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INTRODUCTION

Alan M. Clark

[llustrate v.—to provide with pictures or designs



for elucidation or adornment.

Usudly illugtrators create visud interpretations of stories. Thisisan extremey satisfying pursuit, and asa
fredlanceilludrator | have donethis countlesstimes. But | have dso been unusualy and terrifically
honored to have had my work interpreted by great writersin three volumes of fiction: Imagination Fully
Dilated, Imagination Fully Dilated Volume |1 —both edited by Elizabeth Engstrom—and now, the
book you are reading,Imagination Fully Dilated: Science Fiction .

Literate v.—to elucidate or enlighten

with words or phrases.

The definition above doesn't gppear in any dictionary, but it is useful here.

Audience participation has aways been important to me, but I’ m not talking about just areaction to the
colors, the composition, the technique, the subject matter of a piece of art. No, | want the audience
involved inthe“telling” of theimage. My artwork tells stories, and just aswith apiece of fictionin which
the writer doesn't “tell” everything, the audience haswork to do. | want my audience to bring their own
emotiond experience to the viewing of my images. This seemsto make it amemorable experience.

That thiswas important to me was not something | appreciated conscioudy until | began to meet writers
in the mid-"90s who had written stories or scenesin novels based on pieces of my artwork. They had
seen apiecein an art show or bought a piece that inspired them. After this had happened four or five
times the ideawas hatched to do an anthology of these stories and include the artwork.

The process was fairly smple. For each volume aWeb page was created contai ning about forty pieces
of my artwork. Writerswere invited to go look at the images and if they wereinspired by one of them
and wanted to participate in the anthology, they were given a high resolution print of theimageto
consider while they worked. The only rulesfor this particular volume were alimit of 7,000 words and
that the stories should be Science Fiction.

Always fascinated to hear reactionsto my work, I’ ve had atendency to eavesdrop on people looking at
my paintingsin art shows. They often take the suggestion of a story contained in apiece and elaborate on
it, coming up with wonderful ideas. These are most often completely different and sometimes
immeasurably more ddightful than what I’ d had in mind.

Thewritersin this and the preceding two volumes have done thiswith incredible results. Being apart of
the editorid team for each of thelmagination Fully Dilated volumes has been the ultimate exploration
into this process of audience participation. The writers have brought to it aweslth of imagination and
storytelling ability. | am very proud to be apart of it.

Before reading these stories, you might flip through the book and look at the pieces of art. If they begin
to suggest stories, allow yoursdlf to add to them. Then when you are reading, see how this experience
compares to what has been written.

| hope you will be asfascinated as | have been.

—Alan M. Clark, May 1, 2003



Publisher, Artist

IFD Publishing

A WORD OF APPRECIATION

Robert Kruger

A lot has happened in the two years since Patrick and | first discussed this project with (the patient and
forbearing) Alan Clark. Patrick and Honna became parents, ElectricStory published over adozen more
books, Fairwood Press put out severa magazines and a couple of story collections, Patrick got his
Master of Education degree, my daughter turned two and then three, | picked up a couple of
computer-programming certifications (if you' re going to run an Internet business, I’ ve belatedly found,
you' d better know something about the Internet), and we worked with terrific new authors, many
showcased here.

I’ve had some prior experience with solicited-story anthol ogies (given the demands of this
project—making sure that each author wrote to a different piece of art—choosing writers ahead of time
was the only feasible arrangement); but the contributors tol magination Fully Dilated: Science Fiction
taught me new lessonsin professionalism. Every author we invited had dready achieved someliterary
success (and many, aPh.D.!) and was a pleasure to work with, even when we had to respectfully turn
down work. Some authors wrote us completely new stories when we decided to pass on thefirst ones,
and asit turnsout, you'll find dl of those proudly here.

Basaed on my recent experience, I’ ve made arevised note to mysalf on being a professiona writer: taking
it asagiven tha they have ability, prosmay or may not get it brilliantly right thefirst time, but if they’re
interested and have time, they doggedly approach rejection as a problem to be solved; and if they don't
have the time or inclination, they cut their losses and cordialy drop out. Patrick and | had the incredible
good fortune to work only with professionds, and al of you have my very deep and humble respect.
Thank you!

—Bob Kruger, June 1, 2003
Publisher

Electrictory.com

A FULLY DILATED INTRODUCTION

Patrick Swvenson

Bob and Alan had aready talked about doing an e-book for the thirdlmagination Fully Dilated , and
were wondering about the print verson when | justhappened to insnuate mysdlf into their conversation at
aconvention party. | said yesbefore | knew what | was getting myself into. Bob had the solicited-story
anthology experience, but | did not. Sure, | choose stories for Talebones magazine, but none of them are
solicited, and only ahandful of them are chosen each issue from hundreds of posshilities. ThelFD
process was truly an eye-opening experience for me. Thanksto Bob and Alan for their invauable help,
and aso our authorsfor being so understanding aong the way.



If you haven't seen thefirgt two Alan ClarklFD books, you're missing out. These beautiful limited-edition
books are works of art themselves, with full-color plateslovingly placed by hand for each story. The
dories, like the artwork, ded with darker, horrific themes. Alan isaversatile artist, however, and his SF
artwork needed “literating” too. Thisthird edition of IFD came to be in responseto that.

The chalenge on my end (the print version) wasto duplicate the spirit of the earlier anthologieswhile
keeping the price of this anthology affordable. My limitations meant that the interior graphicswould not
bein color. From the start | worked on a plan to get every color graphic into the covers of both print
editions. | hopeyou like this solution.

Asit turnsout (and of course there was never any doubt), Alan’ s artwork trandates beautifully to
grayscae, and it’ slike having thirty-two imagesin the anthology instead of sixteen. The storieswithin do
an amazing job capturing the subtleties of Alan Clark’s SF artwork, color or not. Thanks, writers, for
doing such wonderful, crestive work. Readers, you have hours of captivating reading ahead of you.

Enjoy!
—Patrick Swvenson, June 6, 2003
Publisher

Fairwood Press, Inc.



The Sweet Not-Y et

Melissa Scott

Breakfast, the prosthesis said. | looked where it pointed me, and took ameal bar out of the box.
Achronics often didn’t feel hunger, it explained, as| undid the wrapper and took a bite out of the oily
bar. Welost the sengitivity to any but the grossest physical symptoms; it was better to eat smal medls
before we knew we wanted them than to wait until we noticed something was wrong.

Hurry, it said.You're late.

| ate as| walked, letting the machine prompt me through the tangle of unmarked and white-painted
corridorsthat it identified as our Glasstown complex. | could smell things the prosthesi's named hot metal
and fiber-form and acid; heard noises that were |abeled as coming from the shop and the support line and
the office; saw faces that smiled and nodded as the prosthesis attached names. | came at |ast to a short
flight of stairs, and ared light flared in the center of the door jamb: the house mainframe, the prosthesis
whispered, and its voice belonged to my dead grandfather, whose persondity lived onin memory.

“You'relate,” that voice said, an old man’'s, no more familiar than that, and another voice said, “Leave
him be, Pappy.”

Your father, the prosthesis said, and | braced mysdif, redizing | wouldn't know him, either. The face that
looked down at mewas al angleslikethe onel’d seenin my mirror, just lined and older, the hair white
and cropped to a stiff and bushy hao, the nosetilted out of true like someone had hit him. Someone
probably had, from the things the prosthesis was whispering about him, and the stranger |ooked down at
me for asecond longer before he stepped back out of the door.

“Morning, Cass.
“Morning, Daddy,” | answered, and in the moment | met hiseyes| saw both our hopes defeated.

Helooked away, busied himsdf with abig urn that took up haf the service console behind the
workstation. “Pappy bring you up to speed?’

“Not redly,” | said, and took the cup he handed me.

Daddy glanced at the node that glowed red in the upper corner of the room, and Pappy said, “ The boy
didn’t get up till just now. And you know how long it takes him to get going now.”

A persondity construct shouldn’t be able to sound accusing, but thisone did. Daddy ignored it, and
nodded me toward one of the chairs.

“We got aproblem.”

We had lots of problems, according to the prosthesis—the family shipping business was barely breaking
even, and we couldn’t supplement it with racing since |’ d wrecked mysdlf and the family ship and there
wasn't anybody left who could take my place, plus there was new competition from Echt-Hanson, who
were planning to build atransfer sation in the Merredin system that would take even more of our

bus ness—and | made a soft and hopefully encouraging noise, wondering what it would be thistime.

“Wegot arunner,” Daddy said.



“Itan’'t ours,” Pappy corrected, and | blinked once before the prosthesis caught me up to them.

“Who isit?’ Runners happened when the workhorse, the artificia life that was supposed to mediate
between the driver and the ship’s systems, seized control of the ship and bolted, heading for some
destination known only toits circuits. Most of thetime, the driversjust bailed, but sometimesthey hung
on, trying to retake control, and the horse made its jump with them till on board. That was arunner.
Therewasn't avery high surviva rate among runners.

But that never stopped us from looking. If aworkhorse bolted and took the driver with it, every
spaceworthy ship in the system went out after it, on the off-chance that one of our own horses might spot
it—quantum-processor-based, they could see alittle way into the adjacent possble—or if the driver
regained control and forced it back out ajump point, at least there would be someone there to pick him
up. It al depended on where the ship had gone missing.

“Where' d it happen?’ | said, just afew secondstoo late, and saw my father wince.
“ About two minutes off the N-2 jump, coming from J-8.”

The prosthesis presented me with amap, Merredin’s system and the jump points that honey-combed
locd spaceftime, and there was apart of me, down in the muscle memory, that understood how the ship
had been heading, how it would have felt under the driver’ s hands.

“And,” Daddy said, “it was Alrel Jedrey.”

The name sparked anger, contextless and disconcerting. | blinked again, waiting for the prosthesisto
supply something, anything, that would explain the feding, but al 1 got was a passionless biography. Alrel
Jedrey was a pilot, too, aracer and the son of aracer, just like | was. We were of an age, we' d raced
againgt each other dozens of times; I’ d won afew more than him, but we' d both lost moreto the
current—meake that last year’ s— champion. There was no reason to be angry—but the feeling was there,
unmistakable, a core of heat down in my gut, and | savored it, nursed it, disconnected asit was. It was
the closest thing I’ d had in along time to areal memory of my own, and | shivered with the excitement.
Whatever was between us, it had to be something big to have imprinted itself that deep, beyond normal
memory. . ..

“Old Man Jedrey’ sasking for dl hands,” Daddy said. “And that includes us.”

That was aproblem, too, | could read it in hisface, and | dragged mysdlf away from my own exciting
anger, focused instead on the way his hands flexed on his coffee cup and then relaxed, as though he was
afraid of breaking it. Once again the prosthesis gave no reasons, and | rummeaged in itsfront-brain
sorage—the artificial memory that was supposed to give me immediate contexts in conversation—for
possihilities.

“Don’'t we have something that can fly?’ | asked, drawing the words out alittle to give the prosthesisa
chanceto correct meif it needed to. No, it assured me, we had ships capable of running thelocal

jumps—even my wrecked racer was pretty much ready for launch, just afew cosmetic repairs still to be
done.

“What we don't haveisapilot,” Daddy said bluntly. “I’m too old, and you're not up for it.”
“I canfly.”

The panic at the back of my words scared me. If | couldn’t fly, what the hell else was there for meto do?
I’d never done anything elsein my life. More than that, it was the one thing | knew bone-deep, worked



so far down into the muscle memory that | could actualy almost remember it, could function asthough |
did conscioudy remember it, the sense of the controls againgt my hands and feet, the way the horse and
the ship responded to my lightest touch. I’d proved it in Sms, the prosthesis reminded me, hours and
hours of them, the only time | fdlt like mysdlf, and Daddy knew it.

“I candoit,” | said again, and Daddy shook his head.
“Y ou haven't been out the house for 241 days,” Pappy said.
“That an'tright,” | said. “Can’'t be”

“It'sright,” Daddy said, grim-faced. “ And that’ swhy | say you can’t do it, never mind thesms. And
Colton Jedrey can—" He broke off, shaking his head, mouth clamped tight over bitter words.

And what in hell’s name do we have againgt the Jedreys? The prosthesis was silent, and Daddy went on
as though the words were forced out of him.

“We' velost enough.” He wouldn’t meet my eyes, and | knew he was talking about me.
“The law sayswe haveto go,” Pappy said. “ The company charter mandatesit.”

“Wedon't have arated pilot,” Daddy said. “ Ty’ s out-system, Dee' snot due in until day after tomorrow,
and Cass—Casscan'tdoit.”

“Then you'rejust asking for somebody to sueto get your charter,” Pappy said. “And they’ Il win, too.”

The prosthesis whispered in my head, confirming local law. Merredin was a poor planet, and not
particularly law-abiding, either. We didn’t have much of aloca search-and-rescue group, rdlied instead
on deputizing dl available shipping in the event of an emergency, and those terms were written into the
charter that let the family operate. Pappy wasright; if we didn’t send a ship, someone could take the
charter away from us, and the anger in my belly made me wonder if it would be the Jedreyswho'd try.

“Pappy’sright,” | said. “Y ou know we haveto doit.”
“WEe re obliged to send somebody,” Daddy said. “Not necessarily you.”
“You just said you didn’t have anybody else” | said.

“Peeky’sin Cahv'ville)” Daddy said. “ That' s only a couple hours away; we could hire him to take the
flight”

“Peeky Toms?’ | laughed even before the prosthesis finished feeding me the details. * Peeky hasn't flown
anything but sub-light for—oh, it must be six, seven years. | bet he doesn’'t even have ajump license
anymore.”

“Theboy’sright,” Pappy said. “ Peeky’ s not an option.”
| looked at my father. “Y ou got to send me. We can’t risk losing the charter.”

Daddy scowled, the frustration plain on hisface. “ Goddammit, | shouldn’t have to keep telling you
this—and the very fact that | do isthereason | don’t want you doing it. Y ou dready lost most of your
perceptors. Y ou only got six minutes of natural memory. Y ou lose that, even that goddamn prosthesis
won't do you any good.”

“l @n't actudly stupid,” | began, and Daddy dammed his cup down on the table, not caring thet the



coffee splashed across the scarred fiber.
“You sureareacting it. Y ou remember the last time you went outside?’

No. | bit back the word, knowing the question was rhetorica, knowing that attitude wouldn’t do me any
good. The prosthesis answered his question anyway, spilling picturesinto my mind asit accessed images
| could no longer create. A chaos of light and color, explanation lagging behind the perceived shapes, my
feet sumbling on aflat walkway, splashing through liquid color that became advertising that becamea
puddle. . . . There had been friendsthere, peoplethat | knew before the accident, but I’ d been too busy
trying to learn to see again that | hadn’t remembered to tell the prosthesis to remember who they were.
The Glasstown skyline loomed in memory, jagged color against the sunset, and | felt remembered
nausea—anger, too, that so many people had been there to see. | guessed Daddy had been one of them,
but | didn’t, couldn’t, remember.

“Yeah,” | said, rductantly, and Daddy glared at me.
“You dill think you can fly.”

“It' sdifferent,” | said, and knew it sounded feeble. But it was different, a different kind of memory. ...
“Besides, somebody’sgot todo it.”

“He sright,” Pappy said again. “Y ou know the law.”
Daddy muttered something under his breath.

Pappy said, “What about this? Send the racer up—send the tender with the racer grappled on. The
tender crew can do the real looking, and the boy will be onboard as the jJump pilot.”

“Wheat if they find Alrei”?” Daddy asked.

“Odds are 283.2 to one againgt it,” Pappy said. “ That’ s based on the number of shipsthe
charter-holders are throwing up there.”

“I don't likeit,” Daddy muttered.
| said it before Pappy could. “1 don’t think we got achoice.”

Once the decision was made, it didn’t take long to get things moving. We had proceduresin place for
thiskind of emergency, just like any charter holder, and they pretty much worked the way they were
supposed to, so that by nightfall we were on our way to the port for amidnight launch. Wewent ina
closed runabout, passenger windows blanked as though it was full daylight, screening out Glasstown's
lighted towers. | kept my head down for the walk into the hangers, and the queasiness | had been
expecting did not recur. It was a struggle, though, the prosthesis dways a heartbeat behind what |
needed, and | knew there were people | should have known who | passed without agreeting. That I'd
expected, been braced for, but somehow I’d thought I"d <till know our tender. I’ d thought that
knowledge would be burned into me at the same leve as piloting itsalf, but the heavy ship that hung in the
launch cradle was just another round-bellied modified lifter. | recognized it only by the family logo
splashed across its nose.

We dipped aboard without fuss, and | found mysdlf at the door of the pilot’s cabin without knowing how
| got there. A little dark woman was waiting there with a stack of data—the prosthesisidentified her as
Tetia Curry, the ship boss, and | looked away, seeing her hair uncovered. Tetiawas Alari, the prosthesis
reminded me, not Merreding; she didn’t mind being seen without ascarf. But she' d seen my mistake, and
her eyeswere sad as | took the multi-colored wafers and retreated into the cabin. Not knowing the



tender had depressed me, evenif | had been able to find my own cabin without trouble; messing up with
Tetia depressed me even more. | knew | ought to review the data, it was bound to be stuff | needed to
know, like the exact approach Alrel Jedrey had been taking, and the local space/time weather, but |
couldn’t bring mysdlf to do it. Anyway, it was late enough that | had an excuse, and | stripped and rolled
mysdlf into the familiar bunk. The lightsfaded automatically, but | sopped them with awave of my hand.
There was a scratch pad where | expected to find it, the top film curled from long disuse. | toreit away,
and wrote on the next one, leaving myself amessage for the next day.

Why do | hate Alrel Jedrey?

| woketo familiar vibration and avoice repesting aname. | moved, listening, and the light strengthened,
bringing color back out of the gray. | lay there, sorting perceptions of an unremembered place. The
vibration was right, though, comforting; the bed waslarge, pleasantly warm benesth aweight of covers.
Thear outside the blankets was cold, my hand pale and tingling asthough I’ d dept onit, and the light
was strong and cool now, alight to match the ddlicate trembling inthe air.

Your name is Cass Lairmore. You are achronic. Connect your prosthesis before engaging in
further activity.

| didn’t remember a prosthesis—but, of course, if | were achronic, | wouldn’t remember it. | sat up, the
movement triggering the room lights and awhirring that carried warmth, and saw an odd, skin-colored
ovoid lying on the ledge that had been above my head. A jack lay loose on top of it—no, extended from
it, ashort, flat head, clear plastic that showed ahint of gold inits depths. | reached for it, picked up the
seashell round, smaller and flatter and softer than | had expected, and found mysdlf reaching behind my
left ear. Therewas ajack there, not conscioudly expected or even fully recognized, but my fingers had
goneto it immediately, and the connection seemed clear. | did the head into the socket, the ovoid nestling
cozily againgt my skin, and—expanded. The world brightened, gained depth and context, and | took a
deep breath, |etting the prosthesis' sinformation cascade through me.

| was Cass Lairmore, dl right, and that meant | was a pilot, ajump-and-JSTL pilot. | had beena
moonlighter not al that many years back, and now | was ahauler, alegit shipper, and a sometime racer
and the hope of thefamily. | had six minutes of naturd memory |eft, pluswhatever implicit and muscle
memory could give me—it wasimplicit memory that led my fingersto the prosthess s jack—and
everything e, any past Sx minutes earlier than my permanentnow , was backed up in memory, stored
somewherein the family mainframe to be accessed by the machine. The prosthesis kept me updated,
kept afew important things dwaysin that six-minute window and prompted mefor therest, so that in
practice | could keep up with about aday’ sworth of events. It had to download every night, and |
started over every morning. Except that we were on the tender, going out on arescue run, so the
prosthesis was working from the ship’s copy: no real difference, except that | would have to be sureto
check that everything | stored here was downloaded when we got back. The process was supposed to
be automatic, but the prosthesis reminded me it never hurt to double-check.

I’d heard most of this before, and often enough that it was kind of like an echo, not exactly remembering,
but enough likeit that | pushed myself out of bed and began my morning listening with haf an ear whilel
washed and shaved. I’ d been a moonlighter because my father was amoonlighter before me, back when
it was serious business—the prosthesis reminded me of the tax reforms that made it less profitable, and
the two years Daddy’ d spent in federa sugpension, both of which probably had alot to do with the
decisonto stick to legd work. But regular haulage didn’t earn what smuggling did, even when you added
amachine shop on the side, and we' d gone racing to help make ends meet. He was pushing sixty,
reflexes shot, so | waswhat was left. | wasjust abit past thirty, the prosthesis told me, though the body |
watched in the mirror looked older than that to me, and | was aready at the point where | wasusing



more brains than ingtinct when | got mysalf wrecked. And now nobody knew what to do with
me—nobody knew if | could even fly the racer tucked into the tender’ s belly, but we were required to
send aship and ajump pilot when there was arescue cal, and so here | was. It just seemed to be an
open question whether | could actudly do anything if we found the missing ship.

The prosthesisdidn’t offer any answers, just a quick summary of theracethat I'd wrecked in, and |
stopped in my tracks, hoping for some hint of afegling, someway of telling that it had actualy happened
to me. Therewasn't, of course, just like there hadn’t been any other morning. The images stayed pictures
in my head, plain and unconvincing as abad trideo. It happened inthe AT Boland 3 x 5—the prosthesis
annotated that for me, ahigh-purse, single-system race, five passes through a course of threein-system
jump points; you could take them in any order, but had to passthrough al threein each circuit. It wasa
muscle course: there was only one good waly, one fast way, to run the pattern, and winning depended on
having adippery ship, onethat could get as close as possibleto .9C in the JSTL, just-d ower-than-light,
runs, and then ared kickass jump motor to put you through the jump point first and best. I'd had al of
that, and | watched myself nurse the controls, confer with the ship’ s horse: not redl memories, just images
without fedings. The prosthesiswas doing its best, touching spotsin my brain, accessing information |
could no longer reach without its help, but there were some things that were just missing. | saw mysdf
watching the view screens asthe stars turned to stresks, and the universe outside the race shrank to tiny
rumbling voicesin the speakers. On the third pass, | somehow got Sdeways going into the
jump—another ship was close to me, itstime wake may have rocked me, got melooseg, or at least that
waswhat | thought then—and | missed the entry. The ship dipped out of time, fell through the weakness
in spaceltime and into the sweet not-yet, what the theorists called the adjacent possible, and the
prosthesis had nothing for me anymore. 1, the ship, the horse, and me, hung there, stuck therein aplace
where memory couldn’t happen because time wasn't, until something—the horse, maybe; quantum
processors shouldn’t be as time-dependent as a human brain—kicked us out again.

| thought I" d fedd something then, not just what the prosthesis told me to remember, but that something
gut-deep would hold the fear—and I’ m not ashamed to be afraid, would have been glad of it, even, if it
had made the memory gtick. There was nothing, and | watched myself struggle to pull enough thought
and memory together to keep the ship dive until the other ships could get to me. The prosthesis played
me the voices of the other racerstalking me through it, telling me over and over what | had to do and
why, and none of it meant any more than a story that had happened to somebody sometime back. Less,
actually, because astory would have been better told.

But that was what had happened, and the prosthesis told meit had told me this every morning for 253
days, and it till didn’t mean adamn thing except that it had happened to me.

There was a note stuck to the wall beside the recessed bunk. | pulled off the thin film, staring at words
scribbled in a spiky hand the prosthesis told me was my own.

Why do | hate Alrei Jedrey?

The name brought back the emotion, area, unmistakable anger that left me gasping because | hadn’t felt
anything so direct in what seemed forever. But it was only yesterday, the prosthesis reminded me; I d felt
it when Daddy had said it was Alrei we were going up after, and | didn’t know then or now what was
behindit.

Could it have been the wreck? | wondered suddenly. Was Alrei Jedrey in the Boland—wasit his ship
that knocked me out of time? | dropped into the chair in front of the mainframe console, let the prosthesis
guide my fingersas | punched in the inquiry, but the screen came back blank. The Boland had been run
amogt ayear ago; the ship’s system didn’t have anything more in memory than the entry list and the
results, and we were aready too far out and traveling too closeto C to query the home system. But at



least | could check the entries. Sure enough, Alrei had been entered—had run, had finished fourth, well
ahead of the racers whose times were marked with the asterisks that resulted from my wreck. So it
looked like he' d been ahead of me, unless he' d got me loose and jumped without checking to see what
happened behind him. That sparked another flare of anger: | knew that was wrong, the same ingrained
way I’d known it was wrong to look a bare-headed woman in the face. If Alrei had done that, he
deserved to have arunner, deserved to belost. . . .

| took adeep breath. | didn’t know that he’' d done it—couldn’t know, until we got back to Glasstown
and | could consult Pappy there. But that would explain the anger that | remembered, would explain why
| hated Alre’s name.

There were clotheslaid out on the shelf at the front of the storage wall. The prosthesis nudged me toward
them, then went on muttering about dyschroniain genera as| dressed mysdlf. At least that was
something | could do with implicit memory, no prompting necessary, and | listened instead to the steady
medica drone, trying to makeit redl. Dyschronias, disruptions of the human body’ s ability to placeitsalf
intime, had been around since the earliest days of the jump-and-jostie drive. It was pretty easy to hit a
jump point just wrong enough to put a ship outside the bounds of recognizable spaceltime. It wasn't so
easy to get back—that’ swhy workhorses were AL, built and bred with aherd anima’ singtinct to seek
more of their kind—»but if you did make it, there was a good chance the miss would damage the body’ s
chrona perceptors. Without time, they began to die, and that was dyschronia. Sometimes the effect was
temporary, and you' d lose your hair or your fingernails as the quick-growing cells got speeded up or
dowed down: that was chronorrhea, and | think every moonlighter or racer hashad it at least once.
Sometimes the effect was permanent. Y ou could lose achunk of memory when the perceptorsdied in
that part of the brain: chronophasia. Y ou could stop shedding your past, mental and physica, end up
choked to death by the sheer weight of memory and dead cells: chronal sclerosis. Y ou could be speeded
up, stuck in fast-time, burn out alifetimein ayear or less. pyrodyschronia. Y ou could become too
sengtiveto timeitsdf, and it would eat you up, hollow out your conscious saf and leave awasting shell:
chronophagia. Or you could lose most of your time perceptors altogether, and be left unable to form
lagting memory: that was achronia.

That was me.

“OK, enough,” | said doud, and the prosthesiswent silent. | took onelast Iook in the mirror—tallish,
fairish, clean-shaven and freshly washed, fading hair pulled back in anest tail—and had no ideaiif | was
ready for whatever was planned for the day. The prosthesis sensed the hesitation, and chirped again.

Continue function?
“Yegh, fine”

Theinformation spilled through me. We were looking for traces of Alrel Jedrey’ s ship, the spaceltime
distortions|eft by abad jump or ahorse trying to kick back into normal space. | needed to finish putting
on my undersuit, but then nobody needed me until they found something. Which wasjust aswell, |
thought. The prosthesisreminded me | still needed to read over the data Tetiahad given me, and |
needed to think about what | was going to do if we did find him. If he' d wrecked me—but nobody
deserved to be timelost. No matter what they’ d done. | pulled the thermal shirt over my head, leaving the
waist seals undone for now, and settled mysdlf in front of the reader.

