The Last \Wal k
by J. Brian d arke

PART ONE
THE | NVI TATI ON
O trah.
My nane is Qttrah. | amfrom Ael ak.
My species is ancient conpared to the namalian
humanoi ds of the other Aelak, which is called Earth. | was

seventy-three years old, barely out of adol escence and the
youngest aboard the Green and Plenty, when we sideshifted

into their conti nuum Because of my youth, | was chosen to
make first contact. At ny age, | was told, humans are

al ready nearing the end of their short lives. It would be

i nprudent to intimdate themw th what they mi ght perceive
to be an individual of superior age and w sdom

| vividly remenber the nmonent | stepped out of the
daughter craft on to the soil of that strange alternate. The
faded bl ue sky, the ugly structures of their space |aunching
facilities, the unpleasant odors of prinitive technol ogy,

t he noi se, and above all the incredible nunber of hunans,
conbined to nonmentarily shock me into inanity. Al though I
had no problemwi th their sinple | anguage, ny opening
wor ds were cl unsy.

"You are Degruton," | remenber saying to the nale who
stepped forward fromthe crowd. There was a female with him
Their hands were tightly joined.

"Yes." | sensed his nervousness.

"You expected us."

"lI--think so."

"That is good. The circle is conplete.™

It was not ny intention to be obtuse, and his
consequent confusion worried ne. | amnot sure of ny next
words, other than | tried to explain that in the sane nanner
Degruton sideshifted his ship into ny conti nuum and di verted
the asteroid which would have inpacted ny world sixty five
mllion years ago, we did the sane in his continuum -except
we nmade sure the asteroid continued its course to inpact.

The reaction of the nale and his mate was that strange
noi se they call laughter, which I now understand is a hunman
reaction to irony.

Frederi ck Degruton

As the scientist responsible for the devel opnent of
shift dispersion, | suppose | should have expected it.
Havi ng this strange being as ny guest during her stay on
Earth, was the inevitable outcome of ny fiddling with the
di mrensions which led to our ability to translate in tinme as
wel | as across continua.

The nedia reported the Ael ak was nmeeting with the
Secretary General at a secret location, and it was |ogica
enough to be accepted. There were the usual editorial
cartoons showing a flustered S.G in the conmpany of a
di nosaur, although the depiction of Otrah as a streanlined
T- Rex was about as unlikely as his excellency being shown as
a wool y manmmot h.

The current fashion fad of a rai nbow hued cape topped
by a broad brimed sonbrero, turned out to be an adequate
di sgui se when Otrah was ushered into to nmy apartment in



Ol ando. She was acconpani ed by ny | ove and consci ence, Gai
Sovergarde. The three security escorts who brought themto
nmy door were nore likely to have attracted attention
although if I was asked (I was not), | was ready to explain
that nmy taller guest was a visiting dignitary fromthe Lagos
Institute of Planetary Physics.

Wth hat and cape renmoved, OQtrah was exactly as
first saw her when she stepped out of her shimrering bubble
at the Cape. A slender humanoid two neters plus in height,
she was clad in a gray formfitting garnent which left only
the face exposed.

It was a face | shall not forget.

Large golden eyes with nictitating nenbranes, vertica
nostril slits, a wide lipless nmouth with no chin, and
greenish skin with a faintly visible texture, conbined into
a whole both terrible and fascinating. |I felt my heart thunp
as | said lanely, "I am honored you chose to conme to ny
hore. "

The Aelak turned to Gail. "Your mate is nervous."

Al t hough the nouth noved (withed?) in synchronization with
the words, the voice was a nechanical contralto wi thout
inflection. | wondered if it was artificial, although there
was no visible sign howit was done

"Alot of things make nmy mate nervous," Gail said as
she sank into ny easy chair and crossed her slender |egs.
"I'sn't that right, Freddy?"

Otrah chose an upright chair and fol ded hersel f down
onto it. Although that strange head was now | ower than m ne

it did not make her less intimdating. "Degruton, | am here
to persuade you and your nate to return with me to Ael ak."
" Er - - oh?"

The events of this remarkabl e day were noving too fast
for me. Starting with Qttrah's arrival at the Cape, the
manner Gail and | were ignored as Ottrah was driven away in
an official |inousine, ny increasing anger as mny phoned
demands for an expl anation al ways got the response 'we will
get back to you', and finally the Deputy S.G's call in
which | was calmy informed, 'The alien and Ms Sovergarde
wi Il be brought to your apartment at nineteen hundred hours
this evening. Please make sure you are there.'

Alright, so | was here

So was the nost remarkable visitor in recorded human
hi story.

And all | could do was conplain, "Wat is going on?"

| do not know what | would have done with ny life if
Gai |l Sovergarde was not part of it. A nmedia personality who
was known on nillions of home screens, we nmet when she
interviewed nme on air about nmy work on shift dispersion. By
the tine ny teamperfected S.D., she and | shared an
apartment. She was with me aboard the converted Mars bul k
carrier Francis Bacon when we shifted to a parallel
conti nuum and diverted the asteroid which in our continuum
i npacted Earth at the end of the Cretaceous and destroyed
the dinosaurs. W remained in that other continuum tine-
shifting in one hundred thousand year increnments as the
di nosaurs continued to evolve. W prudently returned to our
own time and space when the di nosaur descendants entered
their industrial revolution--1ong before they had the
technol ogy to detect our orbiting ship.



That they woul d eventually develop S.D. thensel ves and
shift here to satisfy their curiosity as to how life would
devel op on a post-inpact Ael ak, perhaps shoul d have been
anticipated. Now they were here, in a ship resenbling a
gigantic soap bubble, which fifty days after it entered
orbit above our world, exuded a snmaller bubble which
descended to the Cape and di sgorged the being who now sat in
ny apartment.

Otrah waited patiently as Gail expl ai ned;

"Freddy, | amjust as rmuch in the dark. After you
dropped me at the network, | pulled in every string | could
think of, and for my efforts got no nore than | have al ready
reported fromthe Cape. | was still sul king when a smarny
bureaucrat called and told I was about to be picked up and
brought here. When | got into the lino and saw who was in
the back seat--"

"It was |," said our guest, m sunderstanding the
nuances of human speech. "I informed your |eaders | am here
to converse with the human responsible for the asteroid
di versi on whi ch saved ny species fromextinction. Although
sensed your |eaders were displeased, they agreed to provide
appropriate transportation.”

Gail asked, "Why am | along? It is not that | object,
but --"

"Pair bonding is an inportant characteristic of your
species, is it not? You are a trained observer, are you not?
Together with your mate's talents as a scientist, we deduced
a duality greater than its parts.”

| swallowed, slid a hand into ny pocket and pinched ny
t hi gh hard enough to make me wince. | did not wake up, so
presuned | was al ready awake. "Wy do you want us to go to
your worl d?"

