ordersto bring you back, so | did,
knowing what it would mean for your life but not knowing what it would mean for mine. | was Sx when |
met the person | would love, and became the person you would love again: the person | was made from,
whom you met, or so you told me, when you were Six.

#

Pease understand me. | do not mean to belittle you when | notethat | wasleading soldiers at an age
when you could barely control your bladder, or that | stood dazzled by three moonsrising over a
phosphorescent sea, lacking the poetry to match in my head the song in my eyes, at an age where you
enjoyed the taste of paste and boogers and small coins.

Y ou no more chose how to be born than | did, and your lifeisno more or less complete because you
required two decades to become an adult, and several decades after that to become a soldier, both of
which | was from the moment | opened my eyes. | do not mean to demean you when | admit | find some
amusement a theidea of you asachild, of you reaching no higher than my waist, of you big-eyed, and
your big head wobbly on your neck, looking at the world with curiosity if not comprehension, needing to
walit years to know enough to know how little you know.



| note these differences because they stand between us. When you speak of growing up and growing old,
you speak to someone who did not do the first, and can choose not to fear the second. Every day of my
lifefrom first to this, in abody that defies both growth and decay, even if one day it cannot defy degth. It
isnot eternal but it doesn’'t change, and if | chose | could stay init for aslong as | could manage.
Timelessin my way, unyieding to both creation and destruction, and because of this separate from the
human stream of age-the arc that bends from devel opment to deconstruction, that gives definition to your
days, provides sense of story and an assurance of al thingsin their season, and dl of it coming to an end
asnaturd and complete asits beginning.

| hear you spesk of your childhood as the blind hear someone spesk of the color of aflower or of a

beloved' s eyes, understanding that the color exists, understanding the emotion color can arouse, but

lacking the experience that brings understanding into empathy, understanding athing without feding it
deep inthe brain, where thejoy of it will shudder out, down the nervesto one s very fingertips.

Childhood is a country undiscoverable to me, something so far removed from methat | cannot even say
that it was denied, because it was never something that | was meant to have. Nor isit something | desire,
whose absence| resent. | anwho | am and that isenough. It issmply that childhood is an experience
we do not share, another place where our lives refuse to link, acommonality we do not have. When |
think of you asachild it amuses me, and it makes me sad that you do not get to think of me the same

way.
#

| am nineyearsold. In those nine years | have seen things that others could spend lifetimes and never
once see. | havetraveled farther than entire millennia of explorers, their journeyslaid end to end and

back again. | have been on more worlds than we knew could possibly exist for dl but the smallest dice of
time our species stared up at the stars. | have measured alife not in teaspoons or tablespoons or ladles
or jugs but in inexhaustible gouts of experience, pushing me forward into wonder and terror and being.

| annineyearsold and | have lived in every moment of that life. No time wasted in idleness and futility, in
routine and repetition, in grinding gears or marking time. Y ou can't tell me | have lived less than those
who have merdly lived longer.

It does not matter: All these experiences and all this experience make no differencein how | am
seer+how al of usare seen, those of uswhose liveswho begin in mediasres. | am nineyearsold and
must be what they remember nine-year-oldsto be, seen, at best, asanidiot savant, a useful moron, a

littlegirl inabig girl’sbody.

Those who don't belittle me fear me, me and mine; grown too fast, made too smart, too far out of their
own experience to understand, assumed to be without morals because they would not have been mora
a the same age. We are sent to do the things they judge necessary and yet fear to do—finefor usto be
given tasks that might cost us our souls when we' re assumed not to have souls at al. Welearn quickly
not to hold thisfear and stupidity against most of the human race, because the dternativeisto let you dl
die

When | first decided to love you | needed to know how you would see me. Whether you like so many

otherswould see achild in an oversized body, or someone who was your equal in everything but time. |
waited for the moment of condescension, for the casud dismissd, for the instance when you would ask
what | could possibly know, given how littletime I could have knownitin.

| amwaiting till, but | no longer expect itsarrival. Y ou are not blind to my age or our differences; you
know better than anyone how brief my existence has been, because my life could have only begun after



her life ended. Perhaps you see me as a continuation of alife interrupted, or perhaps you smply don’t
care and see me as your equa because thereis no reason not to. | have timeto find out as our lives
continue, and we mark time not by what has come before, but by what we have together.

6
Sex

| must gpologizeto you. | am sitting with you and you are talking to me, telling me about the world to
which we are going, where you and | will sart our livestogether. I'm sure what you're saying is
important—critical things| need to know, about aplace | have never been but where | will spend the rest
of my days. | am sureyou aretdling methings | need to hear, but | must confess|’m not hearing asingle
word.