It was only afew hours later that we got the signa. One of Harrel Hershaw’ s boys picked up an
anomalous reading, and the other one confirmed it. There was a heavy hauler in the area, and they
managed to triangulate, pinpoint the center of the spird—at least that was what it looked like on the scan
they broadcast—where presumably Alrei or his horse wastrying to fight back into realspace. We were



one of the closer ships, and Daddy cursed when he heard it. But we were already committed, and he told
Eskew Grey, the tender pilot, to kick us up as closeto C as he could get us. We made it to the point in
lessthan two hours, wasting fud at the end to shed speed, and flung ourselvesinto alinked orbit with the
other ships, locking into a pattern that would keep us close to each other, and close enough to help. The
Hershaw boys had aready tried opening up the spird, but even pulling in tandem, they didn’t pack
enough power to add significantly to the distortion. | hung at the back of the control room while Daddy
and Eskew argued about how best to add our engine in, but even Eskew couldn’t get the three ships
linked up close enough to do any good. The prosthesis told me what was happening, though | had a
sense of it in my bones: Alrei’ s ship was somewhere outs de spaceltime—if those termsredly meant
anything in this context—and trying to get back in. If our engines, our false mass, could further weaken
the distortion, there was a chance Alre’ s horse could latch onto it, and fire the jJump engineto kick him
through. After dl, that was how I’ d escaped from my bad jump. Of course, Alrei’ s horse had bolted, but
most runners would still seek away back into rea space. We d have to catch the ship if the workhorse
was still out of control—but we could crossthat bridge when we cametoit.

We made another circuit, the ships power balanced against each other, straining real space as our engine
crawled toward the red line, but nothing happened.

“Pull it back, Eskew,” Daddy said at last, and avoice—Harrel Junior, the prosthesis said—crackled
through theloca com.

“I'm not seeing nothing.”
The other Hershaw boy’ svoice rode over him. “Damn, somebody’ s going to haveto jump it.”
“Nobody’ sjumping nothing,” Daddy said. “Not yet.”

Tetialooked up from the console where she’ d been monitoring the locd gravity. “It' s starting to fade,
Jess”

“Goddammit,” Daddy said. He tapped two fingers on his mouth. “ Junior, what’ s your reading?’

“Um.” Harrdl Junior drew the word out for along moment. “Not good, Sir. Looks like we might belosng
him”

“Dammit,” Daddy said again.

“Wegot to jJump it,” the other Hershaw boy said. “ Junie, | got a skid-racer in tow, maybe we can use
that, do it on autopilot.”

“That horse won't jJump without apilot,” Harrel Junior objected.
The other boy sighed. “ All right, what about Cass? Doesn't he have hisracer dong?’

“Now wait just adamn minute,” Daddy began, and Eskew put his hand on the com switch, muting the
transmisson.

“WEe re here, boss. We got to try something.”

| said, “Let mego.” | hadn’'t meant to say it, but | knew | had to, down at the core where | still knew a
few things. Whatever Alrei had done, even if he had wrecked me and not looked back, | was aracer
still, and I knew what | was supposed to do.

“No,” Daddy said.



“You know | got to.”

The look on hisface wasterrible, like we' d been arguing for an hour and he aready knew he'd lost.
“No, son.”

“I got to,” | said again. For asecond, it was like there was nobody else in the control room, just him and
me, and | tried to find the words. “L ook, | can’t be any worse off than | am right now. And if there sany
chance of getting him out, we got to try it before we lose him again.”

“You could be alot worse off,” Daddy said fiercely. “And dead ain't half of it.” He swung away from
me, staring at Tetia s screens, a the fading spirdl.

“I’mgoing,” | said, and walked out of the control room.

Nobody stopped me, just like I’ d known they wouldn't. | climbed down into the belly of the tender,
sueezed though the transfer tube and into the body of the racer to find Tetia dready working the launch
checkligts. | strapped mysdlf into the couch, let the control systems close over my armsand legs, and felt
the first tentative movements that meant the ship and the horse were coming dive for me. Thisfdt right,
thisfelt normal—just like the Sms, only better—and | wriggled myself down into the seet. It wasn't mine;
the sizewas close, but not quite right, and that didn’t matter at al. Thiswaswhat | knew best, and |
would show them dll.

Lights spread across the control boards, long strings of orange and yelow, quickly fading to green. As
long as| didn't look too close, didn’t think too much about them, | understood what they meant. | made
the mistake once of trying to remember what one panel was—I knew it wasimportant—and lost the flow
of the ship even asthe prosthes's prompted me. My handsfdtered, falling out of the rhythm, and Tetia s
voice sounded in my ears.

“Youdl right, Cass?’

“Fing” | said, my voice strangled. | closed my eyes, blanked the prosthesis, let my hands reach for what
they knew they should hold. | was back again, in the groove, the ship waking under me, and | would
have giggled doud, except no one would have understood.

“Ready for drop,” | said, and it was Daddy who answered.
“Dropinten.” He paused. “ Jump safe, Cass.”
“Roger that,” | answered, and braced mysdf for the launch.

The charges kicked meloose, and | felt the workhorse surge to full life under my hands. It should have
frightened me, al that raw power and me with no real sense of how it was| controlled it, but it felt too
good, too much like normd, and thistime | did laugh aoud. | pulled the ship around, the horse answering
eadly, and saw the center of the spird looming on my screens. It was obviousit wasn't ared jump point,
lacked their norma compact structure; instead it lay across my screen like the dash of aknife. The
ragged edges faded too fast into nothing, were too hot and raw in the center, awound not fully open. It
would bresk, though, if wehititright . .. and | could see the angle of approach, fed thekick it needed. |
touched the contrals, urging the horse forward, power building in the jump engine, saw the angle shift
dightly asthe racer’ s abnorma mass touched the proto-jump, and touched the controls again to correct.
Somebody was saying something in my ears, but | couldn’t listen, bracing myself instead to find just the
right moment. The horse was warm and easy under my hands, the jump engine primed and ready. We
touched the point, the edge of what I’ d seen on my screens. | felt space move, and kicked hard. The
horse answered, firing the jump engine, and we flashed into glue.



| couldn’t seem to bresthe for an instant, choked and fought, then caught the knack of it, as though
somehow I’d grown gills and learned to breathe water. | couldn’t see anything, not even my screens; the
lights that had filled the cockpit were dimmed to nothing, barely embers. The prosthesis was dead, silent
and utterly absent. Six minutes, | thought, | only have six minutes without it—but there was no time here
except within my body, whatever clock il ticked within my cells, and even that was dowed and
changed by the dead perceptors. No sight, no sound—but | could fed everything. It was asif I'd
expanded, like | had with the prosthesis, only bigger, asthough | could reach outside the hull of the racer,
right into the sweet not-yet, asthough | could digmy fingersinto it and fed the universeitself inthe
moments before it was made redl. | flexed my hands and felt strands against them, thick and gnarled as
tree roots, taut and fine as harp strings. | moved my feet, and felt mysdlf rooted, athick cord holding me
to something | could no longer name. | felt winds againgt my face, felt them stretching to infinity, and felt
those winds curving around something familiar. | twisted my head from sdeto Sde, and redized it was
another ship. Alre’sship.

| closed my eyes as though that would help, though there wasn't enough light around meto make a
difference, reached out again dow and cautious. | could fed the adjacent possible, seeit in my touch: not
just the ship, but Alrei himself, trapped in time, the strands thick and choking, binding him and the ship
into afailing possibility. The workhorse must have thought it saw a chance of escape, thought it saw a
weaknessin loca space/time, but its quantum sight was flawed. Of al the possibles, it had chosen one
already past or never ready, and timeitsdlf battered them back, closed in to smother them. There were
strands around me, too, but not so many, fraying loose and trailing away: | wastime-blind, and that made
me free. In the kingdom of the blind, the one-eyed manisking. . ..

In the sweet not-yet, the timelost man iswhole.

| reached out through the twining strands, reached with them, tugged them free and wove them again into
anew possible, pulling Alrel to me along with the ship. | reached for my horse, for hishorse, for al
possible workhorses and our own, and gathered them up to bring them home.

Wedid from not-yet to now, fell into rea space with ashriek of enginesand al the indicators on my
boards flaring red. The workhorse was belling its complaint aswell, and the prosthesis still didn’t answer
my cal. Tetia svoice hammered in my ears.

“Comeon, Cass, talk to me. Tak to me, kid.”
“I’'mnot akid,” | said, and heard her shaky laugh.

Alrei’ sship floated huge in my screens, dmost close enough to touch. | giggled at the thought, at the
memory of what I’ d done, the universe a my fingertips, and ran afrequency search, looking for his band.
A light flared, and | spoke into the com.

“Alre?Y ou there?”

“Yeah.” The voice was shaky, shaken, and Daddy’ s voice rode over both of us.
“Hang tight, you two. We re moving for pickup.”

“Roger that,” Alrel said, and | echoed him.

| leaned back in my couch, exhausted beyond words. | wondered vagudly if that was the symptom of
another dyschronia, wondered if Alrel was going to suffer one, and couldn’t find the energy to care. A
light flickered on the com: Alrei, offering aprivate circuit. Therewas onething | did want to know, and |
mustered the strength to accept the contact.



“Thank you,” he said, and | stopped. The anger was gone—well, it was there, in memory, but it didn’t
seem to matter.

“You'rewelcome,” | said, and paused. “Was it you who wrecked me?’

“Huh?’ Therewas another pause, and | could imagine Alrel remembering | was achronic. “No, it was
Junie Hershaw. Why?’

“Then why was| mad a you?’

Therewas asilence, starsong hissing in the speakers. Alrel said at last, low and nervous, “| jumped
anyway. | saw you go, and | went ahead and jumped. | might—that might have been the thing that
kicked you far enough out that the horse couldn’t get you back quick enough. That—it might’ ve been my
fault”

The achronia, he meant. It rang true, dmost asif | did remember it, and maybe, down on the level where
I’d fdlt the anger, | did remember something. | worked my hands, feding something between my
fingers—feding the truth of what he said, of hismistake, and mine, and Juni€'s, atangible past asred as
the way real space still echoed like a plucked string from where it had broken. | didn’t remember, you
couldn’t cal thismemory, exactly, it was something different, more and lessand waysinarticulate: a
past for touching, not yet for words. But it was a past, and afuture, too, the strands of the sweet not-yet
easy in my hands, time and possibility lying rough benesth the surface of the now. Not memory, no, but
something dmost better. Timein my hands, time on my hands, never time within me again, but that was
nothing, no loss, set againgt what |’ d been given. Wewere even, Alrei and |; if anything, | wasin his
debt. | lay back in the couch again, time heavy and comforting around me, and waited for rescue.



Threesome

Ledie What

Carawas Sitting on the floor beside the bed when abarrage of green lights flashed from somewhere
outside the dormer window. A whirring sound, like an insanely broken sprinkler, only louder, was her
first clue that something terrible was about to happen. Her best friends, Kamalaand Jessica, sat
side-by-side on Cara’s bed and pored over a magazine. Cara heard a car screech to a halt and heard
dogs and cats bark, then silence. At first she thought it was the Rapture, but that didn’t explain the green
flashing lights. “Ohmygod!” Carasaid. “1 know what it is” Aliens had landed and had started to round
up dl of thehumans. “But we're ill here” Carasaid. “1an't that weird?’

Kamalaand Jessicaglared down at her from the bed. They were reading her copy of Seventeen because
two could share a magazine, whereas three could not. But since it belonged to her, Cara consoled hersdlf
knowing she could read it later. The reason she was angry had nothing to do with the stupid magazine. It
was just that when her two best friends swarmed into her room, they had formed a clique on her bed and
let her know shewasn't invited to join.

Cara, just thirteen, was thefrail sort, small-boned, with tranducent, amost blue skin. She had lost enough
weight in the last two years, snce starting middle schoal, that one might have described her as paper-thin.
She had not yet started her period, which both frightened her and made her atarget of pity.

At dmost fourteen, Jessicawas the oldest. She was muscular and short, with ahead shaped like a
boulder. Her teeth and skin were perfect, on her, everyone agreed, awaste. Why did dl the ugly girls
have good teeth and complexionswhile dl the cute girls had uneven skin tone and overbites? Because
when you were ugly, it didn’t matter if you were even uglier, but when you were cute it was S0 easy to
fuck up. All it took was a zit or amole, whereas on an ugly girl, who would even notice?

Whereas Kamala, in the middie, at thirteen and one half, wastall and dender, with stedl-hard and long
dancer’ slegs. Kamadawas fast and sharp-tongued. She could make Caracry, which she did, as often as

possible.

Caraheard disgusting sucking and screaming noises outside. “ At first | thought it was the Rapture,” Cara
admitted. “Then | figured out it was diens.”

“Whatare you talking about?’ said Kamda
“Look,” Jessicasaid. “We don't want to make fun of your beliefs. . "
“Wedon't?’ said Kamada. “1 do.”

“Don't ligento her,” said Jessica. “She' sjust being abitch. It's cool that you'rerdligious. It's cool that
you worry about Rapture and the end of the world. But you have to be tolerant of us and our beliefsand
we don't think the world isgoing to end.”

“I don't have any bdiefs,” Kamdasad.
“It shows,” said Jessica.

“There snothing to be afraid of,” Jessica began, but stopped.



“Y ou keep tdlling yoursdlf that,” said Cara But she forced hersalf to shut up. They’d madeit clear neither
wanted to hear it and she wastired of arguing and trying to prove her point. When she concentrated, she
could smdll the hot rubber stench from when the dien ships had burned through the Earth’ s atmosphere.
She stood and went over to the window seat to look out. The skies seemed to open up to alow bands of
brilliant light to stream through the clouds.

On the sdewalk, akid on abike looked up, maybe expecting to see God, but instead surprised at what
he was seeing: no doubt little horrible green flying bug-eyed monsters that appeared overhead and
sucked everybody up from whatever they were doing in their cars or lawns or houses or fields or
swesatshops. Shetried to see straight above her but the angle was wrong. When she glanced back at the
sdewalk, the kid was gone.

“We'reall done” Carasaid, dazed. “ Just the three of us.”
“Wadll, sing asong about it,” said Kamala.

“You don't understand,” Carasaid. “We'redl that'sleft.” Caraclosed her eyes. The sucking up process
was gross, loud whoaoshy sounds like when a dog snarfed up a hot dog, or the noises you heard at the
sucking-machine drive-thru thing at the bank. Sheimagined green bug-eyed flying monsters baring their
fangs, dripping dimeal around, killing lawns and making snakes explode. In the distance she heard
screaming and fear and anger as all the people got sucked up, except for the girlsin her room.

“Y ou can have your magazine back,” said Kamala, and tossed it to the ground. The pages were splayed
and dirty.

“Let’smake crank phonecals,” said Jessica. “You' ve got 1D Block, don’t you?’
“I hate crank calling,” said Kamaa
“S0, stay here,” said Jessica.

“There sno point,” said Cara, but the two of them had aready bounced from the bed and run for the
gairs. Carafollowed them into the kitchen, where they could rummage for food asthey called out on the
portable.

“Let’'scdl Roy,” said Kamaa. She gave Jessica his number.
“No answer,” Jessicasaid. “I know. Let’scall Mr. Fish.”

Kamala opened the refrigerator and took out the milk. “ Get the phone book,” shetold Cara. “ Got
anythingto eat”’

Carabrought out the phone book, cheese and crackers, and abowl of fruit. They aways had fruit.

“Don't you have anything good?’ asked Kamada “Why do we come here when al they ever haveis
fruit?’

“Because they have cable with HBO,” Jessicasaid. “Nobody’ s perfect.” She diaded up Mr. Fish, but
there was no answer.

“Whereiseverybody?’ asked Kamala

“No point in caling anyone,” Carasaid. “Nobody’ s home. Except us. Don’'t you get what |’ ve been
tdling you?’



“Oh, shit. She'sright. Let'swatch TV,” said Kamaa

Just then, the sun faded behind the clouds and thunder broke. Rain tapped like children’ s footsteps
above them on the skylight and al three looked up, asif expecting to see someone running awvay. There
was aloud pop and a crackling noise and athud as atree branch broke and landed on the roof. The
power went out and the house went grave-silent.

“Oh shit,” said Cara.

“I guessthismeanswe can't watch TV,” said Kamaa.

“Let'sgotothemall,” said Jessica

“How will we get there?” Kamaaanswered.

“We could take the bus,” Jessicasaid.

“Noway,” said Kamaa. “1 am not taking the bus with homeless smdlly people.”
“Where' syour mom?’ Jessicaasked. “ She could take us.”

“Sheisn't here” Carasaid.

“Like, wedidn't notice that?” Kamaasaid.

“When' s she getting back?’ asked Jessica. “ That’ swhat we mean and you know it.”
“She's supposed to be here dlready,” Kamalasaid.

“I don't think she’ scoming home,” said Cara.

“Oh stop with the end of the world shit,” said Kamaa.

“Whatever,” said Cara.

They would need to make a grocery run and stock up on everything. They might aswell et lots of
burgers and shakes right away because pretty soon, they would dl be living on Spam and sdltines. She
wondered how long it would take to grow bored with each other’ s company. When there were only
three, that didn’t allow for enough variables to make things interesting, and everything wastoo routine,
too predictable. When there were only three, there was always one man out, so to spesk. If she had
learned anything from the alien Rapture, it was that someone was dways | eft behind.

Maybe two of them would get hungry and eat the third. She hoped it wasn't her—not that she wanted to
eat anyone—shejust didn’t want to be sacrificed for the others.

“Let’splay agame,” said Kamaa, and the others dutifully followed her into the living room. Carad sfather
was an orthodontist. On the shelves were models of jaws and teeth molds, each identified by name. Cara
had smashed her own mold the first time she came acrossit, preferring to pretend she came by her nice
smile naturaly. But Caraliked looking at the Neanderthal jaws of her former classmates. They had once
made fun of her, but now that they’ d been snatched, the joke was on them.

“I wish we had Pop Tarts,” Jessicasaid.
“Remember how good Pop Tarts taste toasted?’ Kamala asked.



“Umm, yeah, with thefilling al hot and the crust al crispy and the sugar burning your tongue,” said
Jessica. “We better stop talking about food or | might have to eat somebody.”

“Don’'t you sometimes hate it that your parentswon't let you eat sweets?” Kamdasaid.
Cara shrugged. She was dwaysworried about her weight and didn’t like to eat sweets anyway.

Kamala picked up amagazine and sighed. “What do you suppose is going to be in fashion for the
summer? 1 mean, what do you think would bein fashion if there still was such athing, Since according to
Cara, thediens must have taken away al the fashion designers?’

“I think it would be the summer of full-frontal nudity,” said Jessica. “ Simple yet tasteful. But only the girls
would go naked. The boyswould al be wearing swesats.”

“Oh, gross,” Kamaasaid. “1 don’'t want to see abunch of naked porn duts. But anyways, | doubt it.
Nude girlswill never be popular. People might be temporary but fashion was forever, which explainswhy
there were il togas even though the Romans had been dead for athousand years.”

“What game should we play? Cara asked. “How about Monopoly or Clue?’
“| want to play chess” Jessicasaid. “Whao'll play with me?’

“I will,” Caraand Kamalacalled in unison.

“Who should | choose? Hmmm,” Jessicasaid, grinning ferocioudy.

“I'll rub your back,” Kamadasad.

“And what about you, Cara?’ Jessica asked. “What will you do for me?’

Carafelt acutely uncomfortable. Her belly hurt like someone had socked her there. “1'll rub your feet,”
she said, though she didn’t really want to. She suspected that Jessicawouldn’t want her to either, so it
was the perfect thing to offer.

“Euewweueue! Grossl” said Jessica. “Kamala, you be black.”

“That' swhy we shouldn't play gamesthat only two can play,” said Cara, trying not to show her
disappointment.

“You'resuch ababy,” said Jessica. All the good games are for two, or maybe four. That'sjust the
breaks.”

“There slots of gamesfor three,” Carasaid.

“Oh, like hide and seek. Let’ s play that. How retarded.”

“I wasthinking of Scrabble,” said Cara. “OrParcheesy .”

“I wish the bug-eyed monsters had | eft behind some cute boys,” said Kamda. “Thisisso unfar.”

“We don't need any boys,” said Jessica. “I don’'t know why you dways say that. | likeit that there sonly
grls”

“Oh, comeout, aready,” said Kamala. “Not that it will do you any good.”

“What do you suppose they’ re doing up there?” Jessica asked. “ Do you think the bug-eyed monsters ate



them?’

“Probably,” said Kamala. “Unlessthey needed daves. But if they needed daves, why would they take
the old people like your mother? They can’t work very hard.”

“Why would they take the old peopleif they werejust going to eat them?” Jessicaasked. “They can't
taste very good, ether.”

“You'reso right,” said Kamaa. The two glared at each other and screamed “ Experiments!” in unison.
“Why us?’ Caraasked. “It doesn’t make sense. They meant to take everyone. Why leave us behind?’

Kamala. . . sneezed and looked frantically around for some tissue. She wiped her nose and spit into the
corner. “We'rethe Plusor Minusthree,” she said. “We re the mistakes that you have to ignorein apoll.”

“You beplusoneand I'll beminus” said Kamala. She tossed her dirty tissue on thefloor.

“Oh, come on!” Carachided. “How hard could it be to take that outside and throw it on the lawn?’
“Y ou’re not my mother,” said Kamala. Sheinched toward Cara until she was close enough to jab her.
“Ouch!” Caradhrieked. “Cut it out.”

Kamalamade her handsinto the blades of scissors. “ Snip, snip,” she said.

“Paper, rock, scissord” yelled Jessica, and jumped atop Kamaaand ground her fist into the smaller
girl’sscalp. “Noogietimel” she said with too much glee. “ Kamalawants a boyfriend but hasto settle for
m”

“Jesscawantsagirlfriend but is deluded and thinks that might be me!” said Kamala.

Jessicagpplied enough pressureto leave abruise.

“Ouch!” Kamaashrieked. “ Stop!”

“You'reso immeature!” said Cara.

“Carajust wantsto grow up,” said Jessica. She pulled on Kamaa s hair.

“Saveme, Caral” Kamalabegged.

“Why should |77 asked Cara.

“She'skillingmel” Kamaasaid. “You haveto help! Or | won't help the next time shetriesto kill you.”

“Oh, God, thisis so lame! Okay, okay.” She rushed over to lay her hand over Jessica s back and said,
“Paper coversrock.”

Jesscaground onefind intensaly painful noogie into Kamala s head before ralling off in afit of giggleson
the carpet.

“| hatethisgame,” said Cara.

“Well you better get used toit,” Kamaasaid. “Because if we'redl that' sleft and you don't want to be
left out in chess, wdll, thisis sortait .



“Paper, Rock, Scissorsisalot more fun when you get to be violent,” Jessica noted, with awarning
glancetoward Kamda.

Cara sbely fdt worse, hot and painful, like she had to go to the bathroom, only she didn’t. She
wondered if this meant that she wasfindly getting her period. Whét terrible timing!

“I haveanidea,” Jessicasaid. “If everyone e seis dead and we went to a sporting goods store or
somewhere good, wouldn't everything be free? | think we should stedl a car and drive there oursalves.”

“I want to go to the store,” Kamaa said. “I’ ve got ahuge zit.”
“Why do you care about zits?’ said Jessica. “There aren’t any boys around to look at you.”
“I care,” said Kamala. “Who wantsto go with me?’

“It'sraining,” Carasaid. “I’'m cold. Can’t we wait and go tomorrow?’ Once you got redly cold and wet
it was dmost impossible to warm up.

“There sno need to be cold,” Jessicasaid. “ Y ou have afireplace. Let’ s burn something.”
“It sagasfireplace,” said Cara. “Those arefake logs.”

“That ought to make the fire easy to dart,” said Kamaa

“You guyd”

“It'ssounfair,” Carasaid. “What did any of those people do to deserve to be abducted?’
“Lifeisn'tfar,” sad Jessca She kicked Kamaaon the shin.

“You hitch!” Kamala screamed, and lunged toward her attacker.

They wrestled some more. Caradidn’t want to watch, and got up to look out the window. “1’m scared,”
shesaid. “1 don’t know what’ s going to happen.”

“Y ou never knew what was going to happen,” said Kamaa. “ And you were afraid then. Even before the
diens”

It wastrue.
“I'll gotothe store,” said Jessica. “Rain doesn’t scare me.”
“Metoo,” Caraadded quickly. “I’ll go with you guys.”

The two older girls jumped up and ran outside, allowing the door to dam shut before Cara could catch
them.

“Wait up,” said Cara.

Kamalamust have heard her but pretended not to. Shetook Jessica sarm. “Let’shide,” she said, and
the two of them ran away.

Carafollowed them down the street. Therain fell in her eyes and she dipped on the sdewalk and
scraped her leg. Her asswas cold and wet and everything hurt. “Wait up!” she said, almost begging.
“Hey, | think | got my period!” She could no longer see Jessicaand Kamaa; maybe they were ill
hiding. “Olly olly oxenfree!” shecried.



She sat ill and looked around at the gray and quiet stillness of the street. “Where is everybody?” she
cdled. Only awiry, howling dog who jumped againgt hiswire fence bothered to answer.



Area Seven

Robert Onopa

Non era ancor di la Nesso arrivato,
quando noi ci mettemmo per un bosco

che da neun sentiero era segnato.

The datadarm squeded like afrightened smal animd. The ship shuddered as we braked and the com
screen went blank for an instant, then kicked back up. Servos whirred in the nose below us.

WEe d been dipping adong at an dtitude of athousand metersin one of C Survey’ s mapping skiffs. I'd
been adeep, off duty.

“Your turn,” Tessasaid. Thetired way she leaned over her console, her face pinched in the paelight,
seemed an image of the strain she' d been under.

“I went out yesterday,” | said. “ Christ, don’'t you remember?” Tessaand | had a history that went back
before we were posted to crew—on the way out, we' d even talked about something more permanent
between us—but it was affecting me too, a corrosive presence that had dogged the survey sincewe' d
entered the system. In the past few weeks 1’ d gotten so melancholy I’ d taken to paging throughRational
Death and imagining cryogenic nightsthat never end.

Youthink I'mkidding. | wish.

“A motility sensor tripped theadarm,” she said evenly. “ And you' rethe exo, Serge.”

| scanned the data. “Movement’ sin the box for atmosphere,” | said.

“Something replicates”

“Crystasreplicate,” | muttered. | studied an image from the planet on the belly camera, zoomed in.

On agloomy, mottled surface, trunk-like formsrosein avaguely regular way, like asurred forest.
“Wherearewe?’ | asked.

“Fair question. The com link cut out as| was running the program to clear waypoints. Theré sa
glitch—it’ s been happening al over the fleet. Now that we' re darkside, we won't get another fix until the
planet’ srotated or we can do the astronomy. Area Seven, | could say that, we' rein Area Seven. But
whereis Area Seven? We can’t exactly say that.”

“Nice” | sghed.

“Warm down there.”

| remembered a place on aholo. It tugged at the edge of my memory, but | couldn’t quite pull it into
focus. “What happensto the surface in the direction of the equator? We' ve got the astronomy for that.”



She toggled video from thefirst flyover, and the screens displayed aplain of burning sand. “Mélt the
skids,” shesad.

“In the other direction?’

The screenswent dirty red. “Some of the surface is moving up there—little surges, unstable. See that?
Denseliquid. And that color. Like unheslthy rust.” Tessapursed her lips. “ Creepy.”