"I amnot allowed to divulge that information. | can
assure you no harmw |l cone to you and your mate, also that
you can return to Earth any tine you w sh."

"Do our |eaders know of this?"

"They have been inforned."

"They agreed?"

"They did."

I could not resist it. "They were--ah--displ eased?"

"l deduced they were not pleased."

VWat Otrah deduced, | knew, and it was inmensely
satisfying. | did not doubt the S.G and his cohorts
anticipated a profitable relationship with a species which
had hi gh technol ogy when our ancestors were still scratching
pictures on cave walls. Instead, they were told to stand
aside while one scientist and his reporter girl friend were
invited hone for tea. It had a delicious irony which made ne

feel good even as | considered the invitation. |I turned to
Gail.

"Do you want to go?"

She grinned fondly at me. "Freddy, |'ma journalist.
Remenber ?"

Gai | Sovergarde
The lino would not come for us until the next norning.
So when Freddy and | went to bed, Qttrah remained in the
living room | do not know if she slept, or even needed to.
| do know | woke up several tines, each time conscious of
Freddy's soft snoring and the nurnur of the TV through the



partly open bedroomdoor. | crept in once to see what Qtrah
had on the tube. It was a major news network (fortunately
not my own), which while |I watched, switched froma soccer
riot in Liverpool to a gushing commentary fromthe Wrld
Beauty Pageant in Kiev. As | sneaked back to bed, | prayed
our guest woul d not judge our species by such unsavory itens
of violence and mi ndl essness.

Freddy and | had done our best to coax information out
of Otrah--about Aelak, her life there, and why were we
wanted on that other Earth. She would not be drawn,

i nsisting we nust have no preconceptions. So the evening
ended with the two of us doing nost of the tal king while
Otrah listened. She showed great interest in the parallel
courses of human scientific and technical devel opment since
the invention of the printing press, and especially since
the industrial revolution. Freddy's use of the word
"exponential' to describe the growh of human know edge
during the past couple of centuries, produced the only

di splay of enotion on that alien face--a nmottling of the
greeni sh skin, a hissing of indrawn breath, and the strange
conmment ;

"It is what we feared--and hoped. "

Qtrah was just as unconmmuni cative next norning, as she
allowed me to redrape her in the garish costune, and we
followed the security escorts (there were only two this
time) to a waiting linm. Sormehow | was not surprised the
vehi cl e al ready contai ned a passenger

"Good norning," greeted the Secretary General

Freddy and | politely responded, while Otrah said
not hi ng. She just stared at the passing scene while the
I i mousi ne and escort vehicles headed for the |oca
government tower and a waiting helijet.

Freddy ventured tentatively, "Sir, it was not ny idea.
I mean, for Otrah to want Ms Sovergarde and ne."

"I am aware of that, Doctor Degruton.'

Martin Chauson was frequently conpared to the | ate and
great German Chancellor Helmut Kohl. He was simlarly a big
man, with a personality to match. | had interviewed him
several times, always inpressed by his clarity of thought
and speech.

This time my reporter's eye noted the way he fiddl ed
with his tie, and | ooked everywhere except at our alien
guest. H's Excellency was definitely unsure of hinself. But
knowi ng the val ue of patience, | waited. So, bless his
heart, did Freddy.

Finally, as the |inp descended into the tower's parking

garage, the S.G roused hinself. "I nmust talk to you two in
private."

That interested our alien guest, who turned away from
the window "Fromthis noment | will not listen. Please
i nform me when the privacy is ended."

Chauson's nout h dropped and he turned red. "I--uh--"

braced for the inevitable explosion, instead was surprised
as the consummate di pl onat reasserted hinmself with a
graci ous, "Thank you, Otrah."

But he waited until we were in the V.I.P. elevator and
rising toward the sixtieth floor. "The green snark wore red
sneakers and expl oded through eighteen stanzas of Gadrunp's
thirteenth synmphony," he said.



| al most choked and Freddy pretended to stifle a
sneeze. Otrah's non-reaction did not prove anything of
course, but it seened to satisfy the S. G

"I will say this just once. Whether | like it or not,
and | assure you | don't, it is entirely possible you two
hold the future of the human race in your hands. So whatever
happens, don't blowit!" He took a deep breath, expelled it
with a sigh which was al nost a groan. "Wat are the Ael aks
intentions? Do they intend to conquer us, make friends wth
us, or preserve us as specinens in a planetary zoo? \Wat
makes you two so special ? What the hell do they want?"

The el evator began to slow. "Look, listen, and say as
l[ittle as possible. Qur next neeting will probably be your
debriefing, so please don't be away too |ong."

On that sonmewhat plaintive request, the el evator doors
opened to a sky-lit lobby with a view of an idling helijet
beyond | arge wi ndows. Arned guards were everywhere. As we
wal ked toward t he door which opened to the helipad, OQtrah
asked,

"Is it permssible to resune |istening?"

This time the S.G did not bat an eye. "O course. And
| thank you again for your consideration.” He hesitated,
hel d out a hand. "Good journey, Qtrah."

A sl ender, three-fingered hand reached out and touched
the human one. It was just a touch. Neither clasped.

"CGoodby," OQtrah said. "W will not neet again."

"On the contrary, | look forward to--"

"It is the way of things," Otrah said as she turned
and strode to the waiting heli. Freddy and | alnost had to
run to keep up with her. As the nachine lifted, | |ooked
down and saw the S.G standing where we left him braced
against the wind fromthe whirling bl ades. Despite the
guards, he was a lonely figure.

| thought of Ottrah's remark about not mneeting again,
and prayed she referred only to herself.

Frederi ck Degruton

Wth remarkabl e | ack of fuss, we were escorted to
Otrah's ship. The shining curvature of the ten neter bubble
rem nded me of a fun house nmirror, reflecting distorted
i mges of buildings, structures and sky. It was surreal
enough for a bad dream

At least | did not need to pinch nyself this tine.

"I must prepare for departure,” Qtrah said, and wal ked
into the bubble. No door opened. It flowed around her I|ike
t he nmeni scus of a gigantic water drop.

Friend and former coll eague Doug G ui nne of the Wrld
Space Organi zation shook nmy hand, then turned and hugged
Gail. "We have known each other each other a long tinme," the
WS.O director said unsteadily. "Make sure our relationship
lasts a few nore years, OK?"

"We intend to," | rejoined solemly as | took Gail's
arm "Ready?"

She took a deep, shuddering breath. "As much as | will
ever be."

We stepped into the bubble.

One nonent we were in the Florida sunshine, the next we
wer e- -
In a wonb?



| do not know how el se to describe it. It was full of
flowi ng surfaces which reached out to enfold and suspend ne
in absolute confort. Illumnation was a warm orange-yel |l ow
with no visible source. All | could see of Gail and Qttrah
were their faces. Their bodies were quivering shadows, as if
seen through a sem -transparent jell.