Instead | am intent on your face, and the movement of your lips, and the memory of how thoselipsfed
when they are on me. While you spesak | am thinking of the last time we kissed, and the subtle friction
that took place because we were so dightly out of sync, the rush of blood flooding our lipsto make them
softer, and make us more aware of just how many nerve endings each of uswere pressng againg the
other.

Y our words arrive at earsthat are not deaf but disinterested, because athough what you say is something
| need to know, | know | can make you repest it some other time. Y ou will oblige me that way. And o |
watch your lips purse and thin and tighten and repeat, knowing that the same motions can be used for
other ends, and enjoying the memory of those ends achieved.

| gpologize now because | am staring a your hands, which you use as punctuation—another layer of
language to illugtrate the point you think | am hearing, but which in redity isflying past my head and faling
into piles againg thewall behind me. | redize that thisis not like me, that you prize my seriousness and
my ability to focus. Y ou should know | am serious and | am focused, just not on what you' d prefer meto
be. It isyour hands that have my attention now, their short and choppy movements at the moment belying
their sartling fluidity asthey move over me, and their strength when they lock with mine and pressthem
down as you press your body into me.

Thereisan argument to be made asto which of usis stronger, but in the moment is not the timefor that.
Y our strength isasign of your intent and your request that | honor that intent. I’ ve made the same
request, and in the sameway. | remember that you' ve honored it aswell, handslocked and pressed and
then released, to move with intent, another layer of language, to illustrate apoint | want to hear.

| gpologizeyet again. Thisisatotd loss. | am so far downstream from whatever it isthat you' ve said that
it would beimpossible to catch up, and besides | am focused on other topics, about which | intend to
make you presently aware. | am sorry that | have been entirely lost in your lips and hands and the
memories of each on me. But you should know that | am going to make it up to you, and let you put them
towhat | fed is better use than the service to which they are put now. | think you will agreethat al things
consdered, the purpose | havefor them isabetter onefor al involved.

Even so | gpologize for theinattention. | aso apologize for surprising you just now, by knocking aside the
table inconveniently set between us. And now | must gpologize for upsetting your chair with you till iniit,
and for knocking your head on the floor. | will do what | can to make you forget your pain.

#

Sex with you isunlike any other sex I’ ve had. | do not say thislike one of the restless virgins of literature,
swept up in swooning tides of bliss. | am not the swooning type. And while you are good, you are not



that good; your mere touch is not enough to transport me to fantastical realms of ecstasy, or whatever
ridiculous phrase one would use to express such an idea.

Sex isnot aholy or sacred thing or aphysical machine to express a separate emation. | fuck to enjoy
myself and to celebrate the fact | am dive. | understand the idea of making love, but it seems abad way
to go about it. | don't fuck to show my love. | loveto show my love and et the fucking beits own thing. |
loveyou and | love fucking you and | have no need to complicate either with the other. They are both
true statements and they are both good. | am content to have them remain that way.

My sex before you was with my own, with those born as | was, who communicate as | do, equally adept
at transmitting sensation and emotion whole and unrefined, over the same line as we send words. With us
sex isnot amatter smply of bodies, and of apantomime approximation of knowing if what you are doing
isworking for those you are with. Y ou fed what they fed and they fed what you fed, a postive
feedback loop to take every thrust and pull and lick and touch, and magnify it until your nervesring with
your exhaustion, and the exhaustion of your partners.

It isneedlessto say what fun it can be. But it' s aso worth noting what it lacks. Being inside someone's
head heightens the performance, and it makes you aware it is a performance: moves choreographed to
increase pleasure, focused on the mechanics of sex but lacking in connection, ironic when you consider
that your lover isingde your head as much asinside your body.

Thefirst time we were together, | sent toward you to bind our thoughts and redlized that your mind was
shut to me; that not once had your mind been as open as your body. That you had lacked that dimension
inyour sex and aways had. | pitied you. And then you put your mouth on me, and your hands, and | had
nothing to do but focus on how you moved on me, and againgt me, and indde me.

And | redlized that you lacked nothing; that in place of fedling your thoughts reflected in mine, | felt your
desire and your inescapable need to beinside

of me, not only with your body and not with your mind, but with every particle of your soul. | laughed
and came at the same time, and wept as| tried to devour you, to own you and be every part of you as
much as| was mysdif.

It was something | had never done before and will not do with anyone else. Y ou opened meto desire,
and | desire not to desire anyone but you.