“Let’shover, do therest of the astronomy and get adecent fix. I'll suit up and go down.”

| didn’t like the drugged deep I’ d been getting. The neurologicas gave me vivid dreams. That cyclethe
dreams had been bleak memories from the home planet, the blasted landscape of atropica volcano: a
high caldera streaked with recent lavaflows, cinder cones, afire pit. And | saw what | hadn’t been able
to remember: apath among trees inundated by ash, snaking through gnarled forms. It had anameon a
weethered Sgn: Desolation Trail .

When my boots touched the surface, | picked up a sound—indistinct, distant, busy, like the noise on the
Daedalus bridge when C Survey shipped out. “Tessa. You hear that?’

“All'l hear isyour breathing. Would you believe meif | told you it makes me think about how we used to
keep each other warm at night?”

She' d kept both of uswarm. For months, back when we were staging on Beta Proculis, for example,
she' d nursed me though one excatic virus after another, jury-rigging IV linesto keep my fluids up, cooling
my forehead, running samplesinto the upload trays. When | findly got back on my feet after two months,
| felt smothered. | just wanted to push everything away.

For awhile, she' d been dl there wasto push.

The planet’ s gloom was palpable. | checked my uplink, the amosphericsin my suit. Still, the
murmuring—unintelligible, yet dmost human. “Don’t you hear . . . way in the background? Maybe from
another crew?’

“Serge, dl | hear isyour breathing.”

Y ou don’t go around ingsting to your shipmates, or your former lovers, or both, that you' re hearing
voices. | hed my tongue.

“Roger that,” | said. “I'll start the report.”
“Mak.”

“Planet’ s surface appears to be a smooth basdltic flow, cat-six origin, nonfriable, solid under my boots,
reticulated. I’'m stlanding among these angular, branching forms. One to three meters high, threeto nine
segments, rough-surfaced—with shallow furrows—like. . . like nothing I’ ve ever seen before.”
Whatever they were, they stretched into the distance, hundreds, perhaps thousands of them, to amisty
blue horizon. I made amental note to do agrid count. “ Experiencing spurious audio.”

| raised my specimen hammer—I wastrained asageologist, and my first impulseisto chip awvay abit
and look beneath the surface. But that day | hesitated, then touched the strange shape before me with my
glove. “ Structurdly variated skin,” | said. “Not metalic or obvioudy minerd. Y ou can get your fingers
around small segments. .. .”

Tessa svoice— “Need any insrumentation down there?’



“Letmefirgtrytojust. .. collect asample”

Beneath my thick gloves, | felt arough section, haf the size of my hand, give dightly, then snap through,
like boxwood.

It was the strangest experience |’ ve ever had in space. The background murmur I’ d been hearing
became a voice, and the voice became comprehensible.

Why do you break me?it said.
“Tessa,” | said, “did you copy that?’

A pause. She sounded exhausted. “Copy to, ‘ collect asample.

| stepped back. Where I’ d fractured the trunk, ared liquid oozed like quickslver. While | watched, it
filled the bowl of the wound and darkened, likeblood in air.

Asit did so, | heard the voice again, agirl’ svoice.
Why do you tear me? Isthere no pity in your soul?
“Your vitasare spiking,” Tessasaid in my hemet.

“No problem,” | lied, feding my skin crawl. I'll tell you how far gone | was—I didn’t want to talk to
Tessa | didn’t want to talk to anybody. In that bleak place, | just wanted to sink into the blanketing,
gpocayptic darknessthat | heard in that voice, some qudity in it that touched melike the song of anicy
Siren. “Something | wantto .. . . sort out here,” | mumbled. * Shutting down audio.”

“Serge. ..
| found the line and toggled out.

“Anyonethere?’ | whispered, and touched the wound with my hammer.

We wer e beings before we were changed into sticks.
Your hand might have been more merciful

Had we been souls of rats or ticks.

As| watched, my mind was flooded with another home-planet memory. We were camping, the night had
become chilly, and my younger brother had put alog into the fire, agreen log that had been set asideto
dry. When one end started smoldering, hest forced sap bubbling out the other, dripping and hissing. In
just that way, both fluid and words together sputtered from the wound in the strange shape before my

eyes.
| was so startled that | dropped my hammer. My mouth was so dry it was a struggle to speak. “Who are
you?’

We took our lives. Now each dawn in the sun’srising light,

Heat breaks us. We moan, we bleed, we speak, but do not move.



Oh, traveler, what strange love brings you in harrowing night?

At the edge of my vision, the ship’s com light began flashing on my helmet array. | toggled up audio.

“I'm pulling you up, Serge. | don’t know what’ s going on down there, but I'm pulling you up.”

“I’m going back for another sample,” | told Tessa.

“You'recrazy. Your vitalsare dl over the place. | checked your support gasses. Trace anomalies, but
what else would explain it? Problem’ s got to be in your backpack.”

“Nothing’ swrong with my suit,” | said. “I told you, I’'m hearing voices down there. Don't you remember
Takahishi’ sreport from the skiff on the second planet? They thought they were getting some weird
geomagnetic overlay. The datathey were pulling up—Takahishi mentioned voices”

“Andwhat are they telling you?’ she asked petiently.
“Thevoice. .. She said they were—they al were—suicides”
Tessalooked a me mournfully, pulling on thelocket | had given her. “ Areyou being ironic?’

“No, no. | brokeoff a. . . section, and . . . it began bleeding, the trunk began bleeding, and whileit bled,
it spoke. | thought about it in the air lock. The way ahuman suicide communicatesis through spilling
blood. The process, the mechanism, makes akind of sense. A suicide expresseshimsdlf . . . or

hersdf . . . through the flowing of hisor her blood, that’ sthe way they speak to us. There' s something
familiar. ...

“Serge...?
| rubbed my forehead. “ Anything on the sensors?’
“Nothing. The datafrom your suit’ sthe only anomaly.”

“I'll wear my other suit. Y ou do the chemigtry. I’ m going down again as soon as the backup’ s ready.”

Two hours later, despite Tessa' s protests, | picked my way across the surface again. Asthey had before,
the murmurs surrounded me like the blue haze that obscured the skiff. This second deployment was
different—of course, it’s dways eerie stepping across dien crugt, but, thistime, | was gripped by the
knowledge that each note in that solemn chorus could be that of a separate being. The forms stretched to
apurple horizon. When | garted to lay out areference grid, | registered the enormity of what | saw, and
felt overwhelmed, disoriented. In amoment of panic | swung around awkwardly, looking for the skiff. |
sumbled, and fl.

Ah, no! Please let me die!

Another woman’'svoice. | looked around and at first saw nothing. Then | looked below my kneesand
redized that | had fractured adim trunk with my fal. Thick red quickslver oozed from along fracture.

“Forgiveme,” | murmured as| pushed mysdf up.

Raped by troops at Montaperti, | wept hot tears.



They cut the hand that held the flag!

Drowned am | and shamed ten thousand years.

The place she had named, Montaperti, | recognized it! Now | knew what seemed familiar—a battle lost
because the arm of a guidon bearer had been hacked through by atraitor, an army of sixty thousand
daughtered for want of direction.

She was a character from the Hell of Dante' sinferno , from thefirst relm of The Divine Comedy , a
world of suffering, regret, and timeless punishment.

| know, it soundsimpossible. But as| stood there, my senses alive with aclarity | had never experienced
before, | took in alandscape in which dl the piecesfit: the segmented forms—like leaflesstreesina
haunted wood—the spesking blood, the suicide victim from Montaperti. | could fix my place even more
precisdy: | was gpparently within the region of the Violent, in the ring of Dante' slnferno reserved for
those who had violated their persons by taking their own lives. Only those sinners were punished by the
peculiar transformation | beheld before me.

I’d read the poem at the academy. We d been given a passage, and |’ d gotten lost in the story and
devoured the whole thing, my imagination swept away by an inspired professor.

Sputtering words and blood, the sad spirit before me described a feud between two great houses—an
innocent girl jilted, left standing at achapd atar—the very feud that had shaped Dante’ sworld.

| sood there trangfixed, listening for time out of mind, mesmerized by the soft velvet of her voice asshe
incanted the lines. thejilted girl was avenged by her brother, who murdered the groom. The groom was
avenged by the murder of the girl. Thewar that followed ravaged the countryside, bled generations, and
destroyed the great ancient city of Florence. Eventualy her words grew quiet and | recognized thet the
broken breathing | was listening to was my own. When | looked, the fracture had al but healed.

| checked my com gtatus: dl the ship’s channeswerelit like holiday decorations. Without thinking, | had
cut mysdlf off from Tessaagain—but what could | tell her?

“I"'m getting alow-frequency crawl from the other skiff on the planet,” Tessa said when I’ d toggled back
into the ship’s com system. Her voice was clipped with anxiety. “ They're cdlling in an ‘ emergency
event.” ”

“Any details?

“No, but ligen to this. A skiff’slost on thefirgt planet. Some kind of geomagnetic disturbanceistripping
up rescue—all sorts of equipment down. Survey teams across the fleet reporting very strange data.”

| could have told her then, and perhaps | should have, but words would just not come. How could |
convince her that what | had heard, what | had seen, was red without triggering an emergency of my
own? | checked my life support. Gassesin the nominal range, though | was building CO2 too
rapidly—hyperventilating? | had only an hour left in Area Seven, at the outside.

“| want to come down and get you.”

The thought of Tessa on the surface, of both of uslosing track of time, made me shiver. “Just . . . afew
more minutes,” | said. “Whatever you do, stay with the ship. We need someone to stay with the ship.”



“Serge....

“Tessa, dtay with the ship.”

From other suicides | heard more war stories—one from afoot soldier who ran from battle but ironically
found the courage to dit his own throat rather than face his sergeant. A large, doubled form, Stuated on a

low rise, the smaller shape entwined around the larger, turned out to be the painful twin suicide of an
exiled father and son.

Further north, they told me, lay the spirits of the conventionaly violent, the murderers, the terrorists, the
thugs, walowing in ariver of ancient, boiling blood. South of us, towards the planet’ s equator, on aplain
of sand so hot that it suggested planetary processes fleet had never encountered before, resided those
guilty of more refined versons of the Sin, the perverse, the falsifiers, perpetrators of violence against
nature on its most fundamental level.

When | findly turned back toward the skiff, an even taller shape caught my attention. It stood apart, afull
meter higher than anything elsein sight, erect, with akind of stately bearing. My life support was hovering
near reserve, but | made my way over.

| ran my hand over its surface. | used my hammer to pry a section free. Inits place on the trunk the
blood-red quicksilver bubbled out, asif under pressure.

“Speak tome,” | whispered. “ Tell mewho you are.”

A sad voice answered:

| was the next to rule.
| held the keys to the noblest heart
Of all thelords. Envy turned all against me,

Envy was the start.

He had been regent and it was said of him that he knew hislord’ s mind even before his master did. The
old inner circle grew jedlous, whispered of hiscomplicity with ariva faction, tiesto an exiled
commander. They had him arrested.

Oncein the damp prison, he was tortured. When he would not reveal hislord’ s battle plans, they took a
fine hot wire and pierced hiseyes. The pain, he said, wasinexpressible.

Locked in hiscold cdll, without even acord to hang himself by, he marshaed his strength and began to
best hishead againgt thewall. He beat and fell, and rose and beat again, crushing his skull against the
gtone until he felt nothing, saw nothing, and heard nothing at all.

| swear, that never inword or spirit did I,
Peter of the Vine, break faith with my lord.

Oh traveler, vindicate my memory!



| remembered him from Dante! Pier ddlaVigne, Peter of the Vine!

It moves me even now to think that, though many there had ended their lives out of shame, or cowardice,
many others had done so in asearch for honor or in pursuit of relief from unfathomable pain. Y et they dl
shared the punishment by the means | saw before my eyes, and pain inhabited every shape. How could |
understand their Sn? A failing in each of them, aturning away from life, from the heart of things? Story
after story suggested it, each half fairy tde, hdf tragic history, life sories from afantastic world of lost
beings

| was aware | was running out of time from thevisuas| was getting from Tessaon my helmet array. In

the end, | toggled down even that display, listening to my own breathing and the hypnotizing voices of the
figuresbeforeme,

| don’t know what broke the spell—the light on the horizon, rising voices, Tessa sinsstent cals on the
override com circuit. At some point | toggled the skiff back online, but only to sllence the suit darm.

“Serge, we arelisting emergency event. Please respond. Repesat. Emergency event. Planetary rotation
critical and dangerous. Repeat. Emergency event. Y our life support numbers are degrading and surface
time' s @pproaching terminus. Repeet, Serge, surface terminus. Thisis urgent. Whatever minutes you' ve
got, when you see the sun, the temp’ s going to exceed your suit’s cap. Please respond.”

| swayed, fought for balance, as the blue world seemed to spin around me. My experience had shriven
my soul—now my own problems seemed inconsequentia, my own depression trivial and sdf-indulgent. |
felt | had been granted avision, but would | be able to make sense of it?

| knew it wastoo late now for Tessato launch arescue. Had |, | wondered, come down to enact my
own suicide? Wasthat what it al meant?

Thelight on the horizon was resolving into abright pillar of fire. A risng heat, beyond the aready
elevated temps of the planet, had begun fracturing the shapes. Around me, the murmuring was coalescing
into cries and weeping, apped s and rants. Another memory from the home planet: lavafdling from alow
cliff into the seq, bailing waters, the awful rending cry of atorn landscape—I thought | heard it now on a
risngwind.

That’ swhen | made out Tessal s voice on the com channd, throaty with desperation and fatigue. In my
mind seye| could see her inthe dim light. “ Oh, Serge, it’ stoo late now. | don’t know why you' ve been
50 sad. | should never have let you go. | should have come down. | can only tell you how much | love
you—I wish you'd get it, Serge, wish you' d understand. | need you. Y ou aways thought it was the other
way around—Ineedyou . | don’t know what I’m going to do without you. . . .” Shewent on for a
while—and then dl | could hear was quiet weeping.

Something . . . snapped in me. It fdt it likeasmall dectrica charge, and from that tiny impulse | struggled
againg inertiaand finally turned back toward the skiff. Tessawasfiring off seismic roundsto get my
attention, but | have to tell you, they weren’t what made me move.

| credit Tessahersdlf, the quality of her heart. It waswhat | could hear in her weeping, her willingnessto

reach out to me even after | seemed lost. She saved methat way, | think, touched my own heart, turned

me away from the sad death | was surrounded with and was sinking toward, turned me back toward the
ship. I've thought about it alot since then. Redlly, it was Tessawho saved me.

| stepped heavily toward thelift cable. My suit felt asif it had turned to lead. | could see heet rising
around mein visble wisps from the surface, shapes running with blood, | could hear arisng chorus of



voices, howlingasone. . ..

Eventualy, the sunlight was S0 bright, so shot through with high-frequency yellows and pale, shimmering
blues, that it was asif | was passing through flames themselves, asif my body was stepping through the
heart of some strangefire. Voices screaming around me, white light devouring my sight, | found the heavy
cable and clenched it in my hand.

That very day they pulled us out. They pulled usall out, dl the skiffs, thewhole C Survey. Only when we
were al assembled for the journey back did we come to understand the depth of the trouble we' d been
in. Two crews had been logt out of twenty-two, two entire skiffs. Think of it—amost one out of ten of us
didn’'t make it back. Welost tons of instrumentation and equipment. All for nothing—navigation errors
corrupted every bit of the data. Besides the serious stuff, there were dozens of accidents, accounts of
bizarre experiences like mine. Asyou know, the survey’ s become something of alegend. Y ou hear about
itinthe service bars, inthe NCO clubs. All sorts of wild stories—as if what happened wasn't wild

enough!

The officid lineisthat crews suffered under akind of mass delusion, that some set of circumstances
stressed us collectively. It caused us, as skiff crews, to trandate our responses into the discourse of
Dante simagination.

But the data s not that coherent. | don’t think onein ten of us, of the crews on gtation, had actually read
the poem. It hadn’t been on my mind for years.

Takahishi has an dternate explanation. He thinks that we stumbled onto one of the cosmos’ gdlery of
amazements, an dien race who took the transmissions that we humans have been flooding the gaaxy with
for athousand years now—all the great works of art, our genome, our technology, our languages and
works of literature, the details of history and daily life—and reconstructed a medieva Catholic milieu to
test us once we arrived on their doorstep.

| don’t know. Why Dante? Why would they be so specific? Still, maybe Takahishi’ sright. Extraordinary
events require extraordinary explanations. Imagine for amoment that Takahishi’ sexplanation istrue—a
sun with three planets on which strange intelligences live out eternities enacting ideas that come from such
aprofound distance. Who could these intelligences be?

Persondly | think the truth lies between the two explanations, that it’s stranger than even Takahishi
imagines. Perhaps what happened to us can be seen as amessage from the beings of that system. They
accessed our computers, looked for a set of stories to describe usto ourselves. Maybe they knew what
we had in mind for them—we' d come looking for planetsto rearrange and terraform, after dl. It could
be that they took our inner lives, dramatized punishments for our mission, made them personad, and cast
usaway. | don't know.

Of course, the way we're finding minerasin the Arcturus sector nowadays, it’'ll be along time before we
get back to that three-planet system to figure out what redlly went on. Tessaand | have talked about it a
lot. Shethinksit’ll be at least athousand years before we get back there. Morgan agrees. The system’s
out of the way, he says, and there' s just no percentage in going back.

Now, if you'll be seeted, Tessawill bring you some refreshments, and I’ Il tell you some of the other
stories we heard. We ve got quite abit of materia from the fragmentary data, from the transcripts, from
the reports. About the first planet. | don’t know much about the other two. That data’ s been classified
from the start. Morgan clams that the third planet—where we lost those two crews without atrace, first
one crew and then the other that was sent to look for them—was aversion of Paradise. Perhapsthey’re
in somekind of heaven, or maybe they died only thinking they were living out their fantasies.



Anyway, asfor the planet Tessaand | were scouting, the first planet, we have some images to show you
aswdl. Thank you, Tessa. Seeif you can make out the human shapes punished in what looks like anicy
storm, or bodies ravaged by the swipes of snarling beasts. | know theimages aren’t quite clear, but these
arethings survey crews claimed they saw, or heard, much as| did the bleeding suicides. The reports
especialy shake the soul—we have one of awoman, her intestines spilled from her body, who holds her
severed head by itsblack hair like alantern. | don’t remember her from Dante. At the planet’ s south
pole, Morgan claims he saw living shapes ripped and gnawed by packs of hydra-headed mongters. Is
thisapeek into the dien world? A hidden part of Dante' s? Ours? What a savage place the imagination
can bel

The Dream of Vibo

Patrick O’ Leary

In asad year that no one thought would ever end, Vibo, Third Ruler of The Grest Empire, fell into a
deep deep from which he could not be woken. His attendants lit candles for every hour he dept, and at
the end of hisdream journey, he yawned, hiseydids fluttered, and he sat up in the great golden bed of his
chamber to find the room swimmingin light.

Vibo had astrong long triangular face, like an arrowhead pointing to the ground. And his attendants
watched as he shook it, violently back and forth, asif to clear hismind of anightmare or awicked
thought. It frightened them to watch in the candldlight for it looked to them asif Vibo, their grest ruler,
was becoming many men, many versions of himsdf. Multiple faces gppeared in his shivering visage, and
hiswide beautiful eye sockets trembled like the wings of the legendary butterfly.

Findly, the shaking stopped and their ruler was returned to them.

“I have had adream,” said Vibo the Third in agreat booming voice. “1tisabig dream. | must tell it to my
son.”

His son stepped out of the dancing lights, a pae boy, just growing into the crown of his brow, who
handed his white candle to his attendant and sat beside his father on the golden bed.

“Leaveusdong” sad Vibo.

And when the attendants and |essers and mgjors and all hiswives had |eft the chamber, and they could
hear their footsteps like giant beetles scuttling down the hall, Great Vibo took the boy into hisarmsand
sad, “1 have learned agreat secret, my son.”

His son was awise lad, who only spoke after he had considered severa angles of thought—a skill his
father had taught him. Y et being young, he was not afraid to question.

“In adream?’

“Yes” Vibo said. “Except it didn't fed like adream. Strange. It felt like amemory. Someone else's
memory. And it happened long ago. There were cars”

“Cars?’ hisson said. Recalling his lesson on those ancient vehicles of trangport. The lessons of the
poisons people used to breathe. Poisons that sickened the world, and caused generations of mutation
and drife. Their dark history.

“Yes, cars. And birds.”



“Birds?’ Hisson asked in wonder. Asdistant to hismind as dinosaurs: flying creatures who once roamed
the skies. When skieswere blue. Birds. The stuff of legend.

“And everything was dying,” Vibo cried. “ And nobody knew it.”
His son rubbed his shoulder asthe Great Ruler wept.

Findly Vibo sghed, and sniffed, and collected himsdlf. “Therewasaday,” Vibo began, “when dl life
depended on one moment. And everything before and everything since depended on that one moment. It

passed and nobody knew it.”

On this day, a sad man woke and found his wife smiling down at him. She hadn’t done that for
years. And it was the nicest morning he could have imagined. The sun came through the window
behind her and gave a nimbus glow to her thin gray hair. And he asked her what she was thinking
that made her so happy. | was thinking of you, she answered. And why | love you. Outside their
window a red cardinal swooped down past the bird feeder over the white lawn to rest on the low
branch of a tree. There he smelled the boys who played in the treehouse they built that summer.
And the cardinal cocked his head in question. And in the house next door the boy he smelled
leaned down to pick up a golden cat. The cat purred and accepted the boy’ s warm arms. The boy
looked deeply into the cat’s eyes. And wondered why he purred. And the boy felt the cat’ s answer.
Because somebody |oved me. And the boy smiled. And his mother caught his smile as she was
washing the smeared window that overlooked the white lawn, the white rag squeaking, squeaking
as it absorbed the ammonia water and grime. And a flash of red went by and she thought: Is that
a cardinal? Then sherecalled birthing the boy, how after a long, hard labor, he erupted between
her legs, folded onto her chest, took hisfirst breaths, and transformed limb by limb, like a great
spreading blush from a blue baby who loved her on the inside into a pink soft creature who loved
her on the outside, too. And she recalled the smiling nurse who swabbed him gently and asked his
name. And at that moment, that very important moment, that nurse's sister (who had moved into
the neighborhood last summer) was dying. And she reached up to touch the chin of her husband
(the only place he had to shave), who had sat in vigil at her bedside for many long and harrowing
months. And she smiled a weak smile, and said Remember Ford Road? And their smiles deepened
as they recalled the night they drove off the freeway, deep into the dark and found a side dirt
road, then a crooked two-lane trail that led them to a hidden cove in the heart of the woods. And
crawling into the back seat of their car they hungrily, desperately stripped off their clothes and
made love wildly, screaming as they never could before. And they wept there in their bed,
surrounded by the sacred memory. What was that? the dying sister said as a red streak flitted past
their window and paused before it dipped and found a perch on an aluminum gutter where a dead
brown leaf lay frozen in a posture of wide wonder. Like an open fist. The leaf had escaped its tree,
the only tree it ever knew, its only home. And caught by a gust of October wind and torn from the
branch, it had been swept away into the first and only flight of itslife. And asit spun and twirled
it knew that this, this was what it was made for, not to cast its dark shape into a fluttering patch
of shade in the hot summer sun, not to bathe in the chill spring rains or even to lie frozen and
splayed out in a gutter to bask in its memories, but for that one, brief dizzy moment of flight. The
red bird understood and he affirmed the leaf’ s joy by spreading his wings wide. Then he coasted
down to where a car was trying to back out of a drive. Suck. Itsrear tires spinning, spinning in
two slick grooves of snow and ice, and what interesting music it makes, the bird thought. And a
young man was behind the wheel, shifting back and forth from drive to reverse, and sslamming the
accelerator and letting it go. And cursing to the young woman beside him: It is an awful world, a
fucking awful world. Why would anyone want to live in it? And the young woman told him why
and for that moment he wanted to live again, if only to seein her eyes the beauty she saw in him.
What was that? said the young woman. A cardinal, said the young man, and they watched it



disappear over aroof in a perfect acrobatic arch. And in the next yard an old man stood looking
up at the clouds gray and close and thought, have | done nothing right, have | wasted every
moment, will | always wonder if it mattered? And he heard a sound and turned in his sorrow to
find the red bird tasting water from the broken ice of a puddle in the shape of a shoe. | made that
puddle, the old man thought, recalling the crunch and the shallow sink of his foot as he had
stepped despairing out onto the white lawn to look at the sky and consider all hislife had brought
him and taken away. What a beautiful thing that is, he thought. Momentarily stunned by the red
red stain against the white white lawn. We never know why we live, the old man thought. Maybe
it was to give that hobo a ride to the bus station. That was when? Twenty years ago? He could
smell the liquor on his breath, feel the chill coming off his army jacket as he entered the warm
Impala and slammed the door.

Impala? the Prince wondered.

Or maybe it was to give my coin collection to my granddaughter. Sarah. He loved to say her
name. Sarah. Or maybe it was that pony | whittled for my son when he was sick.

Pony?

Or maybe it was the glimpse of that naked woman undressing in a hotel room in Manhattan.
Watching that one window in a night city of many windows. Her beautiful white body stretching in
the glow of one bedside lamp.

The Prince did not wonder about that.

Or maybe it was this. Thislovely red bird. Oops. Where did it go? And the red cardinal dodged a
swarm of chickadees and coasted over the hill and skimming the gray slate stream that ran slow
and steamed until he came to the old church, painted white and hidden from the road in a circle of
pines. To the high broken window that let out warm drafts from the sanctuary. His refuge when
the cold got to be too much. As he perched he could hear an organ playing. He coasted down into
the dark church, over the empty pews, to where the only light was from the red votive candles and
saw the young woman in glasses playing the organ. Identical red flames danced in each of her
lenses. He landed where he could watch her fingers. Fingers being the only thing he envied of
humans. How ver satile they were. How they could make food and peel fruit and rub muscles and
stroke hair—it was hard for himto reach his head. And the music they made. So full of longing.

So empty of flight. And he listened to her playing the complicated old song. Her favorite piece to
play when she was alone. She was alone. Her boyfriend was in the war and his last |etter was a
week ago. And her fingers dancing on the yellowed keys were her fingers dancing on his skin, the
skin she knew so well and might never know again. If | finish this one piece without a mistake, she
thought, if | play it perfectly, he will return to me. Whole. He will not diein fire. His beautiful body
will not be torn open by shrapnel or bullet. If | only finish this one piece. The cardinal left then,
finding the high broken window, escaping into the long white hills, ribboning between the dark
towering trees, each of whom greeted him as he passed, saying Red One, where are you going?
Scratch my trunk! Please scratch my trunk! And he flew to the park where no one was playing on
the monkeybars, or the slide, the swings or the teeter totter. He landed on its handlebar and
grasped it with his claws. And he thought about the many people whose thoughts he had touched.
They think they are alone, he thought. They think everything in the world is slegping except them.
Not me, said the teeter totter plank. | remember being a tree. There were no children then. Hush,
thought, the bird, I amthinking. I am thinking of time a million years hence. A time of great order
brought by great violence. | am thinking about the wisest, most powerful leader. He is dreaming a
dream. Heis dreaming my life. He has waited and lived and conquered and killed for this one



moment to happen. He isready to hear me, though | will be dead a million years when he does.
What will | tell him? What is the story he needs to hear? Isit the leaf’ s story? The sad boy’ s story?
The cat’ s story? The dying woman'’s story? What is required of me? The playground was silent.
The snow, the trees and all the high passing clouds were silent. The cardinal shook his head.
Shook it so hard that a spray of moist microscopic beads was jettisoned into the air, rained down
and froze solid the moment they touched the snow. | have this to tell him, thought the red bird.
Every moment is important. You do not know that yet. Everything is awake. You do not know that
yet. Everything is alive. Everything matters.