Otrah said, "Do not be alarmed. This daughter craft
| oves you and will protect you."

Gail gasped, "It's alive?"

"Not in the sense you know life. But neither is it an
i nanimate thing, |ike one of your machines. Soon it wll
rejoin its substance to the Green and Plenty, and we will be
on our way."

"The Geen and--is that the big ship you left in
or bi t?"

"The terms big and small are inappropriate. They are
the sane."”

The [ight di mmed.

"We have lifted," Otrah announced.

There was no accel eration, no humm ng of unl eashed
power, yet | believed her. | think | went to sleep, or at
| east | sensed no passage of tinme until the Iight
bri ghtened. The walls had fallen away and we were in a nuch
bi gger space. Several Ael ak faces were suspended about us in
a kind of random nontage. One of the faces spoke.

"Are these the humans we sought ?"

"The male is called Degruton,"” Qtrah replied. "The
other is his mate Sovergarde."

The one said in an enotionl ess baritone, "I am Hovarr
You are wel come anmong us." Sonething indefinabl e suggested
great age and authority. "You will sleep again, and remain

so until we arrive at Aelak."

| felt the beginning of drowsiness, but roused nyself
as Gail's hand slid into mne. | wanted to | ook at her, but
nmy head was too confortable to nove. | sought to frame a
qguestion, but Gail forestalled ne.

"H-how |l ong until we get there?"

"The journey will take sixteen days."
"W need--"
"You will require neither nourishment or elimnation

My ship will provide for your bodily needs."
How can a ship--7?

| dreaned | was in the care of a friendly giant who
fed, clothed and bathed nme. Although the giant had a vaguely
reptilian | ook, he was not in the |east fearsonme. In any
case there was a girl on his other knee, a bright little
thi ng who shared his affection. Yet our big friend could not
entirely shield us froma darkness which pressed in from
somewher e beyond our ken. It was as if the walls of our
happy pl ace had hairline cracks, which in some undefi ned
future would widen and let in the darkness.

It was the little girl who finally roused nme fromthe
dream "Wake up Freddy."

| blinked. Gail's head hovered a few inches from ni ne
Beyond, was Otrah. Again Gail shook nmy shoul der. "W nust
| eave now. "

I licked dry lips. "Were--2?"

"W are in the little ship, on Aelak."

Otrah drifted toward the concavity of a wall. "Please



follow, " she said. The concavity envel oped her and she
vani shed.

We stunbl ed after her, and found oursel ves on wet grass
bel ow a gray sky. W were in a clearing surrounded by
magni fi cent trees which resenbl ed Douglas fir interspersed
with gigantic redwoods. A gentle rain was cool on our skin,
and the air snmelled of growing things. | took a deep breath
and | ooked around. Parked at the edge of the clearing was a
vehi cl e which | ooked like a turtle shell wth w ndows.
Beyond the trees, an enornmous needl e tapered up into cloud.
Otrah saw what | was | ooking at.

"We do not like tall structures. That is the only one
on the planet."

"What is it?", Gail asked.

"A nenorial for the benefit of those who will cone
after we are gone."

"\Where are you goi ng?"

"It is why you are here. Wthin a few centuries, ny
species will be extinct."

Qtrah

As | drove themto Homepl ace, Degruton conmented on the
qui et ness of the conveyance.

"W abandoned internal conbustion nany eons ago," |
told himas | remenbered with distaste the polluting
conveyances which swarmed their world. "All our power needs
are served by the fusion of hydrogen."

"Even this vehicle?"

"l understand your concern. | assure you the drive
systemis sealed and entirely reliable. In any case, it is
quite new "

" New?"

"It was grown |less than two centuries ago."

That seened to inpress the humans even nore than the
fact the conveyance was powered by a form of energy they had
only learned to apply in space and in huge ground
installations. It was strange to nme that the principle of
cold fusion was dism ssed by nost of their scientists, while
t hey pursued the inefficiencies of magnetic confinement or
| aser i npl osi on.

| refused to further discuss the inmpending dem se of ny
speci es, so the humans renmai ned silent as they gazed with
the curiosity of the young at the passing terrain. At the
poi nt where the road passed near the shore of the Great Sea,
the mal e expressed surprise at the vessel pulling out of a

near by harbour. "You have fusion--yet still use sails?"
I think ny answer confused him "Such ships are
aesthetically pleasing,”" | told him

"It is beautiful," the fermal e agreed as her mate
frowned. She turned to ne. "Only a few square riggers remain
on our world. Mdst of them are anchored nuseuns. "

We turned inland. A small group of creatures bounded
across the road in front of us, and disappeared toward the
open country beyond the forest. "As Earth has reptiles,"” |
expl ai ned, "Aelak has mammal s. W val ue them?"

"For food?", the mal e asked.

| tried not to show nmy distaste. "W do not eat neat."

We passed an agricultural station, where automats were
al ready harvesting the crop. | slowed the conveyance so the
humans coul d watch the process. "Qur food needs are served



by many such stations.”

"How big is your popul ation?"

Al t hough | knew Degruton was edgi ng back to The
Subject, | decided to answer him "W are approxi mately
fifteen mllion."

"On the whol e pl anet ?"

"That is so."

He made a sighing noise which | recognized as an
expression of astonishment. "No wonder you have--" He
hesitated. "I presune there were nore of you in the past?"

| did not answer, and fortunately their attention was
diverted as we crested the final rise and descended toward
Horepl ace.

| am aware that by human standards our capital is
little nore than a large village. Yet here the first Prine
El even convened, and successive El evens ever since. As |
gui ded the conveyance through streets whi ch wound between
dwel | i ngs and groves of trees, | was conforted by the fact
humans have a sense of beauty. The rain had ceased and the
sun shone through clouds as we circuited a garden in which
flowers had arranged thenselves in patterns to delight the
eye. Although several citizens were abroad, they politely
i gnored the humans as we energed fromthe conveyance at the
House of Eleven. This is Honeplace's |largest structure, with
three levels which are al nost invisible behind the vines
which cloak its walls.

After | left the humans in the room prepared for them
| went to the Hall of Eleven in the heart of the buil ding.
The Hall's crystal roof, sensitive to the nental emanations
of those within, radiated sonber colors rangi ng from bl ue
t hrough dark red to green. Facing each other in solem
concl ave, the one thousand one hundred and ei ghteenth Prine
El even was in session.

Hovarr, who had previously descended in a second
daughter craft, raised his head. "They are confortabl e?"

"As nmuch as can be expected," | said.

The old one, who rarely left his bel oved Green and
Pl enty, acknow edged with a faint smle. "I know what it is
to be away fromhome. Do you think they will be anenabl e?"