#

| regret to say that we have made amess of the room, but | do not regret to say that you are inside of
me. Wewill recongtruct the room later, but for now | want to focus on what we are doing, which makes
me wonder why | am bothering to narrate thisin my own head, observing me observing you insde of
me.

Now | remember. I’ m observing this because | want you to know how | know the nature of desire, that |
have learned it from you, and that | question whether desireistruly what | fed. | have taken thetimeto
read on the nature of desire and have learned the physiology of it-the rush of chemicalsthrough the brain,
tunneling pathways and new connections. But among this physiology, the psychology, the warning that
desire does not stay, that novelty wanes and desire wanders, looking for someone new to attach to, or
amply wanders off leaving behind something € se that may be as satisfying in itsway, but isnot desire.

If thisistruethen | am not now fedling desire. What | fedl for you has not wandered or waned or
lessened, but has grown since the first time you pressed your mouth to mine and served your notice that
you had desires of your own. | look at you now even as you are between me, and would push you
farther into me until there is no space between us, no gap between where | stop and you begin, but a



continuum and abinding, covaent and irrevocable. If it isnot desire | do not know what to call it, saveto
cdl it love, which | dready fed in different waysthan this.

| am without aword to describewhat | fed, if itisnot desreand isnot love. So | will expressit how |
can, not in words but in action, with lips and hands and bodies and merging, with sex and fucking and
release.

| have never been insde someone as degply as| aminsdeyou. | loveto fed you insgde me, the physical
complement to my spiritual state, expresson made flesh of what | would say to you if | had thewords. |
pressyou into me, and draw into akissthe lipsthat earlier had been speaking. | take the hands that had
earlier moved inthe ar and bid you move them on me. Later you will tell me again what you had earlier
sad, and | will listen then, | promise.

But for now al | can say isthat | gpologize for wanting you, and in wanting you having you. And |
gpologizein advancefor al thetimes| will want you between now and the end of our lives. If you can
find it in your heart to forgive me | will makeit worth your while, and will forgive you for dl thetimesyou
will want me, and will accept your apologies, as you accept mine now.

7
Fear

Fear entersthe room and sitsdown in achair and with a polite smile asks to open negotiations. Fear is
small and hard and patient, and duplicitous, because in asking to negotiate it knows | cannot refuse. | am
obliged to accommodate Fear because | am human, and no human iswithout fear. Fear Sitsand smiles
and is predatory, immobile and sllent and serene; an observer who conserves his energy and is content to
wait. We watch each other and take our measures, he to undo me and me to avoid being undone. We
both sit and measure and stare. And then because | long for other company, | ask him to show mewhat |
should fear.

To begin he offers me the fear of death, and | laugh. | laugh because | know Degth far too well to fear
her. Death ismy intimate and my companion; | am her messenger and handmaiden. We have walked too
many worlds and have becometoo familiar; close acquaintancesif not friends, because you can never
befriend Death without embracing her, and for now | keep her at asafe and prudent distance. Even so |
know her methods and her means and her agenda. | know her legendary capriciousnessis overdtated but
that her inevitability is not. Desth comesto usdl, even those who have served her so well.

Itisfoolish to fear theinevitable. | know | will die. Fearing Degth will not make her come for me later
and might send meto her sooner, when ablind rush from her sendsmeinto her arms. | will not fear her
and | will not fear going to her when it istimeto do <. | tell Fear to show me something else,

He shows me Pain, myriad as Degth issingular, creative in his attention-seeking, and in hisdesire to
overwhelm every scrap of consciousness. The most perfect of egotists.

| am not impressed. Painisatool: adiagnogtic instrument in one’ ssdf, alever in others, and in dl things
symbolic of something else that better deserves our attention. Pain may represent Death, who | refuseto
fear. Pain may represent power, which | also refuseto fear; | am better than those who would use their
power to make mefear them, power predicated on the assumption that | will do anything smply to exist.
They presumeto hold my lifein trust; my regret as| would end my life would be that | would not be there
asthey realized how little power they had over me. | choose not to fear the things Pain represents,
leaving pain aprocess, asignd, afiring of nervesto be endured.

#



Of course Fear knows dl this. Knowsthat | fear neither Death nor Pain, or those who use either to
divorce mefrom my will. Thisiswhat fear does. presents you with what you can bear, so that when he
shows you what is unbearable, you will open wider to et him feed on your heart. | know thisand even
knowing this does not keep me from amoment of satisfaction, and the hope that Fear will step away
from my table. Fear dlows you a moment to hope that he doesn’t truly know what will break you. But he
does, and he provesit to me by showing me you, and showing you without me.