Shake off this dream. Wake up.

On the golden bed, in the dark day, surrounded by candles and holding his only son’s hand, Vibo the
Third and Last Great Ruler of Earth, shook hishead again. And sighed.

“That was our past,” Vibo's son said, looking out over the balcony onto the cold dark land, the steaming
red sky, and the dimming red sun.

“Yes” hisfather sad. “I dreamed abird slife. A million years ago.” He frowned. “But what good isthis
dream? What can we do now? It istoo late.”

“Maybe,” his son said. “Maybe dreams do not obey the boundaries of time.”

“Yes” Vibosad. “Yed” Hisface opened in the candldight and his eyes glowed. “Maybeit is possible
for someone back then to dream our life”

“And they will wake up,” hisson said smiling.
“And they will wake up,” hisfather said.

For Claire 1/23/02



The Artist Makesa Splash

Jerry Oltion

They wanted to destroy hisfinest work. That wasn't the way the Terragen Council presented it when
they cameto Talan with their proposal, but that’ s what they wanted. He would create the best sculpture
he could possibly build—for what artist could do lesswith each new project?—and then at the
dedication ceremony for the new atmosphere, they would smash it to flindersfor the crowd' s
amusement.

Ephemerd art was dl the rage back on Earth. Perhgpsit came from living in an open environment.
Everything came from the soil and everything eventudly returned to it; what matter, then, if you returned
something a bit early? In humanity’ s far-flung colonies, however, where people lived sedled in domesand
held ahodtile universe a bay mostly through sweet and engineering, anything that might sill have ause
was carefully hoarded, repaired, and returned to service.

Of course the dedication of the atmosphere could change dl that. For thefirst timein human history, a
terraformed planet was about to be declared habitable on the surface. It required a generous
interpretation of the term “habitable,” to be sure, but for the last few months a person could step outside
on Nivaawithout an environment suit and live to tell thetae. Only at the poles, where Altair’ sintense
ultraviolet rays camein a alow enough angle to keep from crigping an unprotected body, but there was
dill vastly more acreage available outside than in the domes. Theicy ground—frozen for millions, maybe
billions, of years—had begun to thaw. In afew more years, farmers could plant cropsin the open, and
people could deep with the sound of rustling leaves coming in through their windows.

And maybe they could relax the intense code of recycling that they had lived under for so long. Lengthen
the chain of processing steps between wastewater and drinking water. Bury bodies instead of rendering
them down for their protein.

Taan consdered hiscommission. An artwork that existed only to be destroyed. It did open new
possibilities
| want to capture the very essence of ephemerdity,” hetold his Sster asthey walked to dinner that

evening. They lived Sde by side in gpartments only afew doors down from their parents, as did most
young singlesin the colony.

“Ephemerdity? That' s easy: clone up avat of mayflies.” Her laughter echoed in the corridor.

“Do wehave mayflies?” he asked. “Never mind; of course we must. The gene banks are supposed to
contain everything. But nobody has seen amayfly in what, Sx generations? People wouldn’t know what
they were. And besides, DNA isn't my medium.”

“Well, that kills my next suggestion.”

She grinned and looked at him with eyebrows raised until he said, “What?’
“A steak dinner. Force-grow acow, butcher it, and let everybody edt it.”
“Yuck!”

“That’ swhat we re going to be doing once we move outside. Why not give people alittle taste of what's



in sorefor them?’
“No pun intended.”

“What? Oh. No, actualy, it wasn't.” She laughed again, turning heads in the cafeteria as they entered.
People smiled, and Tdan felt atwinge of envy. Everyoneliked Nendy. Him they tolerated because they
liked his work—severd pieces of which adorned the cafeteriawalls—but she was popular for herself.
Shewas the work of art, and dl the more so for being unconscious of it.

They picked up trays and went through the line. Dinner was some kind of stringy pastawith white sauce.
Lumpsin the sauce might have been synthetic meat or just lumps from not being stirred well enough.

“Maybe steak isn’'t such abad idea,” he said.

“How about flowers?” asked Nendy. “Made out of glass or something,” she amended quickly when he
opened his mouth to protest that they, too, were organic.

Now there was an idea. Hand out glass roses at the door, and | et everyone smash their own individud
blossom.

And cut their feet on the glass shards, and accidentally stab one another with the slems. “No,” he said,
“broken glass and crowds didn’t mix.” Besides, anyone could make a glass flower. He wanted something
uniquelyhis . Something appropriately grandiose, that people would talk about for yearsto come.

Asthey ate, he studied the colonists around him. They dressed in soft synthetic fabrics dyed in equaly
soft colors, wore lightweight dippers with flat non-skid soles, and spoke in soft voices so they wouldn't
disturb the people around them. Everything about them was adapted to life insde a sedled environment.
Even Nendy, with her infectious laugh and sparkling eyes, was adome dweller. She wasin many ways
the most perfectly adapted of anyoneto lifein abubble. She didn’t merdly tolerateit; shethrived oniit.
She loved the close quarters and the nonstop persond contact, loved the sense of community and
camaraderiein pursuit of humanity’scommon godl.

“How doesit fed,” he suddenly asked, “to know that the lifestyle you grew up with is about to end?’
She paused with aforkful of noodles hafway to her mouth. “Isit?’

“How many people do you suppose will stay in the domes when there' s an entire planet to spread out
onto? Even if haf of them ay, thisplace will fed deserted.”

“For awhile.” She chewed and swallowed, then said, “We Il drop the birth control laws. In afew years,
the population will go right back up.”

“Youwant toliveinanursery?’
She amiled. “Babiesarefun.”

Hewasn't so sure of that. He' d held one once, and it was heavy, squirmy, and wet. And noisy. If people
gtarted having more babies, he might wind up homesteading some acreage himsdif.

Funny to think that birth could spell the end of something else, but he supposed any change practicaly by
definition killed the status quo. Sound killed silence, light killed darkness, food killed hunger. When you
thought of it that way, everything was ephemerd. He could sculpt practicdly anything, and it would be

appropriate.



After dinner he bundled up in his surviva suit and went outside. He left the helmet unsedled, and hisfirst
few breathsfdt like he was pouring liquid nitrogen into hislungs, but the pain dowly subsided as he grew
used to the thinner, colder air. It took longer to get over the smdll: the dusty, chalky smdll of bare dirt and
an antiseptic, metdlic bite that he eventudly redlized was ozone.

Injection towersrose like tree trunks from the polar plateau, spewing a sooty mix of ultraviolet-blocking
gasses dong with oxygen from dissociated permafrost. They wouldn’t stop for decades to come, but
they were past the critical point. Humanity had a second planet it could live on unprotected; he stood
there asliving, breathing proof of that.

A lifepod drifted padt, its spiky antennae listening for an S.O.S. that might never come again. Likethe
injection towers, the lifepods had been genetically engineered to self-propagate until they covered the
planet, blanketing the entire world with safe havensfor the explorers and engineers who monitored the
progress of the terraforming project. They would need a new mission now. Perhapsthey could serve as
taxis between villages, or trucksfor hauling cropsin from thefields.

Altair wasin the southeast, afierce blue-white disk that burned awhole quadrant of sky to white around
it. There were no seasons on Nivaa; Altair circled the horizon at the same height year 'round. Here at the
pole, days weren't measured by cycles of light and dark, but by direction of the compass. Today was
East. In afew more hoursit would be South.

The ash-gray ground was peppered with craters, some as small as hisfootprints, others stretching over
the horizon. Rain had aready filled some of them, and tiny rivulets were busy eroding thewalls of the
rest. Farmers would have to shore up the ones they wanted to keep as reservoirs, or they would lose
them to their new atmosphere.

Tdan trudged across the plain to afull one and stood at its edge, looking at the stars reflected in its il
surface. The starry sky was ephemerd, too, or so the scientists said. A thick enough atmosphere
scattered so much light that even the brightest stars would only be visible during eclipse. Already they
were dimmer than when Taan wasaboy.

Heturned to look at Satipur, low on the horizon to hisleft. The gas giant was three-quartersfull and
bright as an open flame, too large to cover with his outstretched hand. Its rings stretched across a quarter
of the sky, asharp line etched across the roiling cloudscape and the dark violet starscape beyond.
Eclipse came every four days and seven minutes, regular as clockwork. The colonistiswouldn't lose the
gars completely, even when their air wasthick as Earth’s.

Tdan picked up an eroded rock the size of hisfist and tossed it into the flooded crater, watching the
planet’ s reflection shimmer asripples dowly spread outward from the splash.

Change. Mation. Fuidity. What could he sculpt that would illustrate it al?

He threw another rock and watched it splash.

“Y ou want to design the meeting hall itsef?’ asked the president of the Terragen Council. He leaned
forward over his desk, his eyebrows narrowed and his mouth curved into a deep frown. “We asked for
something we could symbolicaly sacrifice. Y ou can't destroy an entire building.”

“Why not?’ Talan asked, leaning forward just as aggressively.
“Becausewe Il be holding our dedication ceremony init,” the president reminded him.

“Yes, wewill. And afterward, we' |l al troop outsde and watch it collapse.”



“Outside.”
“Right. Involving each one of usdynamicaly in what we re cdebrating.”

The president’ s scowl intensified. “1 hardly think the celebrants will gppreciate gasping likefish inthe
cold. The atmosphere is breathable, but nobody said it was comfortable yet.”

“| was outsde for two hours yesterday,” Tdan said. “It’s surprisng how quickly you get used to it.”
“People will bewearing forma clothing.”

“I'll supply overcoats.”

“ And transportation home? The city’ sair cars can’t handle everyone a once.”

“There are thousands of lifepods drifting around out there with nothing to do. Hardly anyone has ever
riddenin one. It'll be agreat opportunity to find out what it'slike.”

The president’ s chair squeaked as he leaned back and steepled his fingers on the bridge of hisnose.
“Hmm,” hesad. “Hmm. Outside.”

“Outsde. That'swhat it'sdl about.”

“Yes, itis ign'tit?

Tdan poured everything he had into it. He had built interactive scul pture before, but never anything big
enough to house an entire crowd. He wanted his monument to look like adroplet caught in the act of
rebounding from itsimpact with apool of water, but even if he exaggerated the bulboustip of therisng
droplet, the structure would be taller than it was wide. And from inside, where everyone would be
gathered until the last moment, it would just ook like another habitat.

He considered using antigravity to make the interior one big weightless chamber, but people wouldn’t like
drinking out of zeegee flasks and talking to one another’ sfeet. He would have to divide the space into
floors, but he could make each level grander than the last, until the top of the droplet became ahuge
dome, symbolic of the seded city they were leaving behind.

Actudly, he could haveit dl. In his stop-motion studies, he had seen how the top of adroplet often
separated into several spheres; he could make the topmost one perfectly spherical and put the antigravity
generators there. Anyone who liked to party in zero gee could rise up through a smaller spherical eevator
to the top.

And down at the bottom, the rays of gectaradiating outward from the impact could serve as both
docking ports and observation decks. They could have clear domes so people could ook up at the
frozen droplet overhead aswell as at Satipur and itsroiling cloudscape.

Every step of the project brought complications. The structure had to splash when he triggered itsfall, not
just topple or explode, yet it had to be strong enough to support thousands of people while they were
ingde. It needed sufficient eevators and glideways to move everyone where they wanted to go without
delay, yet everything needed to squeeze through the narrow neck. There had to be space for kitchens
and serveries, sorerooms, restrooms, cloakrooms, assignation rooms—he sometimes felt that he was
designing an entire city. Y et each day he awoke invigorated, and each time he overcame a setback, he
savored the rush of creation anew. It felt asif he were pouring al hisanxiety and frustrationsinto the
project, and the closer it cameto redlity the more he looked forward to watching it destroyed. It would



symbolize more than just the emergence of humanity onto the surface; it would symbolize his persond
rebirth.

Nendy joined him outside one evening after congtruction began, finding him at the crater rim where he
watched fabribots scurry up and down the central stalk with their modular building blocks. He heard her
footsteps crunching through the crusty ground as she came up behind him.

“Gah!” she said theatrically when she drew close enough to be heard. “Nobody told me it was going to
gink out here”

Heturned and smiled & her. “That stink iswhat keeps us from getting sunburn.”

“I thought ozone was supposed to accumulate in the upper atmosphere.”

“It will, once wehave an upper aamosphere. Right now it’ s still too thin to separate into layers.”
“And you' re going to make everyone breathe it the night of the ceremony.”

“lam.”

“You'renuts.” She stepped up beside him and looked out at the tower under construction. “Y ou build a
pretty sculpture, though.”

“It' slooking good, isn't it?” He couldn’'t stop smiling. All hisfrugration, dl hisfear, al thetensonin his
life had gone into the droplet. If hefdt so free now, he could only imagine how good it would fed to
watch it collapse.

“You going to haveit doneintime?’ Nendy asked. “ The ceremony is only two weeks awvay.”

Hefdt abrief moment of anxiety at the thought that something could yet go wrong, but he banished it to
the tower with a casua wave of hishand. “The hard part’ sover. It's ahead of schedule.”

Just then afabribot fumbled its payload, aslvery rectangle which bounced off the’ bot just below it and
spun end over end asit fell to the dry crater floor and stuck there, quivering.

“Half apercent entropic loss,” Tadan said camly. “It’sin the budget.”

The day of the big celebration saw the tower gleaming in the low-angled light of Altair, itsantigravity
gphere hovering like a captured moon overhead. The crater had been refilled, and the silvered walls of
the droplet reflected its shimmering blue surfacein al directions. Windows glowed brightly along the
tower’ slength asinterior decorators made last-minute preparations and waitstaff stocked the kitchens
and bars.

Thewhole domed city was abuzz with speculation; Taan had carefully spread rumor of what he
intended, but had refused to confirm it. He had to spend the night with his Sister to avoid the media, and
he dipped into the tower disguised asafood delivery driver.

The last few hours before the guests arrived seemed to drag on forever. What if nobody came? What if
everybody came?What if the tower collapsed prematurely? What if the food ran out? Whet if the
alcohol ran out? He paced the grand ballroom, mentally banishing demon after demon into the fabric of
his creation, but more rose up to replace them.

Frominsde, the walls had a checkerboard look. He had settled on blocks for his building materid,
ferro-ceramic blocks just afew handspans across, magnetically bonded with superconducting coils



embedded within. They would grip one another like glue until he switched them off, whereupon they
would al become free-faling particles, asindependent asindividua raindrops. His creation would splash
when it fell, and it would be amost impressive splash indeed.

Using superconductors solved the safety issue, too. With no resistance in the coils, the magnetic fields
that held everything together would persist indefinitely. Only when he reversed the polarity and actively
killed the fields would the blocks rel ease one another. The command was coded and keyed to video
monitorsin every floor; nothing would happen until he made it happen, and fail-safeswould prevent even
his own control code from working if anyone remained inside.

The plain surrounding the tower was dotted with lifepods. He had broadcast intermittent distress cdls
until hundreds of them congregated, sniffing about for the source of the sgnal. Usherswould use
handheld beaconsto call them in when people were ready to go home.

Tadan waked to one of theimmense windows that ringed the ballroom and looked down. The docking
ports were busy with arrivals and departures, and as he watched, aflurry of mediavans glided out from
the city, leading along procession of passenger vehiclesbehind it.

The reporters erupted into the balroom from the elevator, sweeping their forehead camsleft and right
while they spoke in a babble of descriptive adjectivesfor the stay-at-home audience. They descended on
Tdan like newlyweds on fresh cubic, and this time he wel comed them warmly into hislatest creation. He
gave them aquick tour, soaking in the moment of notoriety and answering their constant barrage of
questions—except for the most persistent one. He neither confirmed nor denied the rumor that thiswould
all be destroyed at party’ send, but he did show them the cloakroom filled with heavy parkas.

He broke away when the president and hiswife arrived, greeting them warmly and mugging for the
cameras. The president took alook around, hands on hips, then dowly smiled. It clearly wasn't an
expression hisface was used to wearing, but it made him look ten years younger. “Well, my boy, you've
certainly outdone yoursdf thistime,” he said.

“Thank you,” Tdan replied. “Wait until you seeit in action.”

“Hmm. Yes” The presdent’ssmilelost afew watts of charm. “Y esindeed. But we ve got alot of
celebrating to do between now and then, eh? Excuse me.” The eevator door opened again and the
president turned to greet the new arrivas: hisfellow councilors and severa of the city’ s upper crust.

It wasthe president’ s party now. Talan dipped into the role of captive ceebrity, mingling with the
revelers and accepting their praise with as much humility as he could muster.

Humility became harder and harder to hang onto as the party wore on. Shuttles kept bringing guests until
they numbered in the thousands, and the sheer volume of compliments threstened to swell his heed. He
kept reminding himself that fame, like the object of everyone' s admiration, was ephemerd, but he
couldn’t shake the conviction that thiswas a pivota moment in hiscareer. A pivotal moment in hislife.

He sought out Nendy, herself the center of aswarm of admirers, and the two of them retreated to one of
the observation pods. With the party in full swing overhead, it wasn't hard to find an empty one, although
two lovers were groping one another in the next pod over. Talan blushed and looked away, but Nendy
watched with unabashed interest.

“Quitethelittle microcosm of life you' ve created here,” she said softly.

“lan'tit?’ he said. He flopped down on an oversized hassock, happy to get the weight off hisfeet for a
moment. “1 can’'t wait to destroy it.”



“Redly? After dl thisacdlam?’

“Especidly s0.” Hetook adeep breath. “I’m vibrating like aviolin string that’ s tuned too tight. Every little
compliment stretchesit another notch. If | don’t loosen the tension soon, I’ m going to snap.”

“Thepriceof fame” shesad.

“I just want to seeit through. I’ ve got this horrible feding that something’ s going to go wrong at the last
moment. Expose me asafraud in front of everybody.”

“Nothing will go wrong.”
“Famous last words.”

Hewatched his sister watching the lovers next door. Now her cheeks were growing red and her nostrils
wereflaring. Tdan felt abrief moment of lugt, ingtinctively shoved it away with dl his other unwanted
mental baggage, and said, “If you go back to the party in that Sate, there’ sgoing to beariot.”

She grinned, then turned around and leaned back against the glass. “ Spoilsport.”
“I didn’t say that would be abad thing.”

“I don't want to stedl your spotlight.”

“Please do. | just want to go home and get agood night' sdeep.”

“Y ou can do that after the party. The catharsswill beworthiit.”

He stared at her, seeing her asif for the first time. “'Y ou understand.”

She shrugged. “I’'m not as shalow as| look.”

“Thet' snot what 1—"

“I' know. Nobody expects happy people to need prima scream moments, but we do. We need ’em just
as much as you tormented types.” She pressed a hand against the glass bubble at her back. “1 want to
watch thistumble down just as much asyou do.”

“ GOOd,”

Hiswristcom wiggled for attention, and when he held it up, the screen displayed asingle word:
“Speeches.”

“Ah, bugger,” hesaid. “It’' stimeto listen to the prez blather on about manifest destiny.”

“Petience, brother,” Nendy said. “Let him have hismoment. Y ours will be the one everyone remembers.”

Tdan carried that statement with him like atorch in the dark, letting it buoy him through the interminable
introductions and acknowledgements and lame jokes as speaker after speaker stepped up to the podium
at the center of the grand ballroom and thanked everyone who had played arole in the atmosphere
project. At last the president took the stage, but Talan was only listening with half an ear by then. His
hand kept stealing to his breast pocket, where the remote control for the destruct sequence awaited his
command. He could practicaly fed the rumble of falling blocks aready.

A burst of applause brought him back to the present, and he realized that everyone was applaudinghim .



He nodded and smiled and made alittle self-deprecating shrug, but his smile melted like ice under flame
at the president’ s next words.

“Hisorigina intention wasto destroy it a the end of today’ sfedtivities, asasymbal of the trangtion from
our old way of lifeto the new.” A murmur rippled through the audience, punctuated with gasps from
those who hadn’t heard the rumors. “But,” the president said, the word echoing like agunshat, “| think
we can dl agreethat we can't let such abeautiful work of art go to waste just for our momentary

There was ahearty cheer, but Talan barely heard it over his own shout. “ What?What do you mean, you
can't let it go to waste? It’ sdesigned to go to waste. That’ s the whole point of it. How can you
not—that’ s what you—| ook at theshape of it! It hasto fal!”

Facesturned to look at the gibbering man at the fringe of the crowd, but he didn’t stay at the fringe for
long. He shoved hisway through to the podium while the president said, “ Come now, Tdan, surely you
can't expect usto go aong with the desecration of such awork of art. Anice sculpture or acrysta
chanddlier, certainly, but this needsto be preserved for posterity.”

“It needsto come down!” Taan ydled. He mounted the stage and stuck his head next to the president’s
to make sure he was insde the microphone field. 1t needsto come down,” he said again. “You can't let
sheer immensty, or even beauty, stop you from finishing what you' ve arted. If we were that kind of
people, we would never have terraformed Nivaain thefirst place.”

The presdent tried to force asmile, but it looked like a death grimaceto Tadan. “I know that wasthe
origind intent,” he said, “but none of usimagined you would come up with something quitethis. . . this
astonishing. Y ou should teke it as acompliment that nobody wantsto seeit destroyed.”

“lwant to see it destroyed. Nendy wantsto see it destroyed.” Taan looked out at the audience. “I bet
most of you here tonight would love to seeit destroyed, once you have a chance to get used to theidea.”
The president tried to speak, but Taan cut him off. “I had trouble accepting it mysdlf, at first, but theidea
grows on you pretty fast once you start thinking about it. It'sagrand thing we ve done here, turning an
arless moon into ahome for humanity. It requires agrand gesture to commemorate it. Not some cheesy
ice sculpture; itshould be something big. Big and beautiful and ephemerd, like—" He looked over at the
president, now nearly purple with pent-up frustration, and the words tumbled out before he could stop
them: “—Likethe promise of apalitician.”

The audience laughed, and surprisingly, the president laughed, but then he shook hishead and said, “I
deserved that. | commissioned a scul pture to be sacrificed at the dedication ceremony, and | agreed
when Taan asked if he could hold the ceremony inside the sculpture, but even with the consderable
talent he has displayed in the past, | had no ideahow beautiful it would be.”

“Beauty doesn't enter into it,” Talan said. “ Except that beauty is ephemerd, too.”
“Tdl youwnhat,” the presdent said. “Let’ slet the people decide. Who wantsto seeit destroyed?’

The crowd murmured, and afew voices caled out, “Yeah!” and “1 do!” but the president had hit them
too quickly for any groundswell of agreement to build. Not even Nendy, standing near an horsd' oeuvre
table and shouting, “Doit, doit, doit!” could gtir up a coordinated response.

“Tel youwhat,” Tdan sad, trying the president’ stactic. “Let’ sstick with the origind program. Thereare
coats enough for everyone in the cloakroom, and there' sawalkway from the docking level to the crater
rim. Let’sdl convene outside and watch the show.”



For just amoment, it looked like they might obey. A few people turned away from the stage, but the vast
majority of them stood rooted to the spot, and then someone shouted, “No!” Another voice echoed it,
and another and another until it became a chant.

“No” sounded quite alot like “Boo” to aperson onstage. Taan tried to start a counter-chant of “Yes,
yes, yes,” but even hisamplified voice couldn’t penetrate the outcry.

The president leaned in close and shouted in hisear, “ Y ou’ ve lost the vote, my boy, but think what it
means! They love you. When thisal winds down, you can name your price for your next commission.”

“Money isn't the point, either,” Tdan yeled back, but he might aswell have been shouting at Setipur. He
looked out at the crowd, thousands of faces with their mouths open, al yelling, “No!” Then he turned
away and walked off the stage.

The crowd parted for him as he walked to the hors d’ oeuvre table where Nendy waited, champagne
bottlein hand. “Here,” she said, handing him the whole bottle.

They proceeded to get smashed while the party started up again around them. People avoided them after
Tdan nearly bit the heads off the first few who cameto offer their insincere condolences. He took
perverse delight in scaring them away from the food and drink, even though there were dozens of other
tables spaced all the way around the perimeter of the hall. He commanded this one, at least, and by the
time he and Nendy finished their second bottle of champagne, he was Sitting on the table and throwing
chocolates at the dancers.

“Thiswas supposed to be cathartic,” hetold her. “1 im.. . . imbued al of my frustrationsand al of my
anger into this damned thing, and they were supposed to disappear with it when | pushed the button.”

Shelaughed. “There san infinite supply of frudtration. You'll never getrid of it al.”

“You're probably right.” Hetilted the champagne bottle to his mouth, but got only afew drops. He
cocked it back to send it after the chocolates, but Nendy held hisarm.

“Not agood idea,” she said. “Broken glass and crowds don’t mix.”

“Right.” Helowered the bottle, but didn't set it down. “Right,” he said again. *  Snot their fault they’re
cheep.”

“Chegp?’
“ Sheep!” A few people glanced over at him, then quickly looked away.

He hefted the bottle—a heavy, pleasant weight in his hand—then looked out the window at theicy plain
below, dotted with lifepods and air injection towers. “ Sheep,” he said again, and before he had timeto
think of the many reasonswhy it was abad idea, he heaved the bottle through the glass.

He had designed it to shatter. The bottle made a satisfying crash on the way through, and left ahole the
size of hishead. Air began to whistle out through the hole, and people screamed as only people who are
used to living in sedled domes can scream when a sudden wind beginsto blow.

Taan stood up and grabbed the end of the table. “Give me ahand here!” he said to Nendly.

It was nearly too big for them, but they tipped it until al the food did to the floor, and then they were able
to heft it up towast level and swing itone ,two , andthree right through the window.



Air howled out around them now, whipping their clothes and their hair, and Taan nearly ssumbled out the
hole before he caught himsalf and stepped sideways out of the worgt of the gale.

Peopleran for the elevator and the glideways, but Talan and Nendy waked camly to the next table and
heaved it through another window. Thelast of the building’ s ar whooshed out, and the familiar smell of
ozone and dirt wafted in. Talan panted as the air pressure dropped and he endured the moment of
burning lungs until he was able to stand up and laugh at the fleeing party guests.

“Broken glassand crowds don’'t mix!” he told Nendy happily as he led the way to another table.

The antigravity bubble from overhead did down past the windows, emergency protocols overriding its
origina program and piloting its occupants to safety. Almost everyone was gone from the balroom by
now, but afew people had gathered in ahuddle near the stage. They began to advance on Tdan and
Nendy, but Talan pulled the remote control from his pocket and shouted, “ Timeto leave! Sdlf-destruct in
fiveminutes”

“You can't drop it with people still ingde,” Nendy whispered frantically.

“No, but they don’'t know that,” Taan whispered back, and sure enough, when he held the remote
overhead with hisfinger on the button, the group of would-be heroes broke gpart and fled down the
glideway, leaving them donein the ballroom.

The plain beyond the windows was dive with lifepods swarming for the bubble city. “1 think it' stimewe
joined everyone outside,” Taan said. He picked up another bottle of champagne on the way out,
stopped briefly in the cloakroom to get coats for himsalf and Nendy, then led her out past the base of the
docking pods and across the wide catwalk to the crater rim.