"I do not know. They are a strange species, prone to
extremes of nmood. It is their curse, | do believe."”

"And perhaps our hope."

| inclined ny head. "Is the El even ready for them now?"

"More than they are for us, | suspect,” Hovarr replied

as he | ooked around at the other elders. They could have
rejoined their mnds with his, but | sensed he di scouraged
it. Instead,

"Bring the humans to us."

Gai | Sovergarde

Qur room was soot hing, alnost soporific in its effect
on us. As we stood there, Freddy asked wonderingly, "How do
they do it? Is it sonething in the air?"

It was a question neither of us could answer.
Rel axation was certainly inplied by the dark woods, the
irregul arly shaped and spaced wi ndows which let in a gentle
light, the flowering plants which grew out of the walls,
floor, and even hung fromthe ceiling. Still holding hands,
we | owered ourselves onto a couch formed froma tight weave
of | eaves and branches which yielded to our shapes. It was



ast oni shingly confortable.

"Tired?", | asked.

"Just rel axed."

"It is all so seductive, isn't it?"

"I admit | wouldn't mnd--" | felt himstiffen. "I
won't let it!"

| felt the couch flex as Freddy junped to his feet. He
| ooked startl ed.

"What is it?"

"I't hel ped me up!"

Suspecting but not daring to believe, | got up nyself.
Almost instantly | felt a gentle rolling shove, and wi t hout
effort I was on ny own feet.

W both | ooked at the couch. It |ooked--there is no
other way to put it--snug.

To hell with it, |I thought, and sat down again. Freddy
tentatively Iowered hinself next to ne. The couch | ovingly
recontoured itself to us.

| took a deep breath. "W have to talk."

He sighed. "I suppose.”

"I's this just for our benefit, or is the whole planet
i ke this?"

Freddy put an arm around mny shoul ders. The couch
adjusted so we pressed against each other. It was nice. "W
are in anewreality," he said

"Whi ch neans?"

"I have not the faintest idea. But to have spaceshi ps

and plants behave |ike--" He hesitated.

"Pet s?"

He said wistfully, "I renenber ny nother talked to her
begoni as. "

| forced nyself to be practical. "Ottrah told us we are

here because her people are becom ng extinct. To nme, that
suggests a falling birthrate.”

"She avoi ded the subject, but 1'd bet my life onit."

"OK, assume that is true. Are we tal king about a
di sease, a genetic problem or sinply that they don't want
to reproduce? And what do we have to do with it anyway?"

Freddy mused, "The Ael ak popul ation is shrinking, we
humans are teemng. Quite a contrast."

"Do you think they want to learn from us?"

"Learn what? If they average one point nine babies per
coupl e and we humans two poi nt one, what does it mean ot her
than a statistic? Reproductive behavior is nore than |ines
on a chart!"”

It was such an unusual outburst from my physicist, |
t hi nk ny nouth dropped open as | twisted in his arm and
stared at him "Freddy, you surprise ne."

He bl ushed. "Sometines | surprise ne, too. | suppose--"
He hesitated, then the words came with a rush. "Gail,
shoul d have said this a long tine ago. You have taught ne
there is alot nore to life than shift dispersion!”

Freddy was not the romantic type, and was al ways
awkward when he tried to express his feelings. But what he
said was so superior to even '|I love you', | could not help
the tears coning to ny eyes. "Freddy dear--"

The door opened and Gttrah came in. Although | stil
could not read the expressions on her alien face, | sensed a
qui et expectancy. "The El even is ready for you," she said.

But as we followed her, | was not sure Freddy and



were ready for the El even.

Frederi ck Degruton

Al though | judged they were all as tall or taller than
Otrah, they | ooked |like gnones as they huddled in a circle
under a done which glowed with an unnerving varying |ight.
Otrah gestured to two stools placed in the center of the
circle. "Please."

Gail held tight to my armas we wal ked between two of
t he gnomes. As we sat back-to-back, eleven heads raised and
el even backs straightened. The tension in the air, which to
nmy taught nerves was |ike repressed lightning, abruptly
rel axed and the done's shifting nonochrones brightened into
subtl e, shimering color.

One of them spoke. "In the presence of the hunmans, we
wi || use vocal conmunication." A pair of golden eyes gazed
at us. "W have net before.”

My chest felt tight. "You are Hovarr. Fromthe ship."

"As | know you have been told, no harmwll cone to
you. So please--" Behind the enotionless quality of the
voice was a silent plea. "--conmunicate with us."

Gail and | exchanged a quick glance. "Yes," she said.

It was a strange confrontation in which | could not get
over the inpression we were dealing with a single entity
rather than a group of eleven. Although they spoke in random
order, it was if they quoted froma single script. Sentences
were rarely conpleted by a single individual, as one took up
fromanother with hardly a break. Only Qttrah, who stood
quietly to one side of this remarkable room seened
separate

Hovarr was the first to speak. There were no
prelimnaries, just a repeat of the devastating statenent,
"The Ael ak race is dying."

Neither Gail or | said anything. W just sat and
wai t ed.

"Twel ve centuries ago we were at our optimm popul ation
of nearly three hundred mllion, which we had maintained for
eons. Then our nunbers began to decrease, gradually at first
and then at an increasing rate--until today we are fifteen
mllion."

"Attrition," | said. "You are not replacing those who
die."

El even heads nodded i n acknow edgenent.

"Why is it happeni ng?"

The answer was overwhel mi ngly anbi guous. "It is the way
of things."

| felt Gail's back stiffen. "WIIl you pl ease explain
t hat ?"

"By your human standards, our progress from our animal
origins was inordinately slow Yet it was always steady,
wi t hout the frequent dark ages which set back progress on
your world. Twelve centuries ago, it was determ ned we had
finally attained the perfection our species sought since the
dawn of intelligence. Qur lives are rich and |ong, our
culture serves our physical and spiritual needs, and we are
in harmony with the natural world. We--"

"--are on top of the nountain,” | interrupted.

A puzzled silence. The light through the done becane
erratic, grayer. "The rel evance is unclear."



| gestured. "There is no way to go except down."

"Ah. An anal og.

"Exactly."

"But at the top of a nmountain, is there not another
option--which is to remain at the top and not go down?"

He/it/they were leading ne, | was sure of it. | was
al so sure they knew the argunent as much as | did, so
framed nmy response with care. "That inplies a cultura
stasis, which is an inpossibility. A culture is a living
t hi ng whi ch nuch evol ve. "

"Op- "

"O it dies."

"As we are dying?"

It seened too easy.

Gai | Sovergarde

| later agreed with Freddy the Ael aks were probing us,
usi ng obvi ous argunents to do so. They recogni zed our
reactions in ways neither of us understood, even although we
were a different species--or perhaps because we were a
di fferent species. Through it all, the central question
remai ned.