Thisiswhat | fear. And | confessthat part of me hatesyou alittlefor it, hates that you have taken my life
and so threaded it with yoursthat | can’t pull away without losing myself; | who had aways been whole
inmysalf but who now knowswhat she stlandsto loseinlosing you.

Itisnot your degth | fear, or separation. We have been at war aslong as we have known of each other.
Death follows behind us both, and separation has been what we have had the most of, our time together
both trivial and precious measured against our timein absence. Death and separation do not ater what is
between us. What | fear is diminishment, and subtle change, and the moment in which alife without you
becomes a sustainable thought.

It seems such asmdll thing compared to dl the other things one may fear. Thereisno findity here; you
and | would continuein our lives, no death or distance to separate us. Just disinterest, and the perception
of what we have becoming what we once had, becoming memory and history and remembrance. What
was separated from what is and separate from what will be.

A smdl thing and asurvivable thing. And for dl that the thought of it falls on me like wreckage and pulls
into meto burn with sickening violence. | look across the table and Fear is gone, not because it has gone
but because it hasfound the thing that will let it livein me. | fear alife without you and you without me.

#

| choose not to share thisfear with you. Y ou do not deserve to have it put on you. There has never been
atime when you have not reached toward me, even when | had pushed you away (or, when we were
formally introduced, when | threw you across atable). Y ou never made me ask your forgivenessfor
being her, and you never loved me smply because | wasthe only part of her you had left. Y ou have
aways seen me and you have aways seen me with you.

| feel ashamed | have thisfear, based on nothing redl, called into existence by my own irrationaity. | have
S0 many excusesfor it, beginning with my youth, and my inexperiencein weaving my life to someone
esg's. But | will not rationalize thisfear. It iswhat it is; the serpent in my ear, whispering the promise of
thefdl.

| am human. Fear livesin me and sets to make my heart bitter. But | know something about Fear. Fear is
ascavenger who feeds on the future; on what may be and what is possible, extending down the line of
our lives. Fear livesin meand | cannot change that. But | chooseto starve Fear. | chooseto live here
with you now.

In the future perhaps we will diminish and we will divide, and al wewill haveis memory. | accept that
this could be what we have in time, and in accepting it set it asde. What isleft to meisthis moment, and
you with me. | choose to be with you in this moment, to love you in the present time and in the present
tense. Itisdl the time we have, have ever had, or will ever have. All of our lives here and now, wherever
here and whenever now may be.

| love you now and will not regret having loved you and will not fear loving you forward. | am here now
and | amwith you. It isenough for aslong as| haveit.



With that thought | accept what | must from Fear and move toward you. Negotiations are closed, and
youand | remain.

8
Endings
Itistime to cometo the end of things and to the beginning.

| am standing in aroom where there are two of me. One of them iswho | have always been aslong as|
have had memory of myself. The other iswho | will be, someone | will be poured into to becomewho |
must be to start our livestogether.

| cannot stop staring at her. | see mysdlf in the curve of her cheek and the line of her nose and the length
of her limbs. Through her I will gain many things | would not have.

| will gain a husband and a daughter and anew world, which I will not have to meet at the end of agun,
and whose citizens | will not haveto defend or kill. | will gain ameasure of peace and | will gainan
identity that is my own—not one of asoldier or an officer or akiller, but smply Jane Sagan, whoever she
may be.

She offers me so many things, she who isnot yet me. And dl | haveto do for her to become meisto
giveup mysdf.

| give up mysdlf in speed and strength; my new body has only what nature and evolution saw fit to
provide, limbs weak enough to force the brain to better them, with spear and sword and bow, gun and
gears and engines, every marvelous creation made by man to compensate for a body barely competent
to carry itsbraininits head.

| give up mysdlf in mind, abandoning the fluid switch between machine and gray metter that extends
myself into others, to disconnect my thoughts to them and theirs to me, to sever the connections that have
sustained me. To shut mysdlf off in my own heed. To live done with my thoughts, their echoes muffled in
close quarters.

| give mysdlf up inidentity asasoldier and an officer and akiller, asafriend and a colleague, and asone
by whose hand humanity keepsits placein the universe.

Make no mistake that | am weaker for theloss of each. Make no mistakethat | will haveto learn again
how to fit mysdlf into aworld that no longer workslikeit should. Make no mistake that it will be through
force of will one, that my frustration and anger at being lessthan what | waswill not bevisited on
you-that evenin my newly weskened state | am ill dangerous and liable to rage at what | have taken
from mysdlf, by becoming thisnew sdif.

The woman who opens her eyesin the body | see before me cannot be the same as the one who closes
her eyesin the body | have now. Too much changed to remain intact, too much left behind that can't be
brought over. | will hold my image of mysdlf to me, but thereis only so much of methat will fit.