“Think anyone still ingde?’ he asked, turning around once they had put another few dozen steps
between them and his crestion.

“I don’t know.” She shivered and pulled her coat tight around her body. “What if thereis? Y ou can't risk
someone slifejust to make apoint.”

“You'reright. That' swhy there are hest and motion sensors dl through the structure.” He pushed the
button. “Nothing will happen if there’ s anybody |ef—oh.”

The gigantic droplet quivered, then did downward like aspoonful of sugar poured into a cup of water.
Thering of observation pods at its base stretched outward for asecond, then fell to the surface, just
reaching the edge of the crater asthe surge of water displaced by the tower crashed against therim and
shot upward in acircular fountain. The rumble of blocks and water shook the ground, and wet spray
pelted down out of the sky.

Water doshed back and forth afew times, smoothing out the pile of rubblein the center of the crater.
The waves subsided, giving way to ripplesthat chased each other around the crater, but in asurprisingly
short time even those faded away and the surface of the water returned to glassy smoothness.

“Fed better now?’ Nendy asked.

“Yeah,” Tdan replied. He pitched the remote control into the crater and watched the splash spread out in
onelast wave. “ Y eah. But now | redlly hope people can live out here, because | don’t think I’ m going to
be welcome ingde the domes anymore.”

Nendy laughed. “Well, you' ve dready proven you can build ahabitat.”



He scuffed afoot on the ground. “ That was for show. There are more efficient designsfor living.”
“Likewhat?’

Helooked out acrosstheflat gray plain at theinjection towersrising into the sky. Tdl, dender,
graceful . . . and free. All they needed were afew tweaksto their genetic code, and they would be
perfect. It would mean learning how to handlie DNA, but he supposed it wouldn’t kill him towork ina
new medium. He smiled at Nendy and said, “Ever heard of atreehouse?”’



Fired

Ray Vukcevich

Deep ingde the spacdinerCan of Peaches therewasasmal dim bar called the Slingshot Lounge. The
Can of Peaches along with three sster hotel ships moved between Earth and Mars continuoudly. The
ships never stopped. They never landed. Because there were four of them, you never had to take the
long way. The shipswereredly in an orbit around the sun and used the planetary gravity to dingshot
forever between the two worlds and thus the name of the bar where John Wagner went looking for love
in one of the very few placesit might reasonably be found and met the fire woman.

When John was on duty, he was an “outside guy” —aman or woman who getsinto a space suit and
goes out to fix whatever needs fixing on the outer skin of theCan of Peaches . He was a permanent
peach. He had not set foot on Earth or Marsin many years. Tourists were ferried up to the linersfrom
the surface of either planet. That was the most expensive part of thewhole dedl. Therest wasjust a
matter of going around and around and since amost anything could be smulated to a degree you couldn’t
tell the difference and since everyone was augmented to the eyeballs and beyond, you had to wonder
why people bothered going in the flesh. Part of it was a status thing. Y ou had to have the bucksif you
wanted to take the ride. People claimed there was something immediate and elementd that squeezed the
very core of your being when you looked into the deep darkness of space with unaided eyes. John didn't
seeit anymore. Maybe he' d gotten used to it.

Another factor was the long shot that you might be there when the “dark spot” returned. If it ever did
come back, you might get gobbled up and disappear forever. A little danger tossed into the mix. Ten
years before, therip in space known asthe “ dark spot” had appeared. Severa things had emerged and
the spot had disappeared. Just like that. None of the emerging things had ever been tracked down and
identified. Aliensor rocks. Who knew?

Since there was never a shortage of tourists on board, John figured there might be someone new in his
favorite bar, so he got his persona buffed and beaming (dress-black uniform and spaceman boots,

rugged chin and piercing ice-blue eyes, arandom gleam from the teeth) and set on out after work,
augmented peepers scoping and pheromoner sniffing around for monkey business. Hewaltzed on into the
Slingshot and took astool, signaed the polar bear bartending that he needed an Irish on the rocks,
looked left and right without redlly looking like he was looking, and oh, man, would you look at her?

John couldn't say exactly why the fire woman was so hat, Sitting there (if Sitting was what she was
actualy doing) looking anything but human, al blue and maybe made of some kind of transparent jelly
your fingersjust ached to touch. Y ou' d pretend to touch her and say, “Ouch!” Or “szzl€’ or maybe just
“ssssss,” and she'd say, “Oh like | haven't heard that one before,” but by then she'd be smiling (if you
could cdl it smiling) and everything would be cool. He d buy her adrink. Or would she go for somekind
of gasinstead or maybe a hickory log? Whatever fans your flames, sweet cheeks. And speaking of
cheeks, that black splatter spot just below her |eft eye was anice touch. It was like looking at the “dark
spot” through atelescope from along way away. He should say something, but how do you break the
icewith afirewoman?

But then she beat him to the punch. “Y ou ever do it in aspacesuit, bobby?” When she spoke, sparks
drifted from her mouth and winked out as they touched the bar.

“What?’ John was knocked off his game. “My name' s not Bobby.”



Shelooked startled like she d been working on that utterance for along time and was confused by his
reaction. Maybe he hadn’t heard her right. Maybe she had an accent. She’ d be from some exotic locale
on Earth or Mars, somewhere no one ever went who didn’t have alot of money or wasn't sweeping up
or serving little sandwiches and teaand now she was up here dumming and looking for a gpaceman but
she couldn’t know much about spacesuitsif she thought they could both get into one much lessdo
anything onceingde.

He was tempted to look at the fire woman with his“other eye,” but that would mean he was done here.
Looking at the sad underbelly of the bar and the peoplein it unaided by augmentation would end any
fantasy he might get going. He' d made that mistake more that afew times—the worst was probably the
Amazon Queen who turned out to be alittle old guy who might have gotten smal inside suddenly, since
his exterior draped around his frame like acloth double-bass bag around a cello. Looking had spoiled
the mood.

So John didn’t look at her with his other eye. Instead, herolled out his own practiced linelike ajet fighter
ready to zoom off into the sky and shoot down many objections she might have against coming back to
his humble spaceman quarters with him. Of course, if she wanted to go off and do it in aspacesuit, she
might not have any objections anyway, but he had been working on thisline for along time, so he said,
“So tell me, what' s your favorite moon of Jupiter?’

“You ever do it in a spacesuit, booby?’

Well, shewas nothing if not single-minded.

“I don't think that’ s possible,” he said. “My nameis John.”

Shejust sat there burning in silence for amoment. Then she said, “'Y ou ever do it in aspacesuit, baby?”
He thumped hischest. “Me John. You...?

“Oh,” shesad. “Pam.”

Oh, sure, Pam the fire woman from some place where people spoke the universal language with an
accent.

“Waéll, Pam, there arelots of things we can do without spacesuits.”
“Yes” shesad. “ Show me your spacesuit.”

“Y ou want atour? 'Y ou looking to see some of the places the tourists don’t usualy get to go? 1 think that
could be arranged.”

Why not? Escort her around allittle, see some safe sights, and end up back at his place.

“Yes, let'sgo!” she said, and somehow she was standing without ever stopping sitting. It waslike
someone threw a couple of sticks on her fire.

John tossed down the rest of hisdrink and got up. He made a crook of hisarm so she might take it, but
shesad, “Not yet.”

“Thisway,” he said and walked for the door.

There was a place where he could show her aview she wouldn’t have seen from the passenger aress. It
would not be a better view (the passengers had the best views, since they were the point, after al) but it



would be alittle different. They could swing by the workshops, and maybe take a peek at akitchen or
two aong theway. And after that she might be impressed by the staging areafor outside work.

Hey, they could pop in on the bridge. Maybe the Captain would let her take aturn at the whed.

They moved into the corridor, and the music and fake smoke stopped when the door did shut behind
them.

“Y ou might want to turn down your nose through here,” John said. Dumb speak. What was he thinking?
She would know about the smell in these corridors, since she' d come through them not long ago to get to
the bar in the first place. She probably saw the Slingshot Lounge blurb in the passenger brochure about
seeing some “genuine Permanent Peach lifein the belly of the Can.” Completely safe. Well, maybe you'll
want to go in agroup? Spicy. Dicey. Babbling. He hoped he hadn’t been saying any of that out loud.

He gave her aquick glance. Shewas till onfire.
“So, are you from Mars or Earth?’ he asked.
“No,” shesaid. “Arewethere yet?’

“Not yet,” he said, and it occurred to him that he had just echoed what she’ d said when he' d put out his
arm and invited her to touch him. They were moving aong sde by side but were they going in the same
direction? She seemed pretty single-minded about seeing a spacesuit and that was okay with him, but he
didn’'t intend to end the evening looking at his equipment—well, okay, so hedid intend to look at his
equipment . Show and tell. Touch. Boy, if she knew the adolescent babblony that was going onin his
head, she' d go out like you blew on amatch, but hey maybe there was something smilar going onin her
head; after dl she' d searched out a spaceman and they were on their way to see his suit and who knew
what else? It was like the way you could project whatever you wanted people to see when they |ooked
at you, but did you really know what they were seeing since they could take your projection and work it
into their own world in any way they wanted? When you were with someone you weren't dwaysin the
same place a the sametime. Like they say, stretch it out, wad it up, get loose, and be elastic. He and
Pam might be walking along together, but they were worlds apart and aone and he suddenly wanted to
redlly connect with her. He would turn off hisinferences and ignore her implications. He would start with
his*other eye.”

He stopped himsdlf justintime.
Lifeisdl about the sorieswetdl oursdves.

Thiswas no time to blow the evening on some dumb longing that would result in the same old
disappointment like they say doing the same dumb thing and expecting different results was well dumb so
dumb de dumb dumb but oh look here sthe first stop on the Famous John Wagoner Ladies Tour of the
Can of Peaches .

“Here s something interesting,” he said. They had come to the place where he could show her aless
pretty side of the Can’s outside skin.

“ SpacesLits?’
“Later.” He opened the door and stepped back to let her enter firdt.
“No, now,” shesad. “Which oneisyours?’

He camein behind her and closed the door, but instead of seeing the forward display area, he saw that



they werein staging area 4, where he came at the start of every shift to check the schedule and seeiif he
was dotted for outside tasks. He had meant to come by here near the end of the tour, but what had
happened to al the partsin between? That vague scene of chaos on the bridge surely couldn’t have redly
happened. He had not had that much to drink. In fact, he had had only the one drink before Pam thefire
woman talked him into going off againg al regulationsto see his spacesuit.

Oh, yeah, the regulations. It waslike he was just now remembering that the whole idea of a private tour
was S0 againgt the rules he wouldn't ordinarily even consider it. It was one thing to snesk a passenger
into your quarters, it was like they expected that, you were only human, but you didn’t take them where
they might screw something up or get hurt and sue the company. The arguments she had used were no
longer in his head, but he could remember that they had been very persuasive, and now they were where
she wanted to be.

“Putiton,” shesad.
“What?’
“Y our spacesuit,” shesaid.

“Actudly, we re not even supposed to be here,” hesaid. “1 can't put on my spacesuit without filing the
forms”

“Here)” shesad. “Thismust be your hat.”

“Helmet,” he said and took it from her. He didn’t remember getting into his spacesuit, but if he were
going outsde, he' d definitely need hishelmet.

She put her hands on his shoulders and leaned in close. He could fedl her flames licking around hisears.
Then sheflowed into his suit like abig burning blue snake dipping into the neck hole or maybe like blue
firewater flowing over his shoulders and around his body and down to histoes and up hislegsand
thighs—little sting-dap burning bitesdl over.

“Put it on,” she said. Her voice seemed to come from everywhere at once.
“What?’

“Your hat.”

He raised the helmet and put it on and set the sedls.

“Ready?’" she asked.

And then it was like when they say, “ Okay I’m going to count to threg” but then they say “one’ and
shoot you anyway. There was atremendous explosion, and he was blown out into space.

He could see alarge landmass, a planet or moon where none could really be—a rough and barren place.
He could not tell if there was an atmosphere. As he tumbled he saw thePeaches going down, debris
scattering from aragged rip in its Sde. Beyond the ship, he saw astar that might have been the Sun but
he was pretty sure it wasn't the Sun. Maybe the Dark Spot was back and theCan of Peaches had fdlen
into it and they’ d al come out the other Sde light-years away.

He could replay some of the highlights of hislife—his boyhood playing with the polar bearson Mars,
going into space (and never coming back, so there!), first love, last love, last week, cheesecake. HE d
probably have timeto play that much back before he hit the ground. There would never betimeto go



over everything in his augmented memory banks. Y ou experienced augmem from the outside like looking
up anitemin abook, but idedlly such an item triggered the actua memory, and you experienced that
from theingde like those tiny soft hairs on cheerleader thighsin the gym dome on Mars when he was
seventeen. Replay. But shouldn't thisbe al whitelight or something? Did you think you were going to get
some great moment of clarity here at the end? Did you think there would be dancing girls?

His body ached with her bluefire ashefdll.

“Areyou there, Pam?’ He reached out and touched her.

“Thanksfor the ride home,” she said. “It was supposed to be easier than this.”
“What do you mean?’

“I’'m going now,” she said.

Hisarm exploded in fire as shelft.

At least he could find out what she redlly looked like. He switched on his“ other eye,” but she was till a
blue fire woman walking out of the Slingshot Lounge.

That couldn’t beright.
13 Hw! ”
She stopped at the door and turned back and gave him alittle wave with just her firefingers.

Wéll, the bartender was just some guy who needed a shave and maybe a breath mint. He put another
Irish onice down in front of John. There was acrackle of static and he said, “Y ou should have shown

her your spacesuit, Sport.”

John banged himsdf in the Sde of the head suspecting a mafunction. Pam just kept burning, but now he
wasfdling toward the surface of the new planet.

Hisarm redly wasonfire,

Pam was a graceful blue burning cloud. She dipped and soared and skimmed over the surface until she
cameto acave. She disappeared insde.

The Dark Spot sucked up the planet and swallowed it and then disappeared just before thePeaches
passed through where it had been.

John initiated emergency procedures and got his suit sedled. He would probably lose an arm, but he
could make do with amechanical. He could see that thePeaches was going through afew emergency
procedures of its own. Had the ship hit the strange planet from the Dark Spot, al would have been log,
but that hadn’t happened. Pam had closed her door just intime, but that didn’t let John off the hook.
They would fish him out of space, and hewould bein big trouble.

Maybe if he had worked alittle harder, she would have taken him home to meet the folks.

Nohow Per manent

Nancy Jane Moore



We cameinto Procyon’s commercia port on third watch. I’ d picked the time and place on purpose.
Bribing third-watch officersis easier than first-watch ones, and the commercid port hustlesaong little
ships like mine so they can get to unloading shuttles from the big transports parked out in orbit. Plus|
grew up around there—my mom worked port crew for awhile when | was smal—so | know some of
the officers. Sometimesthat helps, sometimesit doesn't.

My passenger wasn't happy. Nothing new about that; he’ d been griping since | firgt picked him up.
People on thelam for political reasons always complain alot. Refugees, now, they tend to be grateful.
And criminasknow it'sjust business. | guess the revolutionaries and other regime opponents think they
deserve better for doing what’ sright; they don't realize no good deed goes unpunished.

He stood next to me on the bridge, staring out the front viewport. “It' sdark in here,” he said. Procyon is
an old moon, and the settled parts—including the port—are dl carved out of the interior. The only thing
that happens on the surface isregolith mining. There s some naturd light through what natives call “The
Window”—an opening that dways facesthe sun. Butit'san old sun, far past the visible light stage.

“It' saways going to be dark in here unless you get someinfrared goggles. Or have alittle eye surgery.”

My passenger shook his head firmly when | said “eye surgery.” He was till having trouble looking a me,
even after acouple of weeks on board. I’ ve got three eyes, mysdlf: onefor infrared, one for ultraviolet,
and one for what the humans cal “norma.” Lighting on my ship adjuststo dl three, though I'd kept it on
visible light for the sake of my passenger. Y ou jump the wormholes around this part of spacetheway |
do, you end up seeing suns a al different stages. Best to be prepared.

“I want to stay human,” he said. Clear that he didn’t think | was.

Whichisokay by me. | don’t worry about things like that. Though my mom aways said we were human
somewhere back up the chain.

“Suit yoursdlf.” | waslooking forward to getting rid of him.,

He hadn’t been quite asirritating at first. Someone had sent him my way when | was docked at the
primary station in the Testudines. He was awell-proportioned man, with the wavy blond hair and tan skin
of someone who'd dwayslived in aplace with atemperate climate and friendly sun. Outdoorsy, ina
civilized sort of way. Gene tweaks, I'm sure; no planets like that out here. But it' stheinlook among
humans

He aso looked over his shoulder every few seconds while we talked. His | eft eye twitched, and his hands
clutched the handle of asmal satchel he carried. Hewas, in short, terrified.

“I'm Vlad Pyotrvich,” he sad.

Terrified and dumb, at least when it cameto surviva. Vlad Pyotrvich was hisred name. | recognized it.
He was known far and wide for hisblazing critiques of the Y acare government. That took alot of guts.

Y acareiswell known for abusing its citizens and generdly being avery unpleasant placetolive. I'd heard
some of his speeches, and despite my persona tendency to anarchism, I d felt inspired by his passonate
statements on civil liberties and the duties of governmentsto their citizens.

The Y acare government had a different reaction, so they put aprice on hishead. A high price. Enough to
tempt me, despite my respect for hisideas and my inclination to treat bounty hunters as benesth
contempt.

“They call mePogo,” | said. It'sjust thelatest in aseries of nicknames. My red oneismy own business,



thank you very much.
Procyon wasn't hisfirgt choice. He' d wanted to go to Chamal eo.

“Toorisky,” | said. “We haveto stop at Acinonyx to get there, and they’ re red friendly with the people
you' re running from. You'll be safer on Procyon.”

“But the Y acare movement-in-exile is based on Chamaeo. They need me.”
“Y ou can hop afreighter out of Procyon and work your way to Chamaleo the back way. Much safer.”
“That will take years.”

| shrugged. Hewasright. It wouldn't seem like yearsto him, but by the time he did afew wormhole
jumps ten years or more would have gone by on Y acare.

He' d gone looking for another ride, which just goesto show how little he knew about life on the lam.
None of the asteroids that make up the Testudinesis very large, and strangers stand out. He' d come
back about a half step in front of some bounty hunters. Maybe less than half a step; hewas bleedingina
couple of places. Didn't leave him much leverage when it cameto dickering over price. | didn't get what
Y acare would have paid, but it wasn't bad money. Not bad money at all.

“Welcome aboard the Rockety Coon Child,” I'd said that first day.
Hedidn't laugh a my ship’s name. In addition to dumb and terrified, he was humorless.

Given that he was so serious, and that my non-human side seemed to bother him, | didn’t expect any
unwanted sexual advances. But day two out, he hit on me.

“Thisthing pretty much fliesitsdf,” hesaid.

“Depends on where we are. But out here in the middle of nowhere”—we were afew hundred thousand
klicks from the Testudines, on our way to the wormhole—"the auto pilot takes care of things.”

He put ahand on my arm. “ So maybe we could, uh, get to know each other better.”

| removed the hand. | don't fuck the passengers. Mot of the time, anyway. But since we were gonna be
together for afew weeks, | made an effort to joke about it. “Hey, you're on the lam. What would | do if
you got me pregnant?’ It could happen, if | didn’t take precautions; despite the eyes and other
differencesthat | was born with, I’'m not that far removed from human.

He jumped back. “ Y ou're female?’

| raised dl three of my eyebrows. On account of his classic human looks I’ d jumped to the conclusion
that he preferred the equivadent kind of girls, but it appeared that what he redly liked was
not-quite-human guys. | guess heliked his sex on the exotic Side.

| shrugged, and said, “ Sorry to disappoint,” because | really wasn't interested, and | am female. Mostly.

He blushed bright red, and said “ sorry” about fourteen times. That was the last that got said on the
subject.

Aswe got closeto port, we jacked into Procyon’ sweb for the news. The wormhole jump put usa
couple of yearsfrom the Testudines (it’ sa short hole), so the newswasway ahead of us. It'll be
interesting if some genius ever figures out how to move people ingtantaneoudy likeinfo.



Y acare had put out a story saying Vlad had died in the Testudines.

“Bet those bounty hunters pulled some DNA out of the blood you left behind and tried to collect the
reward,” | said.

But he wasn't amused (no surprisethere). “Damniit. | must get to Chamaleo and rally the peoplethere. |
should never have let you talk meinto coming to Procyon.”

| didn’t mention that he might redlly be dead if he hadn't.

We got lucky at the port. My old friend Gordo was on duty, and he came onboard the Child to check us
out. Gordo and | grew up together, even if he has gone gray and pot-bellied while my hair’ s till brown
and my wrinklesarefew. | could tell some stories, but hell, he's arespectable customs officid these

days, so | won't. He got on at the port when we left school, while | signed on afreighter and Sarted alife
of wormhole jumping. Theworld goes on whileyou'rein the hole, but you stay the same.

Anyway, Gordo being my friend, he didn’t stick Vlad for too much to let him into Procyon without
papers.

“Might annoy Y acareif welet youin,” Gordo said.
“Yacarethinks he' sdead,” | pointed out.
“They could just be saying that. And if they found out hewasn't . . .”

| raised one eyebrow, the one over the infrared eye. Gordo’ s known me long enough to know that
means I’ m getting pissed off. “Okay, okay. But keep alow profile, huh? Been alittle pressure on us
lady.”

| helped Vlad buy a set of infrared gogglesin the ship’s supply storejust off the port, told him who to see
about some papers and afreighter job, and pointed him in the direction of some chegp lodgings. He took
thelift down to streetside. | gave asigh of rdief and went to meet Gordo and some other folks | know
for adrink before | headed that way mysdif.

“Think your man isgoing to survive out here?” Gordo asked.
“Not my problem. | got him here dive. | transport people; | ain’'t ababysitter.”

“I hear thingsarered ugly on Yacare. A man like that could raly folks. If some spiesfind him here, could
get bad.”

“Likel sad, I'm not ananny. But I'd takeit persond if someone| asked to help him out fucked him
over. Bad for business, if you get my drift.”

| took the lift to streetside, and looked up my mom. For once, | found her at home. She hasanice
gpartment on the backside of Procyon, near the Window, with afull view of the sun. Two low walls of
native rock lined the entranceway—constructing things with carefully balanced rock is arespected local
art form. Thewalls and Window view don’t come chegp; my mom deal's poker on interplanetary cruise
ships these days and she makes agood living.

“Y ou haven't changed abit sncethelast timel saw you,” she said. And it was probably true. Neither
had she. In fact, my mother’ s done more hole jJumping than | have, and truth be told, we ook more like
sgtersthan parent and child. In fact, her hair was as short as mine, though I’ d bet money invisblelight it
would show up as some outrageous color, instead of my dull brown. Mom isagreat dedl flashier than |



am. “How’ syour business?’
“Can't complain,” | said. “What are you up to?’
“I"m catching the Executive Tour Cruisein aweek.”

| knew about that trip. It makes use of reverse wormholes so you get home right about the sametime you
left. Very expensive, but worth it for rich business people who are exhausted and can't redlly afford the
timefor avacation.

| did those things you do in your home port: Checked into The Swamp, where | keep my stuff in storage
and rent aroom when I’'m home. Did some banking. Ordered up a maintenance check on the Rockety
Coon Child. Looked up my friends and bus ness acquaintances, put out some feglersfor work. The
usud.

A week later | was wandering down one of the less reputable streets in Procyon—I’ d been meeting with
someone about a potentia job—when | literdly raninto Vlad. Or rather, he ran into me. Full tilt. Hewas
panting for breath and his goggles were askew.

He adjusted the goggles and squinted at me through them. *“Pogo? Thank God. They're after me. | have
to get off the street.” Helooked wildly in al directions.

| wasn't surewho “they” was, but | could hear the drone of enginesin the next block. And, hell, I'm a
soft touch. | pushed a button on the nearest door, exchanged afew wordsin the local diaect over the
com, and pushed it open on the buzz. “In here.”

Hefollowed. | flashed my credit chip—the anonymous one | keep for emergencies—at the front desk
and said, “Room. Now.”

The attendant eyed us. “Y ou want agirl? Boy?’

“Both,” | said. “ One human, one not quite.”

“That'Il cost extra”

“Wheatever.”

He passed us acard, and we took the lift down.

“What isthis place?’ Vlad asked.

“Whorehouse.”

“Oh.”

Hedidn't sound happy. I’ ve never met aman who was pickier about how he got rescued.

The whores were waiting for usin the room. The woman was human and looked to be about the same
gzeasVlad. She wore ajumpsuit interlaced with hegt; it glittered gold. “Change clotheswith her,” | told
him. Both he and the hooker stared a me.

“WEe re hiding from hiswife. She put atracein hisclothes. If you put on his clothes and take off for
awhile, she'll follow you. Take your friend with you. Go up afew levels and dump the clothes.”

Vlad garted to say something. | figured it would be dumb, so | cut him off. “He Il pay you cash,” |



added.

Off-the-books money. No prostitute can resst that. Vlad was ill hesitating, but | gave him my raised
eyebrow and even if he didn’t know what it meant exactly, he knew | was serious.

“Now what?’ he said as the door shut behind the whores.

| was stripping my own—dull in al lights—jumpsuit off. “Now we pretend I'm your client,” | said, pulling
back the sheets on the bed.

Hewas staring at my crotch. “Comeon,” | said. “Get in here and bury your head between my legs. |
figure we got about two minutes before that patrol gets up here.”

“But,” he started to say. Then we both heard some noise, and he jumped in with me, pulled the covers
over hishead, and put his mouth on my cock.

| have to admit it was more fun than | usualy have when I’'m hiding from authorities.

The door burst open afew minuteslater, and | gave the two cops who came through the look of an
outraged customer.

The cop in charge wasn't even dightly embarrassed.
“No reading here, sergeant.”

“Sorry to bother you,” the sergeant said, not sounding the least bit sorry. “We Il leaveyou toit.” The
other cop leered as they walked out.

“All clear,” | told Vlad.

Helooked up at me from between my legs. “Y ou said you were female,” he said in an accusing tone.
“lam.”

He grabbed hold of my cock. “Then what’ sthis?’

| sghed. “Mostly femde. If you look closer down thereyou'll seethat’snot dl I’'ve got.”

“Oh. But if you' ve got both, why do you say you' refemae?’

“| procreate female. The cock’ sjust for playing around. It fires blanks. Come on, we should get out of
here”

“Do you think they’ re coming back?’

“Not immediately. Though if they catch up with that hooker before she dumpsyour clothes, she'll
probably point them in our direction.”

“Givesusalittlewnhile” he said with agrin. He went down on my cock again.

| garted toinggt, but hell, it fet nice. It felt very nice. And besidesit wasthefirst timel’d seen him smile.
So | just went with the flow.

But when he wanted to start playing more games, | reminded him that someone was on histail. That
brought back his nervoustic.



“How’ d you know there was atracein my clothes?’ he said, suddenly suspicious.
“Lucky guess. If it had been on your person, we' d be on our way to jail. Come on.”

We headed down a couple of levels. | make a point of knowing where the back door isin most places.
Never cantdl when it will comein handy.

“Who'safter you?’ | said aswe hurried through the halls.
Hedidn't look at me when he said, “I’'m not sure.”