What did they want?

No one stopped us asking that question, although
everyone evaded the answer. Qttrah, who renai ned our
conpani on and gui de during the next few days, sinmply told us
to be patient.

W were allowed to wander where we wi shed, even to
enter their dwellings. Doors and w ndows existed only as
protection fromthe el ements, while Locks, bars, and the
accoutrements humans use to keep strangers out and prisoners
in, were unknown here. That we did not enter unannounced
i nto Ael ak hones was nore a nmeasure of our human sensitivity
than of theirs, although with Gttrah along it was not so
bad. Being 'friends of a friend brought us into contact
with many of the local Aelaks during their daily lives.

Al t hough their |anguage was a |iquid chirruping which
sounded (according to Freddy) like 'a whistle blow ng under
water', they spoke to us with the sane tonel ess English. |
asked how it was done, and Otrah descri bed an unfathomabl e
process involving the ingestion of tail ored nol ecul es. Terms
such as 'nanot echnol ogy' and 'organic computers' whirled
around in ny head as | decided to accept the explanation and
concentrate instead on the physical aspects of their |ives.

Just about everything they used, including their hones,
public buil dings and spaceshi ps, were grown rather than
assenbl ed. It was nanot echnol ogy, Freddy confirned, but at a
| evel which made human devel opnments in the field conparable
to a horse-drawn cart against a starship (he said). The
vegetarian Ael aks rarely used refrigeration, although there
was a central refrigerated depot which served their
i nfrequent needs. Every home had a kind of electric hotplate
on which they created a delicious variety of stews. Freddy
told me the town's electrical power came froma fusion
generator the size of an office desk. There was no
equi val ent of television which, when | described it to our
hosts, they found anmusing. Neither were there radios in the
accepted sense. It was hardly necessary in a society in
whi ch comuni cati on was m nd-to-nind

It was not telepathy. It was again the ubiquitous



nanot echnol ogy whi ch put the equivalent of a nulti-band
transmitter/receiver inside every skull.

The children were charm ng, although there were so few
It was conforting to note that the youngest | net, a nale
equi valent in developnent to a human four-year old although
he was hatched thirteen years ago, was as noi sy and
cant ankerous as any human child. | synpathized with the
qui et desperation of his parents, as he woul d not nake up
his mind if he preferred Freddy's lap or mne, or which of
hi s wooden toys he wanted to show us. His cry was a peculiar
wai | i ng whi ch sounded |i ke an anorous cat.

This was not a consuner driven society. H gh tech toys
wer e unknown, even with the ol der children--who were
educated by their parents, later by selected tutors. O her
than mated couples and their direct offspring, 'fanmly' was
a foreign concept. As soon as the young attained adul t hood,
they departed to other communities to | ead i ndependent
lives. They were never pushed. They just--went.

| asked Otrah if she was ever curious about her
parents, or they about her. Her response was to wonder why
humans thought it so inportant. "Perhaps it is because on
your crowded world, you remain huddl ed for nutua
protection.”

| snothered a heated response when | realized her
conmment was wi thout malice. They are different, | insisted
to nyself. They are different!

Twi ce nore we were summoned into the presence of the
El even, each tinme to acconplish--it seenmed to ne--a further
restatenment of the obvious. They knew their species faced
extinction, that their society was in a stasis which itself
is a formof death, and that their birthrate, synptom or
cause, needed to be revitalized. They still spoke with
el even voi ces, although Freddy and I were now convi nced they
were linked as a single entity. Hovarr was always the first
and | ast to speak, and of the el even he was the only one who
chose to speak to us apart fromthe |ink

"W puzzle you," he observed on one occasion. He
studi ed our reaction for a noment, then added with gentle
amusenent,

"It is the way of things."

Hovarr

As individuals die, so nmust a species. It is a
necessary ingredient of a universe in which the only
constant is change, in which cycles are bounded by the
inevitabilities of birth, death, creation and destruction
Even the stars are born and nust die.

For eons, we accepted that principle as inviolate.

So perhaps it was a mistake to allow contact with the
humans. But it is done, and now we are faced with a reality
whi ch confounds the ancient precepts.

VWhen we of the El even pondered the dilemma, we
initially surm sed we were overreacting to a phil osophy born
of a different species in a different conti nuum Yet as we
considered the simlarity of that continuumand its physica
laws to ours, even to the identical constellations in the
skies of the human world, we realized our rationalization
could not explain why we are withering toward oblivion while
humans are col oni zi ng ot her planetary bodies of their solar
system and have | aunched thenselves toward the stars.



Despite the sixty five mllion years which have passed
since our two worlds schisned toward different futures, we
and they share a common origin. Their atonms and ours were
there when the prinordi al Ael ak/Earth condensed fromthe
material orbiting the proto-star which becane the sun, when
life was generated within the chem stry of the first oceans,
and when our mutual ancestors ventured on to the dry | and.
It was only when the asteroid m ssed/inpacted- -

Tranquil acceptance of the rules of existence, which
t he human | anguage i nadequately translates as 'the way of
things', is fundanental to our Ael ak phil osophy of life. It
is why it required such a difficult mnd-twist for ne to
even begin to understand the contradictions introduced by
that strange species of the alternate Ael ak

Most puzzling is their attitude to the end of life.
Whil e we Ael ak accept final ternmination with equanimty,
humans regard it as an eneny which nust be subdued (despite
their belief in a post-term nation continuance). Yet
al t hough our lives are long conpared with theirs and the
exi stence of our species inconparably longer, the rules mnust
surely be the sanme--from a begi nning, through growth and
fruition, finally to an end

It is that |ast conmponent of the eternal trilogy humans
do not accept, either for thenselves or their species. From
their el aborate medi cal technol ogy which seeks to extend the
life of individuals, through to their space technol ogy which
at imrense material cost seeks racial imortality by
spreading their seed to the stars, it is as if they struggle
up a nountain which has no peak--always striving, never to
arrive.

It is a strange concept.

For an Ael ak, such striving agai nst the natural order
is an aberration. Qur world is nore than just the planet on
which we live, it is an extension of ourselves. W exist
withit, flowwith it and cannot live apart fromit.

Al t hough we have |l earned to navigate in space and transfer
to other continua, such alien environments can never be our
hone. Qur discovery of the human Earth was nore the outcone
of an interesting intellectual exercise, than of any urge to
expl ore the unknown. Indeed, | now regret the phil osophica
nmorass into which our curiosity has |ed us.

Gai | Sovergarde

On one of our trips into the countryside, Qtrah
stopped the vehicle at the side of the road and wal ked us
past a grove of trees to a patch of scrub where a carnivore
was feeding. The beast was a nightmare conbi nati on of cougar
and crocodile appropriately called 'fast-tooth', which
existed in hunter-prey synbiosis with the herds of grazing
mammal s i nhabiting the grasslands. It had teeth, claws and
power ful hind | egs which propelled it |ike an arnored
kangar oo.