#

If you knew dal of this| know you would ask me to consider what | was doing, whether | was sure | was
making the right decision, and that you would rather face alife without me than to have me choose alifel
would not choose for mysdf. | know thisiswhat you would say and do aswell as| know mysdif.

And thisiswhy | say with dl affection that sometimes you can be such astupid man. | wouldn’t mind you



feding just alittle bit greedy for me, thet the idea of not having me would make you angry, not
heavy-hearted and accepting. There are things you gill have to learn about me and thisis one of them. It
isnot that you are too considerate but that | don’t mind when you tell me what you want and put that first
ingtead of lagt.

| don’t mind because that iswhat | am doing now. Y ou should not think | do any of thisfor you, that |
am committing aselfless act or an expression of davish devotion, that | have signed on for amermaid's
sacrifice and will walk on knivesfor dumb love. | am too sdfish for that. | want you to know that | am
here not for you but for me. | want you for my own. | want the lifewe will have together for my own. |
want the silence of peace and rel ease from being the one who walks ten steps ahead of Desath. | want the
honor of not being feared or hated, and of not having those be the correct response to my presence.

| want to be able to say that | have done my part and | have doneit well, but that my part isover and
now it istimefor my reward, and that reward isyou and thislife. | want dl of thisand | am willing to pay
togetit.

Butitisdtill hard.

Inthis| imaginethat | am now your equa: Y ou once gave up alife, leaving behind aworld and everything
onit, al that you had been and everything you knew, on that single sphere of rock and air and water.

Y ou put it behind you and stepped into anew lifein which you found me. | can’'t imaginethat it was easy
to dothis.

But wasit asacrifice? Did it take from you more than you could bear? It takes nothing from what you did
to say it was not, that you left alife that had nothing left for you except the marking of time. Hard though
it may be, it isnot asacrifice to give up that for which you no longer have ause.

| am at that place now. Thislife has made mewho | am and who | am no longer wantsthislife. | have
seen so much of thisuniverse behind arifleand amission. | am ready to seeasmaller part of it in depth
and in peace. It isnot asacrifice to pay for what you want though the priceis high. The price for this new
lifeiseverything in the old one. Y ou once gave up everything in your old life and gained me. | am ready
to give up thislife and keep you.

#

| rest in the container that holds everything | am but not anything | will be, and watch as the technician
makes her preparations. Y ou are holding my hand and telling me of what it waslike for you.

| smileand | want to kiss you, but not here and not now. | do not want alast kissin an old body and in
anoldlife. | want afirg kissin anew life, apromise fulfilled and no regrets. | am looking forward to that
kiss. | hold it in my thoughts as | hold mysdlf there and you there with me.

Thetechnician looks a me now and asks meif | want to begin. | look to you and say | do.
Author
Afterword

On September 25, 2006, science fiction and fantasy author John M. Ford passed away. His
loved ones suggested that those who wished to remember him do so by contributing to a book
endowment, established in his name, which would benefit the Minneapolis Public Library. | had
met Mike Ford only briefly, but anumber of good friends and colleagues wer e close to him, and
| wanted to do something to help get the endowment off to a good start. | offered a bound draft



version of my novel The Last Colony for auction, and noted somewhat jokingly that if the
bidding got to $5,000 or above, | would writea short story for thewinning bidder, on the
groundsthat someonewho bid that much deserved a short story.

Asit happens, Bill Schafer of Subterranean Presshad been trying to get metowriteastory for
him, set in my “Old Man’sWar” universe. So he asked meif | was serious about writing the
short story for a $5,000 bid. | said | was; he bid that amount. And herewe are: The John M.
Ford Book Endowment is $5,000 richer, and | wrotethe story you now havein your hands.

| don’t want to over state my relationship with Mike Ford; as| mentioned before, we had met
only afew times, although each time was an enjoyable experience. Nevertheless, hiswarmth
and kindness and wit enlightened the lives of people whom | have cometo care about in the
sciencefiction community, and their memories and celebration of hislife served asan
inspiration for mein thewriting of thisstory. | encourage everyone who readsthisto seek out
hiswork, which iseminently worth reading.

I’d also liketo give aword of appreciation to Bill, whose positive delight in maneuvering me
over abarrd to get a story out of mein no way diminishesthe gener osity of hiscontribution,
which serves both to honor the memory of Mike Ford and putsbooksin the hands of readers.
Bill’sa good egg, and I’'m delighted he got thisstory out of me.

—John Scalzi
December 16, 2006