We were at the back door by then. It opens onto a more respectabl e street than the one we' d been on
earlier. | put both hands on his shoulders, looked straight at him, and said, “Let’ stry that again. Who's
after you?’

He sghed. “| think there’ smore than one group.”
“Wonderful. Who?”
“Local copsfor one, | guess.”

“Y eah, but local copswouldn't give ashit about you unless someone el se wanted you. They’ re probably
out looking on request from the Y acare Embassy. So Y acare knows you' re here. How' d they find that
out?’

Helooked away. “Maybe somebody in the refugee community ?’
Of course. Made sense.

“Anyway, there' s another guy—not acop. Scary guy. | don’t think he s human.” He blushed then, like it
was embarrassing to say that to me.

“Either Yacare spy or hot-shit bounty hunter,” | said.
“And another group, but they aren’t as scary.”

“Ah,” | said, not bothering to hide the sarcasm. “That’ s probably the bounty hunters. Man, what did you
do, hang out asign saying ‘I’m here? ”

“I just tried to get amessage out to Chamaleo.”

| felt amassive headache coming on. | led him through the door. The street was quiet, not deserted, but
nobody hanging about looking for us. “Let’stry for my place” | said.

Aswe moved through the streets, | asked him, “Did you get hired on afreighter?’
“Yes. It leavestomorrow.”
“Wéll, I'll try to keep you dive until we can get you on that ship.” So much for not being ababystter.

My neighborhood is neither posh nor disreputable. The Swamp caters to people who spend most of thelr
time on aship somewhere, soit'sonly afew levels down from the port. But it doesn’t abut the seedy
bars and deepovers aimed at the transient crowd. Nor isit closeto either the part of town wherel’d met
Vlad or the nicer block wherewe' d exited the house of ill repute.

Wetook the first empty lift we came to back up to theright level. Here more people jammed the



thoroughfares. | prefer crowds when I’'m trying to avoid somebody.

All the people—and not people, and not quite people—made Vlad nervous. His eye was twitching and
he kept looking around. That made me nervous, he was drawing attention to himself. And thewhore's
flashy jumpsuit just added to it. | figured I’ d give him one of mine when we got to my digs; it wouldn't fit
aswadll, but it wouldn’t glow in the fucking dark, either.

“Almost there,” | said aswe turned into my block. And then | sopped. Something felt wrong, something
seemed out of place.

“Thank god,” Vlad said. He started to walk past me.
| put ahand on hisarm. * Did you happen to mention my name to anybody?’
Hisface began to glow red. “Uh, | think | might have said something to one of the refugees.”

At that moment | got agood look at someone standing in the shadows across the street from The
Swamp. He, or she, or it, wasfacing in our direction, and | could see atelltale blotch of purple at the left
shoulder. Something cold there—the areaaround the heart usualy shows up red gold. That madeit an
armed someone. Okay, not my place then.

“What arewewaiting for?’ Vlad said.

“Meto think of someplace esefor usto go. Somebody’ swaiting for us down there.” Something that
must know about me. Now nursemaiding VIad wasn't just an act of kindness; it wasthe only way | was
going to come through thisin one piece.

If my name had come up, the Rockety Coon Child didn’'t seem likeagood idea. | certainly couldn’t get
Vlad onit. Though maybe | could bribe someoneto get out onit, if | got Vlad safely on the freighter
ealy. If ... “Youdidn't tell anybody about the freighter job did you?’

“Only acouple of people,” he said. His face was beginning to show some yellow and green, asif it had
gone from hot to cold.

| briefly considered handing Vlad over to whoever was standing down there. It would have solved al my
problems. And | didn’t redly owe him al this, anyway; hell, I’ d dready done way morethan I’d been
padfor.

But they hadn’t caught usyet. And, hell, it d be more fun to seeif | could save him—not to mention
me—from everybody who was after him. So | dragged Vlad back to aset of stairs, and we hotfooted it
up acouple of flights. Lifts are too easy to watch. We ended up near a marketplace, and wandered
through while| tried to come up with something like aplan.

Vlad didn’t help much. His nervoustic was back in force, and he kept looking over his shoulder and
muttering things under his breath. The freighter was out; ten to one somebody was staking it out. How
could aman who had the brainsto build the Y acare opposition—the news sites called him the “ Savior of
Y acare’—qget into so much trouble in such ashort period of time? | needed to get him off-planet ASAP,
preferably with competent supervision. But how?

Thenit hit me: the Executive Tour Cruise. When had Mom said it wasleaving? | did aquick caculation,
and came up with tomorrow. She could get him on the ship, maybe as a stowaway. It would cost, but
anything would cogt at this point. And Mom could keep an eye on him.

The best part: even though Vlad' s enemies knew my name, they wouldn’t tie me to Mom. That’ s one of



the advantages of not using your real name. Not that some people on Procyon didn’t know al about me,
but Vlad didn’t, which madeit likely that the people chasing him didn’'t know it either. So long aswe
weren't followed, we might get him off-planet.

So | dragged Vlad up three more flights of stairs, to the fancy level where Mom lived. Fewer people up
there, s0 | looked around carefully. That’swhen | realized that we had been followed.

| knew immediately why Vlad had found him scary. One look scared the bejesus out of me. For one
thing he camein shades of blue. Bluein infrared is cold; no human—or dmost-human—registersasblue
except in small spots. Humans generate heat, and that comesin yellows, reds, golds.

But he was shaped like ahuman. Either he was something cold-blooded—anima or mechanica—or he
had some kind of very fancy armor that blocked body hest. There wasn't enough variation in color to
show any vulnerable spots.

The other thing that scared me was that he clearly intended for usto see him. Likely he’ d been behind us
for quite awhile—blue can blend in eadly in the background. | felt Vlad freeze beside me.

Theblueguy sad, “I was going to follow and see where you ended up, but it gppearsthat you' re going
for the complete planetary tour, and I’ ve dready doneit.” He spoke in asoft tenor, a pleasing sound that
chilled meto the bone.

“You could just wait for us here. We'll come back for you,” | said. No point in acting scared.

Helaughed. By rightsit should have been anasty villainous laugh, but in fact it was arather charming
melodious sound. 1 don't think that will work. Better that you come with me.”

“Oh, no,” | sad, trying for tough. I moved closer to the blue guy. “I didn’t do dl thiswork for nothing.
The price on hishead ishuge, and I’m going to deliver him.”

Vlad ssid, “But, but | trusted you.”

The blue guy laughed again. Thislaugh was alittle closer to what | expected to hear, though it till had a
pleasant ring toit. “ That' sagood scam: getting them to trust you and then sdlling them out.”

| smiled. “It can belucrative. Y ou get paid twice that way. But | can't runiit dl thetime, or no one would
ever hiremeto smugglethem out.” | took another step in hisdirection.

“Even abit of srategy. | likeyou, Pogo. | tell you what. I’ll give you acut of the reward.”
“Uh, uh. | want dl of it. I'm the onewho’sgot him, after al.”

“But I'm going to take him now. And you don't want to try to stop me.” His handswere moving. | knew
hewas armed, but | couldn’t distinguish weapon from him.

Hewasright that | didn’t want to try to stop him. | moved just alittle closer, tried to act tougher than |
felt, and then gave a sheepish shrug. “ Okay, you win. How much of acut?” My hand closed on the knife
| keep at thigh level.

He laughed again, and his hands moved back. | had to hope he was taking them off his weapons. | had
to hope he registered blue because he was some kind of cold-blooded humanoid, and not an android or
ahuman wearing armor.

| stabbed right where his heart ought to be, if he had one. His hands had started moving as| raised the



knife; he probably couldn’t distinguish the blade from my hand—I had it specidly designed to radiate
body heat—but he recognized the movement.

| screamed at Vlad to run before blue guy got ashot off. Something burned my left arm. The blue man
was crumpling over. Praise be. He did have aheart and | had nailed it.

But he pulled me down with him ashefell, and | felt the cold plastic of agun against my body. “Good
job,” he said, choking on blood. “But you have to get too close with aknife.”

| hadn’t planned to die like this, but nobody livesforever. At least my killer wouldn't get away withiit.

And then something hit him hard on top of the head, and he let go both of me and the weapon without
firing.

Vlad stood there with arock in his hand. Give the man credit; hedidn’t lack for guts.

“I thought | told you to run,” | said.

“I figured you might need some help.” He grinned. Second timel’d seenit. “Besides, | don’'t havea
chancein hell of getting off this planet without your help.”

“Y ou sureyou can trust me?’
“If I can't, why'd you tell meto run?’

So | took him hometo Mom. She saw Vlad' s goggles, and immediately reset the house for visble light.
Hetook them off with asigh of rdlief.

Then she saw my arm. “What kind of trouble have you been getting yoursdlf into while I’ ve been gone?’
She went to grab first aid supplies, and when she came back it registered on methat her hair was hafway
down her back, twisted into amass of tiny braids.

“Mom, wasn't your hair short last week?’
“I'letit grow out on the cruise.”
“I thought it didn’t leave until tomorrow.”

“Oh, it doesn't. The captain made a dight misca culation, and we got back aday early. Y ou can't dways
caculate the wormholes exactly, as1’m sure you know.”

“Soyou're...
“In two places a once. But only until tomorrow. Then we'll get it sorted.”

| tried not to think about it too hard. Dedling with time dways makes me dizzy. “ Then you probably
know what I’'m going to ask and even if it worked.”

She grinned. “ Y es, but you' d best ask the other me. She' Il be home soon. It doesn’t do to tell you too
much.” She scribbled herself anote, and |eft us there.

Vlad sad, “You surelook alot like your mother.”
“Shelooks more eegant. | like the glittery stuff she had implanted around her eyes.”

“All three of them. | haven’t seen many three-eyed people.”



“Gene tweaks. Some generations back.”
He nodded, and stared at me some more. “Y ou're her clone, aren’t you?’
| shrugged. “ Easiest way to keep those gene tweaks reproducing through the generations.”

“I guessit would be. And they’re valuable in your line of work.” He sighed. “I’ m sorry to have caused
you so much trouble. | don’'t seem to be very good at running away from trouble.”

Well, hewasn't, but that was no reason to rub it in. “Hey, | probably couldn’t write amoving speech or
rally people againg the Y acare government. Folks have different talents.”

“Maybe | should have just stayed on Y acare and let them kill me.”

| snorted. “People need leaders, not martyrs. Maybe you should go to Chamaleo and lead all those exiles
back home.”

He smiled, then. “After all you' ve donefor me, theleast | candoisgiveit atry.”

Half an hour later Mom’ s earlier self came home, and was surprised to find us there until she saw the
note. “Hmm. Guess the captain miscalculated. So you need meto find aplace on the cruisefor this
gentleman. Have you given some thought to how?”

“| figured maybe he could start out as a stowaway. Too many people looking for him for it to be agood
ideafor him to go through customs.”

“It'll cost to get him onboard,” she said.

| shrugged, but Vlad cleared histhroat. “ A job would be better. | .. . I'm just about out of money. |
can't even pay you for al the help you' ve been today.”

Somehow, | wasn't surprised.

Mom shook her head. “1 think they’ ve got the staff pretty well filled out. Except . . .” Shegavehima
hard look. *Y ou are apretty man, and that’ safact. There' s dways aneed for"—she coughed—"uh,
companions.”

“Companions?’ Vlad said.
“Whores,” | explained. I’'m not as mannerly as my mother.

| expected acry of outrage. | expected him to say he' d rather die. | expected the kind of pompous
response I’ d seen every step of the way.

What | got was alaugh. An outright belly laugh. He laughed so hard he amost couldn’t stop. When he
findly did quit, he wiped tearsfrom hiseyes. “ That ought to be ahell of ahiding place,” hesaid. And then
he started laughing again. When hefinadly stopped for breath, he said, “ She' s built like you, right? Not
just female, | mean.”

| nodded.
He gave Mom aflirtatious smile.

Wédll, hedid like sex. So maybe it was agood plan at that.



| left him in Mom’ s cgpable hands. | was pretty sure it must have worked out, given the way Mom’slater
sdf had acted. And it occurred to methat | should get off-planet mysdlf, what with the dead spy I’ d left
lying in the street and the fact that the bounty hunters were still staking out my place.

| got Gordo to distract the people staking out the Rockety Coon Child. Thankfully, they weren't cops, so
for aprice hedidn’'t mind. He s getting close to retirement, and isalot more careful these days.

| went for the nearest hole, and jumped over to Didel phia. Eventually | made my way back to the
Testudines, and that’ swhen | heard that VIad was prime minister on Y acare. | looked up the recent
history: He' d rallied the refugees on Chamaleo. They managed to infiltrate the Y acare Army. The
revolutionaries stormed the capita, and the generalslooked the other way. | wondered if Mom had
helped him ot.

Thereportsdl say Yacareisanew place. The old leader and his cronies are dead or locked up. The
economy isup, and arts and education are flourishing. Sounds like a decent placeto live.

There don’'t seem to be any warrants out for me on Procyon, but | think I'll head for Y acare next. |
ought to think about having akid mysdf, before | get too much older, and Y acare wouldn’t be abad
placeto live while she' syoung.

And | ought to be able to make aliving there. Vlad still owes me some money, or at least acushy job
with his government. It cost me alot to get him off-planet, including some missed job opportunities. |
don’'t smuggle people for thefun of it.

Who am | kidding? Of course | do it for the fun of it. Or, as one of the great philosophers of Old Earth
oncesaid: “Don't take lifetoo serious. It ain’t nohow permanent.”

By Any Other Name

Seve Beai

Peery didn’t want to die, and the fact that his death wasimminent and likely to be quick, did not make
him fed any better.

He had been agreasejockey, an oiler at Flatnose Jack’ s Full Service Station, one of adozen floating

mai ntenance ports off the shoulder of Orion. Even though this particular job had no casualty rate to speak
of, therewas awar on, so thingswere different. Every thing, in fact. Rates of exchange, civilian traffic,
number of first-time home buyers, the price of bread. Even the wesather seemed different somehow, if
being surrounded by blackness and stars and the eterna sub-freezing vacuum of infinity could be caled
weather. The war had changed that, too, in some not-quite-perceptible way. Peery was sure of it.

Flatnose Jack referred to the war mantra-style asDamn War Good For Business , complete with
hand-wringing and glazed eyes as he stared out from his tower office, watching the ships dow to astop
and hover in front of the station at both the upper and lower service bays, first one ship, then another,
and more until the line stretched as far as he could see and then farther ill. Their ships, of course, military
and civilian dike, but onlytheir ships. Flatnose Jack may have been alot of things, but he was no
goddamn mercenary. Their shipsonly. Even at that, the damn war was good for business. And business
wasvery good, even when the war got alittle too close. The station’ s emergency siren would blow, and
everyone from the mechanicsto the boys holding a glowstick in each hand to wave the shipsinto dock—
guide dogs, they were called—held their breath at the sound, waiting for aflaming Steelhead to appear
out of the blackness, heading for them like aderanged missile. About every second day you could count
on at least one of the great military shipsto comein trailing dry fire. A Troop Pod would drop from a



hatch undernesth the Steelhead and plummet to the station like a giant marble and bounce acrossthe
platform, smashing one of the guide dogs to bone splinters and body juice before coming to aralling

stop. The now-unmanned Steelhead would go belly-up like atermind fish, blotting out the starsfor one
nerve-wracking moment before the ship’ s Avoidance Fallsafe either launched the Steelhead straight up or
sraight down a safe distance away from the station before Retirement Mode engaged, turning the ship to
sparks and microbes of dust. Thislight show lasted, at mogt, fifteen seconds. For those fifteen seconds,
every man on the station braced to meet his own persona and violent death. Not often, but often enough,
two flaming Steeheads arrived smultaneoudy. Whenever that happened, an employee or two would
panic and shift their belay winch straight into high gear, forgetting to stop in each of the lower gears,
which everyone knew you werenever supposed to do. The belay winch would go from standby to full
bore ingtantaneoudy, causing adingshot effect and giving the winch’ swearer about three seconds to mull
over his mistake before being cannon-balled into space, G-forces turning flesh to flak. Lucky for Flatnose
Jack, two Flamers coming in at the same time was arare event. Out here good staff—anystaff for that
matter—were hard to find.

Fatnose Jack figured Peery would be the next to dingshot himself to oblivion. He even had a standing

bet with two of the mechanics, Lackland and Pirtle, that, sooner or later, Peery was gonnado an
unplanned space walk during one of the timesthe uglier aspects of war came to the station. Lackland and
Pirtle were the kind of guyswho referred to women ashitches and were given over to frequent displays
ofmachismo such as drinking heavily and then seeing who could hold aflameto the pam of their hand
the longest. Pirtle had been married and divorced severa times. Lackland had never been married, but he
was father to five or six children he' d never seen. Flatnose Jack loved the two of them like they were his
own sons, chips off the old block. They didn’t care much for Peery; in fact, they outright hated him.

Peery read books and talked about homelike alogt little girl. And when he wasn't doing that, he
watched news of the war with tight-lipped concentration. During downtime, when the rest of them were
getting drunk, or playing cards, or deeping, Peery would stop whatever he was doing when areport
came over the uplink broadcasts, his eyestoo close to the screen and hisbody frozen in arictustrance as
he watched and listened. Funny thing was, Peery never seemed to understand any of it, not asingle damn
thing. As each broadcast ended, he would ask anyone unfortunate enough to be passing by—usudly
Lackland or Pirtle—what they thought this action meant or what that conflict was al about or why was
our President doing such-and-such andtheir Admira responding thisway or that and on and on and on.

“The Fifth Senate met with the President and refused Admira Chaykin’ s offer to negotiate new
boundaries,” Peery said without taking his eyes from the broadcast. “| wonder why we didn’t want to at
least talk to him?’

Pirtle iffened, curaing slently that he hadn’t seen Peery in timeto quicken his pace through the
Commons, even though no one esewasin the room. He came up behind Peery and leaned over his
shoulder.

“Because Chaykin doesn't want to negotiate,dummy . He wantsto take over everything, you know?
Our whole damn country. We need to take Chaykin out. No talk. The President knowsthat.” Pirtle
flat-handed the back of Peery’ s head as he walked away. “1t'sawar,dummy . They’retheenemy .”
Stupid kid. It was all so clear.Wasn't it?

Peery was till rubbing his head when Lackland entered the Commons. Without aword, the mechanic
threw a side punch into Peery’ s exposed armpit, never breaking stride as he went by. Before Peery
could recover, the broadcast had ended.

Always the next one, he thought, making the best of missing the broadcast’ swrap-up.It never ends .
Not even when histour at the station was finished, he knew. There would be no end to thiswar even



then. One more month of double-shift, seven-day work weeks and he would go home, be shuttled back
to Earth after an absence of two years, avirtud stranger to hiswaiting family. He could have stayed a
civilian ailer, could have stlayed home and had none of this. But money wastight on the civilian front and
money was something they had desperately needed. From the very first day of the war, the military wage
had skyrocketed tenfold beyond what he was making as a civilian, so off he went and here he
was—because thewar not only paid, it paidbetter , because it was war, you see. Because any war at all
paid better than none. Because they needed the money, there was athird child he had yet to see—on the
way when he shipped off—close to two years old now. And histwin girls, Lucy and Laurie, and Donna,
hiswife. He didn't need to wait another month, didn’t need to experience what would certainly be an
awkward homecoming to figure out this hadnot been worth doing forany amount of money. He' d
redlized that twenty-four hours after Earth and home and family had become amemory, recognizing the
greed for what it was after it was too late. He supposed war did that, maybe to everyone, allowing a
person’ s greed to gorge with abandon, ultimately consuming its host and of benefit only to the war itsdlf.

Peery reached into his shirt pocket, the one underneath awhite patch that read PEERY , hisfingers
closing with the softest pressure around one edge of the picture as he brought it from the pocket and
cradleditin hispam.

They stood in front of atdl fountain, Donnaflanked by their two daughters, smilesfrozen intime. Peery
had taken the picture on the square in Capitol City, afew blocks from where they lived. He remembered
the moment, hiswife and daughtersforcing smilesto cover the fear they dl fet that sunny morning before
Peery shipped out. He stared at the pi cture—intoit—l ooking beyond hisfamily and the fountain, down
the Capitol City direetsto the neighborhood where their little house sat, until Flatnose Jack’ s mantra
intruded and Peery blinked himsdf back to redity—

—damn war good for busness—

—and hearing it a second time, then athird, before knowing the way one knowsan alam clock ina
dream is both part of the dream and part of the redlity that Jack’ s mantrawasin his thoughts because
Jack himself was screaming it as he came down the steps from the tower office—

“Damn War Good For Business!” Hisfeet were suspended in mid-air out in front of him as he gripped
the bannister on ether sde, diding down with his hands. In classc cartoon-style, hisfeet began paddling
in space before they touched down and propelled him forward, head bobbling on athick cushion of neck
flab. He glanced at Peery, waving his arms and running his words together as he fired them, machine-gun
syle, at the dumbfounded oiler.

“Wassa—? Get movin'—Peery! Getcher assmovin', youturd! Wassa—GO! One comin’ in! One
comin’ in! Lessgo! GO! GO! PEERY, YOU TURD! ONE COMIN’ IN! BIG ONE, BIG ONE
COMIN’ IN!”

Peery waited until Jack was through the doorway and gone before he returned the picture to his pocket
and got up. With alast glance, he turned the broadcast screen off and followed at abrisk trot, saying
with more than allittle sarcasm under his bregth, “ Just one?’

Thebig one was awhite Steelhead with asingle red stripe down the top fin and yellow eagles on the
wings and fusdage, markings of an Executive Trangport. It was coming in fast and firing at two smaller
shipsonitsflanks. Stingers. Enemy ships. The drab green single-pilot fighters were throwing everything
they had at the larger ship, their ports blazing in a continuous stream of fire asthe Stingers outmaneuvered
the clumsier guns of the Stee head.

Hatnose Jack’ s station gunners were already in position and firing from the forward gun ports as Peery



entered his bay and strapped on the belay winch. He shifted . . .dowly ... out into the larger area of the
service docks where the station opened up in a panoramic view of blackness and stars. At this position,
the only solid areavisble was a square foot of platform undernesth your feet. If you alowed yourself
much time to ook around, it was easy to be overcome by a sensation of floating which quickly turned
disorienting to adangerous degree.

The belly of the Steelhead was so close, Peery could see the bolts and hatches and the tell-tal e port of
the Troop Pod, still sealed. The ship was coming in too steep to make dock, heading belly-up for the
gation asit tried to evade the Stingers. A moment before wild collison was inevitable, the nose of the
Steelhead took a sharp drop, leveling the ship with the bay and alowing Peery to see one of the Stingers
get tagged by a shot from the station. The Stinger vaporized off to the left, close enough for Peery to fed
arush of heat asit came and went. The second Stinger shot forward, running wide-open behind the
Stedlhead in an attempt to follow it straight into the bay on a Kamikaze run but it camein too high, giving
the Steelhead’ s rear gunner a clear shot to dispatch the ship well away from the station.

There was an explosion of activity in the bay as the Steelhead eased in and set down with athump and a
chorus of hissng exhaugt asthe station’s crew converged on the ship like swarming insects. The whine of
belay winches mingled with shouts and curses as each man began hisjob on the newest customer.

Peery inched out to the underside of the Steelhead’ s nose and locked the belay winch in place before
sngpping a pneumatic wrench from his chest harness, pulling absently to extend the coiled hose from the
canvas bag on his back. Disengaging the forward oil port, he stepped back to avoid theinitial burst of hot
black spray, but the plug came away dry asdust. That wasn't right. A hedlthy oil port decamped excess
oil each time it was checked, no matter if the ship was sitting cold or had come in red-hot seconds
before, asthis one had. He looked left and right to see if the others were discovering more trouble. Only
Lackland returned his gaze, an unlit cigarette dangling from hislips. He smiled and gave Peery the finger
before looking away.

The Steelhead pilot had disembarked and was talking to Flatnose Jack on the staging platform at the rear
of the dock. Peery examined the opened ail port once more to confirm his diagnosis and then shifted the
winch into reverse until he was close enough to get their attention. Both men stopped in mid-conversation
as Peery came within earshot. Flatnose Jack gave him alook that saidIt better be MORE than good .

Peery excused himsalf with aquick nod. “ The forward oil port has some heavy damage, | checked
the—"

Fatnose Jack cut him off with araised hand. “ Howheavy?’
“Totd falure, gr.”

The pilot tensed, mouthing the wordsonofabitch . He accented the last syllable with adownward snap of
his heed.

“Thisship hasto go in twenty minutes.” Flatnose Jack pointed at the Steelhead, then tapped his
wristwatch with the same finger. “ Twenty minutes, Peery, do you understand? Get busy on those

repars.”

“It'snot aquestion of repairs, Sir,” Peery said, keeping one eye on the pilot. “ The unit is dead. Short of
manual operation in-flight, we' re talking fifteen or twenty hoursto replace the sysem.”

“I don’'t have the extra personnel onboard to do that,” the pilot said, directing his responseto Peery’s
comment a Flatnose Jack.



“Todowhat 7’ Peery asked.
“It'sether that or tell ’em to get comfortable here for the next day,” Flatnose Jack said to the pilot.
“Eitherwhat 7’ Peery asked.

A look of panic came over the pilot’ sface. “Hey, man, you run this station,you go do it. There sno
fucking way I’'m walking back into that ship and telling those guysthat.”

“Tellingwhowhat 7" Peery asked.

Flatnose Jack reached out and grabbed Peery’ s harness, pulling him close. “How many people are we
talking about for that,huh , Peery? How many people to make that happen and get this ship onitsway in
twenty minutes?’

“Tenminutes now,” the pilot said.

“How many people. . . 7" Peery blinked at asudden light only he could see. “ You mean for a manual
operation?’

“That'swhat | mean.”

Everything wasin dow maotion now:

The pilot turning to Peery with strobe-like precision.

Flatnose Jack gticking out his chin and leaning closer to wait for an answer.

Mechanics passing by in reverse asthe belay winches redled them away from the ship, one &fter the
other, their tasks complete.

The movement of hisown lipsforming to release the response.

A response Peery did not want to give, but heard his voice ddiver even before it came bailing from his
mouth. A sngle-word s&lf-indictment and the world resumed norma speed.

“How many?” Flatnose Jack repeated.
113 One.”

“Solong, Peery.”

“Now wait asecond,” the pilot said, “you know what I’ m dedling with here, the kind of security—" he
shot Peery aglance and motioned for Flatnose Jack to follow him to aspot where they continued in
private for another full minute. Peery watched them shake hands at last. Asthe pilot turned to come
back, Flatnose Jack waved at Peery, adark grin on hisface.

Someone pulled his harness from behind, letting it snap back hard on his shoulder blades.
“Don’'t beadtranger,dummy ,” Firtle said.
Lackland stood next to him, the same unlit cigarette hanging from his mouth.

“Lemme giveyou ahand gettin’ outtathis,” wasal he said before releasing Peery from the harness. In no
time, Peery wastrailing behind the pilot asthey entered the Steelhead.



“Y ou probably get alot of war reports on the ship, I'll bet,” Peery said as cheerfully ashe could. “I
watch alot of—"

“Anything you need, any tools or anything?’ the pilot asked without looking at him.
Peery shook his head. “No, no, | have every—"

The pilot cut in front of him and stopped abruptly, kneeling down and pulling open a hatch on the floor.
“Down you go, then.”