The creature lifted its fanged head, eyed us balefully
and emtted a coughing grunt. Then, as if it decided we were
insignificant, it lowered its head and tore off another
chunk of still warmflesh

Qur host led us closer. | was distinctly uneasy as we
halted only nmeters fromthe gory tableau. Aware of a
wat chful eye, | whispered nervously, "Are we safe?"



"Do not be alarned. | had to nake sure it sees you. Now
it is appropriately inprinted, it and its kind cannot harm
humans. "

"l don't understand."

"On Aelak, all living things share a |ink which I
suspect is much depleted on your world."

It did not occur to nme to question that astonishing
revel ation. | renenbered an i mage from ny chil dhood, of huge
flocks of birds changing direction in flight as if they were
a single entity. If humans were no | onger part of such a
link, it seemed | esser creatures had enough smarts to keep
it. Still lost in a fog of wondernment, | was hardly aware of
Freddy's touch on nmy armand his awed; "I think we have just
been introduced. "

When we returned to the vehicle, there was a frail
el derly Ael ak | eaning against it. Freddy and | had net this
former menber of the El even during our wanderings around
Hormepl ace, and he was al ways polite and cooperative despite
t he veneration everyone seemed to have for him Hi s eyes
were a faded yellow, his skin |oose and covered with
unheal t hy bl otches. He | ooked exhausted and his voice
guaver ed.

"Greetings, Qtrah."

"Greetings, Genni. You have wal ked a | ong way."

"The use of a conveyance is inappropriate.”

"l see." A hesitation. "You do not intend to return?"

"That al so woul d be inappropriate.”

"Then allow nme to assist.” Otrah took the old one's
arm and began to lead himin the direction fromwhich we
just cane. "There is a feeding fast-tooth not far from
here.”

"That is fortuitous."

Otrah turned to Freddy and nme. "Pl ease acconpany us."

| had a uneasy feeling about this. | turned to Freddy,
and he placed a finger against ny lips. "Perhaps later," he
whi sper ed.

So we followed the two Ael aks back along the trail to
where the fast-tooth was resting after its neal. Tiny bat-
like creatures were gnawi ng at what was left of its prey,
while others flitted in and around the fearsome fangs of the
hunter's open jaws.

The beast continued to ignore us, as with Otrah's
assi stance Genni |owered hinself to the ground and | eaned
agai nst the trunk of an ancient, toppled tree. "This is
good," the old one said with a grateful sigh while he | ooked
at the satiated carnivore, "It is evident our friend can
afford to wait alittle while."

The fast-tooth decided to noticed us. It heaved itself
erect like a man-sized frog with body arnmor and steel-trap
jaws. Its hind | egs | ooked powerful enough to--

| shivered.

"It will remain until needed,"” Otrah said.

The ol d head nodded and drooped. "It is the way of
t hi ngs."

Suddenly | understood. | lifted a hand in protest.
"NO- - "

Otrah pushed down the hand. Firmly. "You nust accept.
It is part of what we are.™
"It's barbaric!"



Even as | regretted the outburst, Genni raised his head
and smled. Not so long ago | woul d not have recogni zed t hat
withing of the lipless nouth as a snmle, but | had | earned.
"I have breathed nearly five centuries, which is far nore
than your short human span. So why are you of f ended?"

"Because it is not right!", Freddy retorted angrily,
"especially with that--that--" Hs words failed as he
gestured at the interested fast-tooth.

"It will keep me company during the few hours which
remain of ny life, after which it will properly process ny
remains. It is the termnation | choose, unlike your
di stasteful human custom of allowing the body to rot in a
box under the ground."

"But we like to honor our--" 1 bit my lip.

O trah said, "You humans honor the dead, which to us
seens pointless. W honor the dying, so they know they are
bei ng honored. "

| heard Freddy take in a deep breath, but he forced
back what ever he was about to say.

Genni's eyes were al nost closed. "Go now," he
whi spered. Again his head drooped.

Meanwhile, its eyes still firmy fixed on us, the fast-
tooth flattened to the ground. Trying to dispel frommy mnd
the totally inappropriate image of a puppy waiting for its

dinner, | reluctantly followed OQtrah and Freddy away from
this place of waiting death. It was hard not to | ook back
harder still not to think of that nice old Ael ak reduced to

something fit only for those tiny, flying scavengers.
| recalled Genni's remark about rotting in a box under
t he ground, and decided | would be cremated.

Frederi ck Degruton

Al though | found it difficult to believe the fast-tooth
woul d wait until Genni was dead, OQttrah penetrated ny
scientific skepticismand convinced ne the beast woul d not
act as long as the least spark of life remained in that
tired ol d body--although what obscure sense coul d deternine
t he proper nonment, was beyond ne. Logic on this other Earth
operated according to its own peculiar rules.

| did suspect it was not by accident we met Genni when
we did. OGttrah confirmed my suspicion during the drive back
to Homepl ace.

"It is necessary you understand we do not regard death
as you do."

"W already know that," Gail said. "I just cannot
under stand why we had to be exposed to such a--" She waved
an irritable hand. "--sad denonstration."

"You thought it was sad?"

"It was not happy!," ny girl snapped.

"I admt | did not anticipate the presence of the fast-
tooth. But as Genni pointed out, it was fortuitous."

"I'f it had not been there--"

"We woul d have waited of course."

| felt divorced fromevents, as if | was watching
characters in a not very good play. Even Otrah's casua
treatment of Genni's inmm nent denise seened |like a line
transposed from anot her script. Then | thought of the
witer's adage ' Show, don't tell', and it occurred to ne
what Qttrah and the dying Ael ak were doing.

Gail and | had been shown.



It was obvious we humans and our relentless search for
practical imortality, were a total antithesis of the
fatalistic Aelak acceptance of 'the way of things'. Al though
| knew nost Ael aks were unaffected by the presence of two
humans and the alien phil osophy we represented, | was al so
aware Gail and | had not been brought here merely to w tness
one dying Aelak's part in a grand inevitability.

Otrah, Hovarr and even old Genni (or why were we
invited to witness his last wal k), were using us as a | ever
to nmove a nountain.

PART TWO
THE OPTI ONS

Qtrah

My mate was not allowed to neet the humans until just
bef ore we enbarked on the Green and Plenty. Apunmin is nore
adventurous than |, prone to nake deci sions w thout
consi deration of possible consequences. So when the tinme
cane for himto be told, | took great care to explain ny
part in the first of the Three Options, with particular
enphasis on its hazards. Yet Apum n was not discouraged. He
was not even discouraged by the prospect of decades in an
alien environment, with all the risks associated with a
primtive mechanical technol ogy.