A sted door afew feet in front of them caught Peery’ s attention. Additional security had been added to
the door, an entire line of eectronic combination boxes running from top to bottom.

The pilot noticed him staring and gave him alight punchintheleg. “Hey,” he said with afrown. “Let’s
go.”

Peery gpologized and climbed into the mechanical tunndl, looking up when he reached bottom to let the
pilot know hewasdl clear. Before he could say anything, the pilot closed the hatch.

Peery inched hisway down the tube, crawling on his belly until he reached the sending unit. Seconds after
transmitting his position over theintercom, he felt the Stedlhead |aunch from the station. He put one hand
ingtinctively over the pocket holding the picture, but tried not to think too hard about home ashe
operated the sending unit—area yawn-fest of ajolb—ypunch button, rel ease button, punch button,
release button, punch and release, punch and release, punch and release, punch and—

—citizens and soldiers alike to spare—

— release. He hoped the trip wouldn't be long; otherwise he could easily fal adegp down in this stedl
cocoon. Shifting on hisside, he raised up to reposition hislegs and asound made him freeze.

—substantial returns for both sides—
Voices, then laughter, coming from avent above hishead. A conversation.
“Sded Yes, of course. . . thegood guysand thebad guys. . .”

Peery knew that voice, had heard it athousand times or more on as many broadcasts. It wasthe
President. Their President, right here on this ship! He pressed his ear againgt the vent and held his breath.

“. .. modly civilian, but Capitol City istill important, media-wise—and absol utely expendable given the
projected results.” A pause, then more laughter. “Hell, I’ ve only been there twice and hated it both
times”

“It would seem a perfectly unprovoked attack . . .” came adifferent voice, asfamiliar asthe voice of the
President, “. . . and we' re ill in agreement on the optimum time of 222 p.m. .. ."

The voice of the enemy. Admiral Chaykin.

His head reeled as he listened to them speak, leaders of separate regimes who were supposed to be
mortal enemies, who told their citizenstruths they expected those citizensto believe and follow to the
|etter, truths they were called upon to fight and kill and die for if necessary. Self-evident truths, they were
told.

They were planning an attack on Capitol City. Planning to destroy it all—the buildings, the fountains. . .
and the people, three of whom waited in alittle house on a quiet street for Peery to return.



Ashelay therelistening, Peery fdt hisinsdes grow cold with the redlization that it was dl lies. Thewar
reports, the battles and Strategies, every bit of it lies. The war itself nothing but afinancia project, an
investment risk with aprojected return. It stood to reason that the investors would do anything in their
power to generate the largest profit. There was no war. There were only the two investors above him,
gtting in a secured room and planning their next move for the highest possible return, their only cost being
human currency, enough to keep their investment going until the end of timeif they chose.

One month left. One month and then Peery could go back home. To a place that would be little more
than agraveyard in afew short hours.

What to do? He would die, of course, either on this ship or from a broken heart upon returning hometo
find al that he loved dead because he hadn’t saved them when he had the chance, when the solution had
been handed right to him, when he hadknown . . . and done nothing.

What to do?

Thefirgt thing Peery did was depress the button on the sending unit and lock it in place. The constant
flow of oil would run the mixture alittle rich, maybe cause adight change in the ship’ s performance, but
otherwise would go unnoticed. For alittle while, anyway.

The next thing he did was find the transmission lines.

The pilot spun hischair at the sound of the opening hatch to see Peery emerge. The oiler brushed himself
off and said with awan smile, “All done”

“What do you mean, * all done’?” With a nervous glance toward the closed steel door, the pilot stood
up. “1 thought—"

“I thought alot, mysdlf,” Peery interrupted, continuing to move forward as he talked. “Thought | wasa
decent person, thought | ways did what was best for my family, thought | knew what was best.” He
stopped short in front of the console. “ Thought | knew at least afew things. Turnsout | didn’t know

anything.”

Peery reached behind the pilot and pulled the Avoidance Failsafe module from its socket on the console.
Hetook a step back, dropped the module to the floor in front of him and scomped down hard asingle
time, smashing it to pieces.

“Until just now.”

“What the hell are you doing?’ The pilot didn’'t wait for Peery’ sanswer. He turned to the console,
reaching to key the tranamitter.

“Doesn’'t work anymore,” Peery said.
“Ligten, yousonofabitch —”
The Steelhead lurched to one Sde, arcing into a steep turn.

“I’ve changed the course of the ship from below.” He looked down &t the shattered Avoidance Failsafe
module. “Had to come up herefor that, though,” he added quietly.

From behind him, the steel door opened. Peery turned to see the President and Admira Chaykin. It
could have been the light, or maybe the same confused expression on both their faces, but standing there
next to each other, it was hard to tell them gpart.



“Changeit back,” the pilot said, thefear in hisvoice replaced with anger. Hewas holding apistol at
arm'’slength, trained on Peery.

There was an expulson of air from outside the ship, causing everyone but Peery to look out from the
console port. An empty Troop Pod floated by the glass.

“Y ou guys should probably sit down now,” Peery said.
The Steelhead completed the turn and shot forward with sudden speed.

Lackland and Pirtle were thefirst to go and the only men who suddenly forgot the proper way to shift
gears on abelay winch. Even though Firtle shifted faster and shot from the station quicker, Lackland
shaded him by agood hundred yards. Pirtle gave up astarburst finde of tiny red polka dotsright after
clearing the end of the dock, while most of Lackland whizzed by, making it al the way to the Steelhead
where an impressive chunk of him hit the nose of the ship like abug.

Standing frozen in front of the window of histower office, Flatnose Jack watched it come. His mouth
dropped open asthe Steelhead covered the glass until there was no glass, just more ship. The other
gationswill have extra customers now, Hatnose Jack redlized. Hisfinal thought filled him with
satisfaction, but it came and went so fadt, there was no time to smile.

This damn war . Damn war wasstill good for business.

Just not hisanymore.

Theinsde of the ship wasfilled with clouds only Peery could see. The others were too busy scrambling
back and forth asthey tried every switch, button, and lever they could find. They weren’t lying on the
floor with abullet in them, quietly bleeding to death as they watched the gathering clouds. Only Peery
was doing that. He thought about the reports and wondered what they would make of thislatest news
from thefront.

A defest or avictory.
The act of ahero or traitor.

Peery closed his eyes and thought about the picture of hisfamily, too weak to take it from his pocket for
afind look into the eyes of Donnaand the kids. Maybe what he was doing would save them, maybe it
would only postpone the inevitable, or cause untold trouble for hisfamily once the investigations had been
conducted and the reportsissued. But it didn’'t matter to him what the reports would say now, anyway.
He knew the truth because he had been apart of it and had done his best to keep that truth aive. Truth,
he knew, that would never be reported, that no one else would ever understand because of asingle,
enduring fact.

Likeadll the othersbeforeit, thiswasawar.



Stately’s Pleasure Dome

Syne Mitchell

George Stately’ s Pleasure Dome was the finest bordello this side of the Horsehead Nebula. And that's
not just my opinion, it'saproven fact.

Agteroid 8753M-ZX 2 had been a source of commercia-grade fluorite once upon atime, before the
mechanica borers hollowed it out and |eft the structure too unstable to continue mining. The orbiting
smdterswould have to look e sewherefor flux material. Pretty though, the unclaimed fluorite hung in pink
and green crygtals from the ceiling and streaked the walls with color. When the company moved out,
Statdly bought it for a song.

He converted one of the old watchtowersinto a paace. Standing like a bulb-headed chrome sentind, it
dominated the mining cavern. Stately ripped out the polypropylene carpeting and pressed-plastic furniture
and imported the finest reclaimed-rayon velvets and antique wood. He replaced the harsh hdide lighting
with bioluminescent globes. Their dow pulsing made the velvet-draped walls writhe with shadows.

But the miners and shippers from ten parsecs around didn’t come for the décor, if you get my meaning.
Stately recruited money-minded beauties from the failed colony near Rigd, his“sharecroppers’ hecaled
them. He rented the women rooms in the pal ace and took a percentage of their take.

What ese could apoor man do? Stately hadn't their physicdl giftsto trade on, most of the clientele being
of the Tab A looking for Sot B variety. Of the few women who endangered their fertility to work in the
high-radiation of space, fifty percent of those were also looking for Slot B bed companions, and of the
rest, they headed towards sweet young things fresh out of the space academy, and not grizzled old
ex-minerslike George Stately. No, he had only his business sense and hisflair for decoration to support
him through hisold age.

Lucky for the young beauities, science till can't create a sexbot that’ s indistinguishable from ahuman
during the carnd act. Turing’ stest taken to its extreme, there' s afa se texture to synthaflesh, awrong
note in programmed writhing and moans.

Maybe sex works on a dimension science hasn't mapped yet, perhaps more is exchanged than friction
and fluid. All I know isthat Stately’ s kept the sweet young ex-colonistsin food and housing, and that was
awonderful thing.

But there was one sharecropper who had ideas above her station. Angel-lips shewas called. Onelook at
her angular face with its pars monious mouth was enough to make you think the name anirony. But she
could do things with her nether regions that gave truth enough to her sobriquet. She was aworld-class
athletein the Kegel region, make no mistake. But the accolades of her customers weren't enough for her.
She had it in her head to start up her own house of pleasure on anearby rock and cut into Stately’s
business.

Whether Stately lived in ignorance, or knew about her plans and politely ignored them, no one knew. But
Angel-lips was a serpent in paradise, whispering to the women to rise up and rebel.

She approached afew of the men, like me, but | think she had the other male sharecroppersfigured as
playing on Stately’ steam. Why she considered me, I’ ll never know. Must be my winning ways. Or
perhaps she wanted me for her pet once shewasalady of leisure. I’ ve taents of my own that make me a



favorite with the ladieswho appreciated a Tab A, and afew of the men aswell.

Wesarved dl typesa Stady’s: dl genders, al races—hominid and nonhominid dike. Y ou never knew
what would come through the door after the wormhole was created. Thank engineering for the persona
force fields that kept us safe. Nanometersthick, they covered the entire body and protected against
infection or disease. The latest ones alow a one-way fluid exchange enabling users to take advantage of
natura lubrication; al the pleasure of riding without a saddle, without any of the risks.

But in any case, the night I'm talking about, a strange man dithered in. His source of locomotion wasnine
tentaclesin atrilobate pattern that whipped back and forth like rattlers on methamphetamine. On top was
apseudo-hominid structure. | say pseudo, because you never can tell with new races; something that
lookslike ahuman head and face isjust aslikely to be akidney, or anew hairdo. Giving the structure the
benefit of the doubt, he had enormous gray eyes set in an ova egg of ahead. A gash only dightly lessfull
than Angel-lips' own mouth broke the smooth monotony from eyesto chin. If he had anose, it was
elsawhere,

Stately crossed the room to welcome the newcomer. The trandator blurbled and whooped when the
sranger waved his hands. Stately told me later that the computer had engaged in alinguistics exchange
with the newcomer’ s spaceship for over eighteen hours before hisarriva, but our languages must not
have much in common, because the most our machine could make from his flapping hands was something
about “stimulating” and “ancestors.” The fingers of those hands, | might add, were eighteen each in
number and boned like the tentacles that propelled historso, that isto say they writhed like snakesin
intricate three-dimensiond petterns.

Stately assured the man (1 should note here that any sentient being is assumed to be male—by
convention—until they demondrate their right to be consdered life-givers) that the facilities of his
pleasure dome would be more than adequate to stimulate him and his ancestors both. Then Stately
crooked afinger at Angel-lipsto approach. Whether he picked her out of deference to her expertise and
tenure in the pleasure craft, or it was a punishment, Stately never said. | say a punishment not because of
the man’ s unique physiognomy—for we ve seen far more unusud forms at Stately’ s—but because
Statdy had afirg-time free policy and knew Angd-lips would resent any assgnment that did not add to
her war chest.

Satdy’ sfirg-time-free policy applied only to thefirg individua of agiven dien raceto vist the pleasure
dome, aconcession to theinconvenience that arose from his sharecroppers having to puzzle out the
pleasure centers of anew aien form.

Angd-lipsrolled her eyes and clicked on her forcefidd. It gave her body aneon-fuchsiagleam that
highlighted the generous curves nature had given to compensate for amerely average face. Shetook the
aien by amany-tentacled hand and led him to her suite in the top of the pleasure dome.

It was only minutes before she buzzed down to the bar for backup. It seems our new manwasaTab A,
Tab B, Sot C, D, E, and F kind of fellow. With the preponderance of female equipment, perhaps we
should call him awoman, but the orifices might have just been for show. Perhaps he was smply too
polite to object to what some of us ended up doing to hisear. | never have worked up the nerve to ask.

Anyway, it wasjust Six of Stately’ sfinest sharecroppers and the newcomer in higher naked glory. His
skin below the waist was the color of eggplant, shading to pearly white where it reached his upper torso.
The tentacles were soft and senditive to touch, retracting into themselves like an anemone s at any
unexpected or too-vigorous caress.

Stately himsdf came to watch the research that was underway, but hisrole was more of a conductor than



an actud player.

The stranger kept burbling on about stimulation and ancestors, and | hoped he wasn't expecting any sort
of reproduction. Force fields asde, human-alien reproduction isn’t possible outside of alaboratory.

Me and the other croppers werein position and doing the early stages of our thing when Stately blanked
the floor. The upper room of the domeisthe exhibition hal, and the Persan mosaic that coversthe floor
isahologrammatic projection. When Stately turned it off, the polycarbonate floor went clear. Combined
with the curving mirror above, it gave dl the revelersin the bar below aview to remember.

| wastoo busy with an athletic move to protest and the dlien was smilarly distracted times six.

“Ancestors. Ancestors,” the man chanted, and for al | knew that was alien for “Y eah Daddy, giveit to
me harder.” In any event hisfingers danced around his hands like agitated medusae and the trandator
chirped and whined and burbled in an increasing tempo with fewer and fewer intelligible words.

The quickening spurred me and the othersto greater efforts. | aready knew | was going to be sore the
next day, but it wasasmall priceto pay to be apart of history. “How’ sthisfor afirst-contact scenario?’
| shouted at the memory of my wasted education. My academy training was in xenoanthropology. Funny
the turnstheriver of life takes, sometimesit hops the banks entirely and floods off in awhole new
direction.

The six of uswriggled and thrust around the hub of the new man. My back was arced near to breaking
point when | felt the earth move. Clichés aside, the tower shook and shimmied asthe walls of the fluorite
mineflexed. For awild moment it felt asif | wasfucking the asteroid to desth, feding its orgasmic quiver
al around us, the impending moment that would crush usdl in one white wave of pleasure.

But then sex stridesinto the part of our brainswherelogic dare not tread. Cognition flared back to lifein
my mind with the second rumble. | exchanged aworried glance with Angel-lips across the stranger’s
blue-black bottom. But by now he was starting to tremble and jerk, so whatever was happening was
aready too late. Both our faces firmed with resolve. Better to go out with professionalism than to botch
the last trick we would ever do.

The man' stentacles thrashed and flailed, striking like cat-0' -nine tails across my chest. | was closeto the
find moment and the pain was|ost in acrescendo of pleasure. Lights danced behind hishuge eyesin
what looked like an exotherma reaction. My mind—what was | €ft in thet last instant—was apulsing rush
of prima endocrine responses.

A flash, and then searing heat spread out from my groin. | was thrown away from the man along with the
other sharecroppers. | thudded against the wall of the dome and did down to the clear floor.

Dazed and haf-concussed, | held up my hand to block the light emanating from our visitor. Each of his
tentacles erupted in pink and green, spewing light. Crystals grew in the spaces between my fingers.

“Out-out-out,” someone shouted. Hands reached under my armpits and dragged me across the floor. |
looked up and saw Angd-lips, her face uncharacteristically etched with concern. Her cheek was covered
with tiny glittering shards.

“What' sgoing on?’ Looking back, | saw the man gpparently explode in an eruption of molten fluorite.
My worriesfor his health were allayed when the trand ator broke into aclear trandation: “Yes! Yed
Yed”

After Stately’ s assurances that the floor of the upper suite was rated for temperatures up to 2200



degrees Fahrenheit, and thusin no danger of melting through, we al went down to have adrink, apply ice
to our groina regions, and watch the show. The man’ s ecstasy |ooked like a cross between fireworks
and alavalamp. After more than fifteen minutes, half the crowd was concerned for the dien's
health—not wanting any of the political troublesthat could ariseif he snuffed it at Stately’ s. The other half
wasjedous.

Nearly an hour later, the dien, his nether half having paed to a sheepish pink color, dithered out of
Angd-lips quarters. The entire room, save for a central chamber and a path that had been hacked out to
the door, wasfilled with glittering fluorite.

Stately wore alook of astonishment, as he confirmed the analysis with a mass spectrometer he kept in
the basement. He kept muttering: “Impaossible, by dl the biochemigtry | know, thisisimpossible”

| looked up at the cavern celling that rose five hundred meters above us. This mine had once been filled
solid with the semi-precious stone. “ Ancestors’ “stimulated” indeed.

Angd-lipstapped her teeth with afingernall. “Doesn't it say in the rentd agreement that al possessions
left behind in asharecropper’ sroom become their personal property?”’

| looked in a what must have been nearly two tons of gem-grade fluorite and said, “What if he wantsto
takeit with him?’

Sherolled her eyes a me and began making menta calculations. Six months later, she had aplace of her
own, farther out ontherim. A classy place, I ve visted it afew times. Good pay and benefits, but call me
sentimental; | decided to accept Stately’ s counteroffer of alarger suite and abigger percentage.

Stately took Angel-lips defection with savoir-faire. With his usud inventiveness, heinvited the dien back
for an annual encore, on the house. He sold tickets and made it the best-attended event in this quadrant
of the belt.

For it ever wasthat the sex industry pioneered profiteering. Wasn't it the porn industry that drove many
of theindustrid revolutions of the twentieth, twenty-first, and twenty-second centuries? Roboticswasin
itsinfancy, skeletons of steel and gears before Louis Sheppard began the arms race to build a better
"bot.

Asfor the place, yeah, | dill cdl it Stately’s. It' snot my name, but like | said, I'm asentimenta guy.
When he sold it to me, | opened up sharecropping to the other races. We even have one of the
stranger’ s cousins on staff for curiogity seekers. He may resurrect the fluorite-mining trade
single-handed—or whatever he cdls his appendages.

So come on down to Stately’ s Pleasure Dome. Y ou never know what you'll find, but we guarantee
there salittle something for everyone.

Between the Lines

Arinn Dembo

Eventudly, after many months of work, the investigators from Naval Intelligence were ableto piece
together the story from the beginning.



Galen Navarek, aboy from the colonies, is brought to Earth for thefirst time at the age of eight. A
luxurious vacation for his parents, nogtagic for their homeworld, they assumethat thetrip will dso bea
tregt for their son.

Infact, the vigit to Earth isamiserable experiencefor achild raised in the domes. Natura gravity isa
crushing weight on hisbody. The thick, unfiltered atmosphere attacks him in severd ways, he developsa
dozen minor infections and alergic reactions, none of which seem to respond to the standard trestment.
The climate and the crowds oppress him. He complains constantly of noise and headaches.

One morning the Navareks wake to find Galen sprawled unconscious on the bedroom floor. Panicked
by hisrapid, shalow breathing and unresponsive pupils, they call paramedics. Heistaken to the

children’ s hospital in Los Angeles, but the emergency room isflooded by arecent outbreak of Mombasa
Fever. Since his condition isjudged stable at the time, the boy is placed in arecovery ward with nearly
two hundred other children and left until the following day.

In the next bed, alocal girl isstruggling to breathe. Thera Mendosa has been lucky, according to the
doctors; her fever has not entered the toxic phase. They predict afull recovery, with very little organ
damage and scarring—only the nerve damage isirrecoverable. As shelieson her side, panting beneath
an oxygen mask, she seesthe orderlies put Galen down beside her, his mattress only inches from hersin
the crowded room. Histhin white arms dangle, boneless, from the bed.

For hours he lieswith hisface turned toward her, his strange wide-open eyes never blinking. Sometime
during the night, the older girl reaches out toward him and takes his hand, entwining hisfingerswith her
own.

The next day, Gden istested by staff from the divison of clinical immunology. A senior resdent quickly
recognizes his symptoms and placesacal. Men in black uniforms come to take him away, packing his
inert body into a coffin-like case.

Later that day, ahomeless boy dies of Mombasa Fever in the same hospital. His coloring and build are
roughly smilar to that of Galen Navarek, and hisfeatures are ared ruin—sxty percent of his skin surface
has been ravaged by the angry burst blisters of the termind fever. The grieving Navareks are guided to a
leaded window and shown the corpse lying on adab. A sad-eyed, weary intern tells them that they
cannot have the body for buria a home; hisremains are still considered contagious, and quarantine
procedures are drict. The boy will be cremated the following morning.

Sashaand Mariid Navarek return to their homestead with a sedled canister of ashes. Galen Navarek is
remanded to atraining academy on Mars. TheraMendosais released from the hospital afew dayslater;
her father and brother roll her out of the hospital in awhee chair, which will be her only means of
locomotion for nearly seven years.

Gden Navarek isan exceptionally gifted student; his talents as an esper dways score off the charts. Even
with minimd training he shows a profound and detailed clairvoyance, an uncanny grasp of spatia
relations, unusua empathic skills as both atransmitter and areceiver, and a powerful coercive ability. His
ingtructors say that he could excel asapilot or aspecia interrogator.

Rather than devoting himsdf serioudy to his studies, however, the boy distinguishes himsdlf in the early
daysof hiscareer at Mars Dome by a series of desertion attempts, which grow increasingly daring and
ingenious as the years pass. Despite punishments which range from solitary confinement to lashing, his



determination to escape never wavers—until hisfinal run, a the age of twelve.

During the week of the midterm exams, Navarek coerces apair of guards to open the doors of the upper
classmen’ sarmory. After clumsily wiping the memories of both men, he sedlsadicksuit and seds himsdlf
into an outbound weapons container. Loaded into a cargo ship headed for the outer colonies, Galen
aurvivesfor severa daysin the thin, sub-zero atmosphere of the hold, using the meditation techniques he
has been taught to sustain himsdlf on aminute supply of oxygen and water.

He makesit asfar as Port Europa before being caught. After astruggle with three military police, leaving
onewoman in critical condition, the boy is subdued and returned to Marsin adrug-induced coma.

The academy’ s esper commander, Captain Spake, is less than amused by Navarek’ s steedy refusal to
accept hiscommisson. A list of the boy’ s known associates turns up only ahandful of names: thelab
partner in aclass on organic chemidiry, the three bunkmates who share his berth, and a
non-commissioned officer who gives specid ingtruction in zero-gee combat. All five are deemed
non-essentia personnel; when young Navarek is brought before Spake, aboard the Captain’s persona
cruiser in Mars orhit, the twelve-year-old is made to watch while his“friends’ are spaced one by one.

The Captain assures him that any further insubordination will result in asimilar fate for Sashaand Mariid
Navarek, who are dtill alive and well at the Epsilon colony.

For severa yearsthereafter, Galen pursues his education at Mars Dome with grim determination, passing
severd times asthe head of hisage divison. Over the years, many of hisfellow students have become
introverted and inclined to isolate themselves. Given their specid sengtivity, few of them fed the need to
communicate with the spoken word; generaly their thoughts and feglings are conveyed with quick

tel epathic shorthand.

Even among espers, however, Gaen's shynessis remarkable. He has been known to go for weeks or
months at atime without uttering a sound—even when injured. He avoids even empathic contact,
shidding himsdlf from shared jokes and mentd intimecy.

The only crack in hisinfamous reserve is seen on histwenty-first birthday, when atragic rip-drive
accident interrupts the annua Martian Air Review. The AFSFletcher islogt with dl hands, tearing a
spectacular holein the violet sky over Mons Olympus with abizarre misfire of its Jump engine. Flaming
debrisrains down on the crowd below; most notably, half of the corvette’ s molten hull drops onto the
viewing platform for vigting dignitaries. Severd high-ranking officersarelog, including Rear Admird
Spake.

At the evening’ s mess, the chaplain requests amoment of silence for the departed. Second Lieutenant
Navarek isofficidly reprimanded later for muttering, in the ensuing quiet, “Wish | could have seen his
face”

In 2616, anew intern is assgned to the medica staff &t Mars Dome. TheraMendosaisa specidi,
trained in the design and fitting of artificid nervoustissue. She has been brought to Marsto assist the chief
medico-engineer as hefitsanew generation of starship pilots with an experimenta control system.

At age twenty-eight, Mendosa hersdlf isastriking example of bionic engineering. Half pardyzed and
stricken with ataxiain childhood, she' s had artificia nerves grafted throughout her legsthat alow her to



walk and move with unnatura grace. Sheisintroduced to many of the pilots during her tour of the
facilities, and quickly becomes a popular topic of telepathic conversation in the mess. More than one
young flyer decidesto try hisrusty speaking skillsin the face of her towering, heavy-boned,
copper-skinned homeworld beauty . . . but only one stands utterly transfixed when she passes, staring at
her with eyes gone wide and liquid and black.

Soon thereefter, Lieutenant Galen Navarek showsthefirg red initiative of hismilitary career, and asksto
be considered as a subject for the new experimentd airframe. Although reluctant to part with one of his
most gifted pilots, the wing commander nevertheless bowsto Navarek’ s request for aletter of
recommendation. When brought before a board of inquiry recently, the man chose to ignore the advice of
his counsdl, and shrugged in the face of hostile questioning. His statement was smple: “ Lieutenant
Navarek cameinto my office and said, * Will you nominate mefor the new deep-space destroyer
program? Sinceit wasthe longest sentence | had ever heard him siring together, | figured it must be
important to him. And there was no question that he had the skills.”

Impressed by Navarek’ salmost surreal aptitude for flight, the selection committee accepts him
immediately. During hisinitid trids, they are dso delighted by hisrarefed for therip drive; Navarek
never failsaJump, and can often make severa Jumpsin one sesson—afeat that even the most
experienced men on the flight line can’t match.

When he receives an upgrade to his security clearance, Galenisfindly briefed on the details of the new
control system. It isimmediately clear why so many top guns have washed out of the program at this
stage of the game. In order to fly the new deep-space destroyer, the pilot must have his own nervous
system spliced with the wiring of the ship; the procedure will be long, gruesome, painful, and permanent.
If he agreesto it, he will never walk away from hisvessd again. He and the AFSFinne Ronne will
become asngleunit.

When offered the usual grace period to consider his answer, Navarek shakes hishead. Hesignsa
number of forms and waivers, receives an honorary rank of Lieutenant Commander, and reports on the
following morning to the office of the chief medico-engineer and his new assistant, TheraMendosa.

V.

In the yearsthat follow, the Navy finds many usesfor its new fleet of deep-space destroyers, the
Explorer-class vessels effectively double the length of the Navy'sarm. Ableto Jump many light-years at
atimeand refud themsdaves by skimming the upper layers of any convenient gas giant, shipslikethe AFS
Finne Ronne are used to respond quickly to aturbulent frontier.

Gaen sees action in severd campaigns against the rebellious outer colonies, but never rises above arank
of Commander. His reluctance to open fire on undefended domes goes on record threetimesin a
decade, limiting his opportunities for promotion.