VWhen | remi nded hi mour conpatibility was based on
mated |ife on our own beautiful world, and nay not survive

the stresses which will be inposed upon us and the young,
his response lifted my hopes.
"You know that, and now so do |. But the survival of

our kind is a great cause. How can | not be part of it?"
"There are the other options."
"True. But are their chances any better than this?"
"I do not think so," | replied sadly.
He enfol ded nme, as we were both enfol ded by the G een

and Plenty, and | knew Apunmin's | ove would serve us well.
* * *

Frederick Degruton and the First Option

| never expected to see Ceral dine Fuchs again. She had
comanded the Francis Bacon, when we sideshifted the
converted freighter into the other continuum and diverted
the asteroid which in our continuuminpacted Earth sixty-
five mllion years ago. CGerry was | ater appointed second in
conmand aboard Earth's first starship, and was al ready on
her way toward the second planet of Epsilon Eridani when
Otrah's visit nade history at the Cape.

The Gaea Messenger was barely beyond Pluto's orbit when
the Green and Plenty caught up and rendezvoused. Cerry net
us at the air lock as Gail, Otrah, Apunmin and | entered the
conmand nodul e of the five hundred nmeter starship. Gerry
enbraced Gail and ne, then extended her hand to the two
Ael aks, who politely returned the touch. "As you can
i magi ne, signals fromEarth have dealt with little else
since Otrah | anded at the Cape."

"Is everything ready for transfer?", Gail asked.

"A stasis chanber has been prepared. The eggs can be



stored indefinitely."

"We prefer to hatch the first ten as soon as possible,"
Otrah said. "The others will follow at intervals over a
peri od of years. We nust be careful.”

"Not to worry, we have skilled people here. In any
case--" CGerry smled. "It will be fascinating to watch the
joint devel opnent of human and Ael ak children. Qur first
baby arrived a couple of days ago, and at |east half a dozen
ot her wormen will becone nothers before the year is through.™

| prayed her enthusiasmwas representative. The three
hundred col oni sts--who planned to be two thousand when their
descendants arrived on the new world nearly a century from
now -woul d have to adjust to the presence of up to half a
hundred sl ow growi ng Ael ak youngsters who woul d be barely
i nto young adul t hood when the current hunman baby was a
grandparent. | hoped Otrah and Apumi n woul d concei ve and
hatch a few of their own, if only to keep themdiverted as
their other charges becane | ess dependant. Although Ael ak
babi es require nurturing for an inordinate tine by human
standards, Gail and | had al ready experienced their natura
charm | suspected there would be no | ack of surrogate
parents among t he humans.

I was not so sure about the two adults. The Ael ak
dependance on the planet of their birth is the result of
mllions of years of slow evolution. Even their sem-living
spaceshi ps cannot function for nore than a few nonths away
fromclose orbit above the nmother world. So although Otrah
and her mate seemed confident new y-hatched youngsters woul d
become conditioned to the newreality, | could not rid
nmysel f of the feeling my Aelak friends would succunmb | ong
before the expiration of a normal Ael ak |ifespan--perhaps
even before Gaea Messenger reached the new world.

But | kept ny doubts to nyself as Gerry introduced us
to Captain Sokolov and the other bridge officers, and then
supervi sed the transfer of the precious eggs fromthe huge
bubbl e which had attached itself to the end of the
starship's extended air |ock

| was sorry Hovarr refused to | eave the Green and

Plenty. He al so di scouraged human visitors. | suppose he
feared further contam nation fromthe race whose ideas had
al ready upended much of what had been inviolate. | was aware

his expectations for any of the Three Opti ons were even
grimer than mne, although his active support indicated
they were sonething nore than zero. | wondered what
transpired between himand Otrah before she left his ship
for the last tine.

It would be nothing we humans woul d recogni ze as a
tearful parting--

Despite the fact they were father and daughter

Gai | Sovergarde and the Second Option

I f Hovarr understood ny tears as we departed the
Eri dani - bound starship, he did not acknow edge it. He did
al  ow a hol ographi c i mage of the huge conpl ex of spheres and
struts as we pulled away and it vanished in the dark, then
listened without comrent as Freddy and | di scussed what was
uppernost in our minds. It was just mnutes before the G een
and Plenty enfolded us in sleep

"What are their chances?"

Freddy's face, suspended close to mine, mrrored ny



concern. "Good |I'd say. For the youngsters anyway."

"What about Ottrah and Apumi n?"

A shrug of barely discernable shoulders. "They w ||l
have the hatchlings to keep them occupi ed, plus fell ow
voyagers to stimulate their interest in other things."

"I wonder how well they will get along with the
col oni sts. "

"They did with us, and you and | were not trained for
conpatibility."

"l suppose--" | began doubtfully.

A slow smile. "Fifty kids. Think about that."

"I would rather not, thank you. In any case--" It was
then | understood the snmle. "Ch, | get it. You re saying
they will cram nore experience into a few decades than nost
Ael aks in half a mllennium" | allowed ny own snile. "Cone
to think of it, it will be a pretty full life."

As | said, Hovarr did not comment. But as | drifted off
to sleep, | amsure | saw an al nbst human satisfaction on

t hose aged di nosaur features.

Conpared with trah's arrival at the Cape, our arrival
was anticlinmactic. As soon as we were in orbit, the Geen
and Plenty exuded a daughter craft which took Freddy, me and
our precious cargo down to the sanme precise | andi ng point at
which Otrah's daughter craft |anded, released us into a
light rain, then lifted and vani shed into the overcast.

Hovarr and his ship were in a hurry to get hone.

We were imedi ately driven to a preprepared hatching
facility. A few weeks later, along with fifty bleating
i nfant di nosaurs and the five young coupl es who woul d be the
first of a series of surrogate parents, Freddy and | were
flown to the southern Al berta ranch which was to be the
cl osely guarded hone of Earth's own col ony of Ael aks.

Like the first and third options, the Second Option was
a ganble. The fifty Aelak youngsters would not only be
i solated fromothers of their kind, they would be raised by
humans--as hunmans. In a century or so, presumng all or even
only a few survived to young adul t hood, they would be
transported to Aelak to becone the seeds of a new
renai ssance.

It was the theory anyway.

VWhet her or not it succeeded woul d depend to a | arge
extent on the Third Option.

Hovarr

Hone is a light in the endl ess dark

Many times has nmy Geen and Plenty returned nme to Ael ak
with the joy of a traveller returning home froma | ong and
difficult journey. This tine however, because of ny part in
conceiving the Three Options and ny direct participation in
two of them the joy was tenpered with sadness.

When Gtrah and her mate entered the unaesthetic

conpl ex which is the human starship, | felt a | oss which was
unexpected. It has, after all, been many decades since ny
responsibility for her ceased. | surmise it is because of ny

contact with humans, who throughout their short lives retain
an enotional attachment to their biological offspring. Yet
despite the regret, | also found nyself wishing Gtrah well.
Al though | foresee a less than normal |ifespan under the



alien conditions in which she has chosen to exist, perhaps
Otrah and her mate will survive |long enough to ensure the
stability and future of the young ones. It conforts me to
know that even if the other two options fail, and we Ael aks
of the honme world conplete our long fall into oblivion, our
species may continue to survive under another sun

VWhen the human mal e and his mate departed to their
Earth with the second fifty of enbryonic Ael aks, ny doubts
were of small account conpared with the terrible urge which
pul | ed us honme. W had been away too | ong, and even as the
daughter craft re-nerged with ny Green and Plenty, we
sideshifted to our continuum and sped home with little
t hought for the Second Opti on.

Perhaps it will succeed, perhaps it will not. But
should it succeed? | had doubts when | agreed to the option
and the doubts remain. Fromthe nmonent they are hatched,
fifty young Ael aks will be indoctrinated by beings not of
their species, on a world not their own. Al though the human
mal e and femal e persuaded nme the fifty could be the seed of
a renai ssance on Aelak, | consider it nore likely they will
be rejected as aberrations and forced to live in isolation,
or perhaps repatriated back to the human Earth.

O course there are many factors of uncertainty, anong
t hem bei ng the existence of the Third Option--

Frederick Degruton and the Third Option

Qur charges are a racially mxed group of fifty orphans
frominstitutions all over the Earth. Selection was a | ong
and | abori ous process, with demands whi ch kept Gail and
fromthinking too much of the fifty Aelak babies |eft behind
at the Al berta ranch

VWhether we liked it or not (and we did not), Option Two
was no |longer our responsibility.

The Option Three children are bright, eager to learn
and without ties either of place or blood. Gail, nyself and
two other couples are their guardians and teachers. It took
a lot of squeezing to get us all aboard the re-fitted
Franci s Bacon, but somehow we nanaged it and shifted to the
ot her continuum and the Earth known as Ael ak

Al t hough this is now our permanent home, neither Gai
or | are entirely term nated from our previous professions.
| do not doubt her reports will someday receive ngjor
coverage in Earth's nedia, and ny instincts as a scientist
are well served by study of the incredible acconplishnents
of Ael ak science.

But our main task remains, which is to create a viable
human conmunity here on this other Earth. Although we are
isolated in our enclave a few kiloneters from Honepl ace,
time will see a gradual easing of the isolation as our
growi ng youngsters intermngle with Ael aks and experience
their lifestyle.

W1l friendships endure as human children mature into
adults while their Aelak friends remain relatively
unchanged? Can Ael ak conservati sm be nodified by exposure to
t he hopeful exuberance of human children and adol escents, or

will it be the other way around? When the human chil dren
reach adulthood, will they remain and raise their own
famlies here, or will they choose to return to a world they

hardly remenber? What will be the effect when the human-



rai sed Ael aks of the Second Option are introduced into the
m x?

Finally, is it conceivable Aelaks of this world will
someday nmeet others of their kind fromthe stars, even hear
| egends about a great teacher whose nane was Qttrah?

| like to think so, although | will not live to see it.

PART THREE
THE HOVECOM NG

Gai | Sovergarde

Years later--

| just listened to the notes Freddy dictated so | ong
ago, and could not help smiling as he ended with that oh, so
| ogical last line.

How coul d he have known?

How coul d any of us have known?

| really do not care how it was done, although | assune
it was via our food, or perhaps we ingested the nanites as
we breathed. | do know | did not even begin to suspect our
| ongevity until one of the children cane to me and asked,
"Why don't you grow older like us kids? Aren't grownups al so
supposed to grow ol der?"

During the first few years there never seemed enough
time to worry about getting older. It took a child's
i nnocent remark to bring me to the realization | had stopped
aging. | was forty-one years old when the col ony was
establ i shed, Freddy a couple of years ol der, and John
Zhuang, Marc and Janine in their late twenties. Five years
| ater, when twel ve-year old Candice asked that question,
still did not have a single gray hair and was as fit as |
had ever been. Freddy was equally healthy, and still (and
happi |l y) as susceptible to ny physical charns as during
t hose gi ddy days so | ong ago when we first set up house
t oget her.

Even our four coll eagues were still--young.

| took ny startling news to Zhuang Ji anyu, the
physi ci an of our group. To ny surprise, she was not
surprised. "I wondered when someone woul d notice. \Wen |
di scovered the nanites during a routine blood test, the
El even asked me to keep it to nyself."

| sat down. | had to. "Wy did they do it?"

"I got the inpression it is because they prefer not to
have to deal with successive human generations during an

Ael ak lifetime. By the way, the children will remain
unaffected until they have passed through adol escence, after
which their rate of aging will slow until they remain nore

or less in adult physical prine."

| took a deep breath. "How -Ilong--"

A shrug. "The nanites are self-replicating, so there is
no reason why they can't continue their thing indefinitely.
Who knows, we might live forever."

For ever.

Wel |, perhaps not quite that long. After all, the Ael ak
popul ati on has stabilized and even begun to show signs of a
new vigor. We assune it is because of the Third Option
humans anong them not to nention the not inconsiderable



contribution fromthe inported Ael aks of the Second Option.
Per haps, soneday, we m ght even know what happened to
the Ael aks of the First Option.

Twel ve weeks | ater--

' Someday' is here

Fourteen hours ago, nearly four centuries after | |ast
saw the starship at the start of its multi-generation
voyage, the Gaea Messenger sideshifted into our continuum
and assumed orbit over Aelak. It released a featureless,
ovoi d- shaped shuttl e which decel erated, descended and | anded
on the outskirts of Homeplace with as little fuss as an
Ael ak bubble craft. Unlike one of those sem -living
constructs, it had a door which hinged down and becane a
short ranmp. A woman energed, snmiled at the gathering crowd,
then wal ked directly to Freddy and me with both hands
out stretched. She | ooked vaguely famliar.

"Gai|l Sovergarde and Frederick Degruton, | presune,"
she said quaintly. Her smile broadened. "My nanme is N na
Sokol ov. | am Ceral di ne Fuchs' daughter.”

Al t hough Freddy and | have a | ot of years behind us, we
are not unflappable. "You can't be--"

"There is no exclusivity on life extension, especially
when you can work with soneone who has forgotten nore about
bi ot echnol ogy than any of us ever knew." N na gestured

behi nd her as an elderly Ael ak, stooped and frail, emerged
haltingly fromthe shuttle.
A teacher.

An old friend.

O trah has returned hone to take her |ast wal k.