First contact with the Black Fleet occurs at Kapteyn's Star in the year 2630. Survivors of thisfirgt brush
with an dien task force report that the enemy shipswere virtudly unstoppable, decimating an entire
carrier group in minutes. Those who limp away from the action report that the enemy vessels“fight like
living things—they just ripped us gpart.” Although the Navy was ableto inflict only minimal damage on
the enemy with their own weapons, the ships destroyed yield a strange, powdery residue, which proves
to be of great interest to the Department of Science and Technology.

Over the next few months, severd destroyer groups sweep awidening grid of space, following reports of



the Black Fleet and searching for its possible base of operations. The enemy does not appear to be
aggressive or even unduly interested in the human race; defensel ess civilian colonies often see blackships
pass within a hundred kilometers without incident, and even warships are not attacked if they remain
outside a perimeter of severa thousand klicks.

Eventudly a pattern of migration is deduced, and the Navy’ s 2nd Flatillais sent to intercept the Black
Fleet at Stein 2051. Over fifty shipsof the line arelogt in the battle that follows, among them four
deep-space destroyers—including the AFSFinne Ronne and its pilot, Galen Navarek.

By thetimethefirst relief shipsarrive, three days later, al possible witnessesto the battle are dead. The
last survivors of the fleet action have suffocated in their dicksuits, after spending their last hoursdinging in
vain to floating wreckage, praying for rescue. Recovery crews spend weeks sorting through the flotsam
and jetsam of theflegt, trying to piece together the action. Eventualy, they are able to account for most of
the ships and personndl lost—but in al the material sorted, over aperiod of severa months, not one
fragment of the four missing destroyersisfound.

V.

In spring of 2634, dockworkers at the Kapteyn' s starbase show the first symptoms of amysterious
malady. It beginswith numbness and tingling in the fingertips;, theinitia symptoms are easily mistaken for
carpa tunnd syndrome by the station’ s medica officer. Over the next few days, however, the sufferers
show an increasing lack of coordination. Their fingers and toes take on abluish tinge. By the end of a
week, they return to the sick bay with durred speech and reflex responses severdly diminished; afew
days later, the photoreceptors of the eyes have been affected.

The gation’ s doctor, having dismissed many of the first complaints as aunion scam, isgenuinely darmed
to see that the corneas of severa workers have become speckled with black pinpricks. Those ill ableto
speak describe blurred vison and a strangely distorted color palette—as if the data to the brain had
become somehow corrupted.

In apattern that quickly repeatsitsdf throughout the neighboring systems, the first subjects enter the
“crigsphasg’ of the disease within two weeks. Their eyesturn completely, eerily black—corneas and
scleradike. Spidery blue-black formations become visible benesth the skin, growing darker and darker
as the hours pass. They have psychotic episodes, babbling words and phrases that seem at first to be
meaningless nonsense, but are eventually reveaed to be typica of the ravings which espers mutter asthey
descend into shield shock.

Far too late, the doctor begins performing exploratory surgery on his patients, heisthefirst to seethe
crystaline formations of the new contagion under amicroscope, wrapped like acrust of black diamonds
around the nervefibers.

When thefirst victims begin to scream, their brains flooded with information which they can only process
as physica pain, the doctor initiates top-level quarantine procedures and sends out agenerd dert to dl
systemswithin hailing distance. Unfortunately, ships arriving and departing from the sarbasein the
intervening days have aready touched down at ahundred others, spreading the highly communicable
disease to every human settlement within adozen light years. The only thing the man is ableto achieve,
before his own degth afew weeks later, isto give the new plague aname: Kapteyn's Syndrome,

V1.



By thetimethefirst cases appear on Earth, three months later, Thera Mendosa has become a
high-ranking bionic engineer in Los Angeles. Her father, Theodor Mendosg, isthe first member of the
family to begin working serioudy on apossible treatment for Kapteyn’'s Syndrome. It is hishope that the
nerves destroyed in the course of the infection might eventualy be replaced by artificial ones, likethose
which he once created for his daughter’ slegs.

Unfortunately, the elder Mendosa s unable to pursue hiswork for more than afew months before he
contracts the Syndrome from one of his patients. Dying, he passes on his research to his son, Lorenzo,
who continues working on the problem for several weeks until hetoo falsill. TheraMendosais barred
from her brother’ sbedsidein hisfina days, she watches him die from behind aleaded glass window, and
gands by, swathed in afull anti-contamination suit, while the terms of hislast will and testament are
carried out.

After seeing her brother’ s body consigned to afusion torch, Therareturnsto his office to sort out his
belongings. She discovers, to her surprise, that Lorenzo Mendosa had abandoned the notion of treating
the infection by nerve replacement; he had discovered that the disease would coat and destroy artificial
nerve fibers even more quickly than natural ones.

Instead, Lorenzo was performing experiments with the black crystals formed during the course of the
infection. According to his notes, he had become interested in their “ rectifying properties.” Hislast entries
speculate that the formation of the crystas, rather than being an accidentad side effect of the bacteria slife
process, might be a purpose for which the organism was deliberately designed.

“Thisbacteriais not the product of natura sdection. It's much smaller, more cleverly designed than our
own nano-machines, but itwas engineered—I’m sure of it. My ingtinct tells methat if we could only find
the right tuner and output mechanisms for these crystals, we would have areceiver of somekind. The
crystals are made to rectify an unknown frequency . . .”

Several days later, TheraMendosalooks down at her hands and notes the first symptoms of Kapteyn's
Syndrome. Quietly she marks the probable date of her death on the calendar beside her, and then turns
back to the computer to continue her work.

VII.

On April 17, 2634, Thera Mendosamakes atrip to the Beckman Indtitute to be examined by the city’s
quarantine authority. As she descends the staircase outside the building, she loses her footing; the nerves
of her feet and legs, made of artificia fiber, are succumbing more quickly to Kapteyn's Syndrome than
she had anticipated.

Thefdl istraumatic, resulting in afractured skull and severd internd injuries. As TheraMendosalies a
the bottom of the stairs, bleeding and unconscious, arip-portal formsin the air thirty meters above her.
Windows shatter and circuits fuse for akilometer in all directions asthe AFSFinne Ronne emergesfrom
the resulting hole in the sky, hovering low over the streets of Los Angeles.

Witnessesto the event suffer acomplete loss of voluntary control over their bodies a thistime. A crowd
of nearly two hundred people gathers around the prone form of Thera Mendosa and cooperates to build
agretcher for her transport. While theFinne Ronne hovers above them, they carry Mendosa en masse
to the nearby emergency room of Cedars-Sinai Hospital and relay Galen Navarek’ s psionic commands
to the ER staff in asingle roar, which emerges from al two hundred throats at once:



HELPHER.

NOW.

VIII.

Oncethe staff of the emergency room has begun treating the injuries of TheraMendosa, Galen Navarek
releases the members of the crowd. Four men and two women collgpse immediately, suffering from
minor brain hemorrhages; the mgjority of the rest survive with nothing more than anosebleed or ablack
eyeto mark the occasion, athough several emotiona breakdowns are |l ater reported.

A trio of corvettesis dispatched from San Clemente Nava Base; they meet Navarek in the sky over the
city. Ordered to stand down, he peacefully surrenders to the smaler ships and follows the courselaid for
him. While accompanying the former Commander to the landing field at San Clemente, the crew of the
AFSSpruance remark upon the condition of hisship, its hull bleached and warped by exposure to
unimaginable extremes of pressure, hest, and cold. The fuselage of theFinne Ronne isaso severdy
dented in a strange corkscrew pattern—asif it had been wound in the grip of agreat crushing tentacle,
and then released.

Navarek lands without incident at San Clemente. The base commander sends an immediate request for
ordersto Mars Dome. TheFinne Ronne , missing and thought to be destroyed for the past three years, is
of gresat interest to the high command. Not only is Galen Navarek the only known survivor of the Battle
of Stein 2051, but the Earth’ s planetary defense systems have measured the energy released by his
rip-portal and calculated the distance which the Commander must have Jumped to make his spectacular
ariva in Los Angeles. The readings suggest an amost inconceivable fold in space-time—thousands of
light-yearstraveled in asingle bound. If the numbers don’t lie, Navarek has made the longest Jump ever
recorded.

While coded communications buzz invisbly through the ether between Earth and Mars Dome, the AFS
Finne Ronne sits quietly on the pad, its cameras focused on the sea. Forbidden to interact with himin
any way, the corvettes cruise nervoudy on atight patrol, making dow sweeps over Navarek’ s head.
Should the Commander attempt to take off, open aweapons port, or activate hisrip drive, they are
ingtructed to open fireimmediatdly with their gauss cannons. Although hisship is heavily armored, the
threelighter, faster shipswill rip Navarek apart like apack of dogsif he so much asfiresathrugter.

For severa hours, the Commander offers no resistance or comment. Only twice doeshesend a
transmission to his captors. Once he requests achanne to the medical library at Bethesda; the base
commander, ingructed to humor him if necessary, does not allow Navarek to access the system himself,
but fredly uploads dl the available information on Kapteyn's Syndrome to theFinne Ronne ' s computer.

Some time later, a private message is sent to the pilot of the AFS Briscoe. Recorded for posterity,
Navarek’ svoiceisadiring of metalic syllables, hatingly strung together . . . asif by aman struggling to
recall the English language: “Thelit-tle. .. black . .. birds. .. withgray ...faces What . . . arethey . . .
cdled?

Relaying the message to her commanding officer, the pilot of the Briscoeis eventudly ordered to give the
following answer: “ Finne Ronne, your little gray bird is probably the San Clemente loggerhead shrike.

It sarare subspecies. The entire breeding population isonly about fifty birds, and they dl live on thisone
idand.”

“Thank . . .you,” says Navarek, and falls silent once more.



IX.

A contingent from Mars Dome arrives the following day, led by Vice Admira William Bishop,
commander of the home defense fleet. Bishop's chief of security, Captain Castavet, is dispatched to the
surface to take Galen Navarek into custody.

Cagtavet isacareful man, not given to charge blindly into the unknown. Before making hisway to San
Clemente Idand, helandsin Los Angeles and visitsthe Site of Navarek’ s spectacular rip. Histeam
quickly goesto work, tracking down and interviewing anumber of witnesses. Within afew hours
Cadtavet has gathered dl planetary and military records on TheraMendosa, and received officiad
permission to have the woman interrogated.

Captain Castavet and histeam arrive at Cedars-Sinai at 12:15 p.m. on the afternoon of April 19th. Citing
his credentials as an officer of the home defense fleet, Castavet gains access to the new ward for victims
of Kapteyn’'s Syndrome. TheraMendosais still comatose as aresult of her injuries; nonetheless, the
Captain orders his adjutant, Letko Juzo, to perform atermind scan of the woman’s mind.

Julianna Ned, the nurse on duty, displays an unfortunate grasp of professiond ethics at this moment. She
attemptsto intervene, and prevent Lieutenant-Commander Juzo from administering the necessary
interrogation drugs through her patient’s1V. Unwilling to wait for areview of hisclearance, Captain
Castavet shoots the RN in the back before she can reach the intercom to call hospital security, and
orders Juzo to proceed.

Nevertheless, the resulting scan does not go as planned. When Leiko Juzo makes contact with the mind
of the unconscious woman, she is met with a powerful psionic defense. Juzo' sinterrogation technique,
designed to scour the subject’ smind and leave it tabularasa, is somehow turned on the interrogator
hersdlf. Ingtead of gathering information from her intended victim, Letko Juzo isreduced to the level of an
autigtic infant in amatter of seconds.

Deprived of avauable member of hiscommand staff, unwilling to risk further exposure to Kapteyn's
Syndrome, and uncertain of how dangerous the M endosa woman might be to those in her immediate
vicinity, Castavet retreats from the room, dragging Juzo with him. Heleaves Thera, till seemingly adeep,
under heavy guard. At 12:30 p.m. hereturnsto his cruiser to make areport to Admira Bishop.

X.

At 3:00 p.m. on the same afternoon, Castavet’ s cruiser group rips open the sky over San Clemente. The
corvettes assgned to guard theFinne Ronne are not warned in advance of the planned assaullt; caught in
asudden hurricane of wind and energy, all three ships are hurled violently aside and smashed to pieces
on the beach, killing their crewsingantly.

Asthefighters begin arain of flash bombs onto the pad below, asurge of energy is detected aboard the
Finne Ronne . Fearing that Navarek is about to cook off the destroyer’ s fusion reactor, Castavet opens
up with the starboard gun of his command ship. A ten gigawatt x-ray laser lances down through the
clouds like aburning spear, carving neatly through the fuselage of theFFinne Ronne and severing dll
connection between the cockpit and the rest of the craft.

Certain that his prey can offer no further resstance, Castavet sendsin arecovery team to pull the
Commander from his gutted ship. The engineers gpproach the smoldering wreck of theFinne Ronne



cautioudy, dousing fires asthey go. Within moments of entering the gaping black breach in the ship’s hull,
they discover that Galen Navarek has duded them: half the ship’ sinterior has disappeared, including the
cockpit and most of the engine room.

Meanwhile, at Cedars-Sinai, a sudden explosion rocks the hospital. Glass shatters throughout the
structure, and amassive surge of eectricity tears through the building. The KSward provesto bethe
epicenter of the blast. Firemen arriving on the scene afew minuteslater find that the entire third floor has
been destroyed. Sixteen staff and eight patients have been killed; ahundred more areinjured. Only the
occupants of asingle room seem to have been spared: TheraMendosa, till lying comatosein her
hospital bed, and the strange, terribly wasted torso of a quadruple amputee.

The man's case of Kapteyn's Syndrome is extremely advanced, so profound that every inch of hisskin
has turned jet black. Tangled nests of twisted, spitting wiretrail from the ports aong his spine, and
bundles of wire emerge from his eye sockets, ears, and temples. Thefirefighters assume that he must
have been thrown onto the woman' s bed by accident, caught in the fury of the blast, but it takesthem
severd minutes to disentangle the woman’ s body from those wires; they entwine her aiamsand legslike
clinging vines, and sometimes penetrate her skin so deeply that they must be clipped away, in order to
Separate the two.

XI.

Within the hour, Captain Castavet receivesword of the events at Cedars-Sinai. Impatient, he forces his
pilotsto Jump a second time, emerging in the high clouds over the city with a shattering boom.

As he preparesto close on Navarek’ slast known position, Castavet receives an emergency burst from
the home defense fleet. Rip-portas are being detected throughout the system. Over ahundred have
appeared in low Earth orbit done, and the energy pouring from theseripsis beyond ca culation.

The transmission ends abruptly with a scream of static. Castavet looks up from the deck of hiscruiser to
See adozen red wounds open in the blue sky above him: the Black Fleet has arrived.

Throughout the solar system, espers and K S patients dike suddenly freezein place, like puppets
operated by asingle hand. Weeping tears of blood, they turn without exception to the nearest unaffected
party and open their mouths to speak with the same terrible, resonant voice:

WHERE ISHE?WHERE ISLITTLE BROTHER?

XII.

In the following conflict, later known asthe Three Minutes War, most of the home defensefleet is
destroyed. The Earth’s planetary defenses are left an orbiting layer of crumpled debris, and severd
military ingtdlations surrounding the city of Los Angeles are reduced to steaming pools of green glass.

Although there are surprisingly few civilian casudties, it isimpossble to say what becomes of Galen
Navarek and TheraMendosain the ensuing chaos. Severa witnesses claim that they are “taken,” aong
with numerous others, by the questing tendrils of the protean blackships. Similar kidnapping reports are
logged dl over the solar system. In most cases, the victims of this system-wide “rapture” can be identified
later: they appear to be K'S patients or high-functioning espers, without exception. Where they are taken,
and what becomes of them, no one knows for certain. Thelast enigmatic transmission of the blackshipsis



spoken by the few esperswho remain conscious, after suffering massive cerebra hemorrhages:

NOW WE WILL RETURN THESE NAKED ONESTO THE FLESH.
XII.

At thisjuncture, it isdifficult to draw any solid conclusion from the available data—al though some recent
events have given riseto agreat ded of speculation.

1. Since the Rapture of April 18th, observers have reported many new additionsto the Black Fleet. The
aien armada has nearly doubled in Size; over a hundred newer, smaler blackships have joined the ranks.

2. Kapteyn's Syndrome has dmost completely vanished among the human population. No new infections
have been reported since the Three Minutes War—and even in those previoudy infected, the disease
appearsto have goneinto remission. All available samples of the bacteria have descended into some kind
of permanent hibernation; the crystalline spores will not grow or reproduce themselves even in controlled
|aboratory conditions. Nerve grafts have been successfully implanted in severa former patients, however,
and eventudly it may be possblefor dl the survivorsto liverdaively normaly lives.

3. Severd of the so-caled “Black Speakers’ have been gathered at Mars Dome for the past few
months, and many of them have been extensvely interrogated. VVery few have any memory of April 18th,
or the thingsthey said and did while under the influence of the Black Fet.

4. Lieutenant Commander Leiko Juzo will very likely spend the rest of her life afflicted by severe autism;
her former persondlity appears to be irrecoverable. She has shown some savant tendencies, however,
which her therapists find encouraging. In recent weeks she has begun painting, producing awhole series
of imageslike the oneincluded here.

Black Speakers respond very powerfully to the images painted by Juzo. When one subject was exposed
to theimage included in thisfile, he became very excited, and seemed suddenly to remember agreat
many thoughts and impressonsthat he had during his contact with the Flet.

To quotetheinterview: “ Thisiswhat we are, to them. Just abrain, naked, without abody . . . swimming
unprotected in the universe.”

5. No further datais available on Galen Navarek or Thera Mendosa, both of whom were specificaly
targeted for thisinvestigation. The only additiona information found in recent weeks was produced by the
recovery team working on the remains of Navarek’ s ship, theFinne Ronne .

A few words were found burned into one of the inner hull plates, scored with thetip of alaser pen. After
alittle careful cleaning, the engineers were able to make them out; Navarek must have written them some
time during the congtruction of the ship.

His message was. “ Stephen Crane. The Black Riders, lines 10 and 23.”
We have yet to decipher the code.

Dilated

Robert E. Furey



Probes don’t fail. Routine maintenance on most probes could be taken care of with semiautonomous Al
units. Unheard-of catastrophic failure required an on-site visit; thefirst probe to bore through to Cdlisto’'s
ocean had fallen silent moments after completing icetrangit. All transmissions stopped, no responsesto
diagnostic pings. Captain William Jackson piloted asmall craft up Jupiter’ s gravity well toward the
anomdousfailure.

Pinnacles of dirty icerosein twisted spires subliming into vacuum. Sharp shadows cut acrossagloba ice
sheet, thrown from Jupiter’ s heaving, polychromatic glow. Ganymede, till in transit acrossthe Jovian
disk, waned to a crescent. Watching home recede made Callisto’ s already inhospitable surface hard
promise of the daysto come.

The crossing had been accomplished using the force lines of Jupiter’s magnetosphere, the largest object
inthe solar system. But herein proximity to Callisto and Callisto’s own gravitation, the shuttl€ sthrusters
were needed for acontrolled gpproach. The smdl ship’s ambient noise shifted from Sghing air ventsto a
muffled roar asthe chemica impulse engine burgt to life with sudden fire.

Ancient ices Szzled away in the near vacuum under the shuttle' sondaught of atitude thrusters. After a
dow deployment of padded legs, the shuttle lowered to asilent and stable landing on the surface.

“Ganymede base, touchdown Anarr Plains Cdlisto in One. . . mark. We are on the surface, Ganymede.
Out.”

Seconds of static filled thelag: “ Ah-Roger, Callisto. Sure wish | was getting some out-time, Captain
Jackson. | guesswé |l be seeing you next time round-ah-out.” The voice crackled through the maglstrom
of charged space between the Galilean moons.

“Roger, Ganymede. Next time’round. Calisto out.” Jackson toggled off the audio relay.

Jackson turned to his crewmate. “ Anedl, I’ d rather get this done as quickly as possible, evenif it means
gtting out afew daysin here until we cross.”

Anea wouldn't care about waiting in acramped cabin, of course. The space in the robot’ s head could
smulate virtudly anything.

Aned had chosen asmall, naked frame for thismission. Its perfect body, smoothly androgynous, fit
perfectly with the copilot’ s chair. Jackson felt robot crewmembers, and robot citizensin generd, often
went too far. They were never disinclined to show their innate superiority to their human crestors, nor
their assumed caring and parentd role.

Their concentrated plasma circuitry brains alowed them to compute—think!—faster and deeper than the
final generation of quantum machines. CPC brains had no wires and so afantastically high connection
index. They were smdl, efficient, and when provided with minima therma insulation and energy inpLt,
amost immorta. The same brain that sat in Aned’ s head today could pilot an interplanetary vessd
tomorrow. They could adapt effortlesdy to any physica form without any crisis of ego or persona. This
directly led to why Jackson hated them.

Thelr indefatigable airs seemed amost designed to remind humanity of its unspoken yet clear position as
subjugate. Political, corporate, and security |eaders of three worlds were CPCs. Jackson had decided to
leave the “ safety and coordination” of theinner system and registered his gpplication for service on the
outer frontier.

Jackson had boosted to the Jovian system on adelta, one of the huge mining ships. Primarily a platform
for remote cutter and manipulation beams, the delta had Spartan berths, and he’ d had time to reflect on



just how much he' d cometo resent the machines. They had usurped human patrimony, putting their
stamp on every endeavor of importance—often, he suspected, to make humans more dependent. Was
he indeed chosen for thismission as*“the best of the best,” as advertised, even among machines?

Aned blinked and turned its eyes to Jackson. Sky-blueirisestoday. Blond hair tumbled to Aned’s
shouldersin soft curls. “Of course, William,” it said inits beautiful and melodious voice. Aned swung its
legs around the chair and moved away from the control areato the rear working section. Jackson saw it
woreanave.

“I will prepare your excursion suit, William,” Aned said. “And | will carry an extraenvironmenta pack
for you in case of unforeseen mechanicd fallure”

“Thank you, Anedl,” he said, running hisfingertips over touch pads to toggle the shuttle to deep mode.
Then, reluctantly, he swung himsdlf to the back of the vessel dongside the robot.

Now they would leave the ship to repair or recover the failed probe. The Cdlisto initiative represented
thefina exploitation of the Jovian system; Earth-based controllers and misson commanders on
Ganymede had preferred to concentrate on harnessing 10’ sfrantic vol canism and expanding the
submarine fleet mapping the frigid, sterile ocean world under Europa s own frozen crust. Calisto’'s
ancient surfaceice had held out little to draw interest. Accumulated resources had permitted this modest
push to the outermost of the Galilean moons.

The probe slift away from the launch platform in Ganymede orbit and climb up Jupiter’ s gravity well had
been flawless. In spite of the intense dectromagnetic activity, telemetry during the fina approach to
Cdlisto and ste sdlection had fallen well within mission parameters. It was not until after the borehole had
been driven through the ice and the mission protocols booted up that the problems began. Severe
eectronic interference atered the Sgnd, though not in an expected manner. All radio traffic in the Jovian
System was subject to e ectromagnetic interference due to the overwheming strength of the
magnetosphere. This had been different.

The ubiquitous background noise from Jupiter still sat atop whatever other radio transmissonsthere
might be. Cdllisto’ s probe signd, however, smply began to fade. Metasignas buried within the
transmission code indicated that the probe had not malfunctioned. Something else happened; they came
to find out what.

Jackson watched Anedl exit from the small pressure hatch door to step on the surface and walk ashort
distance from the shuttle. Anedl had shunted al waste heat through the soles of itsfeet and now left the
firstimprintsin Callistan ice, like atrace on atropica beach, five toes and the curve of an arch.

“I till think that | could follow the transmission quicker, William.” Aned spoke in the vacuum, perfect
mouth forming each word, but Jackson heard its voice over his hedmet com.

“Thanks, Anedl, but we' Il be here just aslong, no matter when we find the probe, since we have to wait
for the next time round.” Jackson had aready voiced this and felt annoyance at having to do it again.
“Bedides, | want to be thefirst person to walk on Calisto.”

Aned amiled. “ Of course, William.”

Jackson thought that the footprints left behind Aneal were degper and more defined. The ruddiness of the
colorstapered off asthe red spot rotated around to Jupiter’ s night side, now agaping holein the

starscape.
Jackson hefted the utility pack to his shoulders and followed.



They found the probe hunkered in sharp shadows, footpads fused with the ice softened by retrofiring
dtitude thrugters. It had indeed touched down in one of the central craters from the catenae bisecting the
Anarr Plains. From the crater’ s rim Jackson could see the analysis cables snaking away from the
experimenta package and tranamitter to where it had bored through the ice to the dushy salt ocean
benesth.

Jackson stared at the puckered hole through which the cables disappeared: “It looks like a textbook
deployment.” He squatted a ongside the probe there in the crater, the awkward excursion suit crackling
in the hard vacuum and cold.

Jackson approached the equipment |eft on the surface. A film coated the unit. Jackson poked afinger at
it.
“Look at this.” Jackson held up hisfinger showing the robot a greasy stain on the pad. He swegpt his

finger over the unit again and left along trace. “1t’sdl over thething. And afew millimetersdegp too |
think.”

Aned pinched asample and rubbed it between histhumb and forefinger. The robot stared at Jackson as
itsfingertips circled over each other. “It'swet.”

“How isthat possible?’
“Itisinteracting with the dectronicsin my fingers”
“Alright, stay away fromiit then. I'll do the work and you watch over my shoulder.”

“I think thisis clearly why the probe has ceased functioning. | should minimize disruption.” Anedl
detached and dropped hisfinger and thumb to the surface.

Jackson opened the utility pack and began assembling amachineto lift the sensor array through theice.
The machinewould draw directly from the energy field dl around them, both melting theice and pulling
the sensor to where they could diagnose the problem. Since it wasn't responding to diagnostic pings,
everything would have to be done by hand.

They erected a squat tower over the hole. Jackson lifted the greasy cable and threaded it through the
tower’ sretraction spool. The device began drawing energy from Jupiter’ s magnetosphere and conducting
heat down the data cable. Eventudly it would retract the sensor array back through as much astwelve
kilometersof ice.

“We ve got sometime now,” Jackson said. “Let’ s get back to the ship and replace your parts.”

Jackson mounted the steps to the pressure hatch. With a knees-bent twist he sidled through the lock and
then sealed the door closed. Anedl waited on the surface asthe airlock cycled for Jackson, first to exit
last to reenter.

The excurgon suit had been stowed by the time Aneal joined him. Jackson stepped into his orange flight
jumper and tugged it over his shoulders, pulled the zipper closed. “I fed likel got alittle frostbitten.” He
rubbed the back of his hand.

The robot moved like a cat through the shuttle stight interior. It formed itself to the copilot’s chair, laying
itsarms on theregts. “ Perhaps you should seeif you have replacements,” it said, wiggling itsown
truncated digits.



“Humor, Aned?" Jackson couldn’t help but fed the robot’ s comments came from some fedling of
Superiority. But that was the way relations went with humanity’ s new partner.

“Not at dl, William. | amply forgot mysdf.” Aned closed the perfect eyesinitsalmost cherubic face.

“Wédl we have awhile. Fed freeto forget yoursdf.” He settled himsdlf into the pilot’s chair and stared
over the board lights.

Aned turned its head toward Jackson.

“Humor, Anedl.” Hetapped adisplay. “We have at |east a day before the sensor’ s above ground. I’'m
going to get some rest now. Pulse a check-in to Ganymede.” He crossed hisarms and closed hiseyes.

Hourslater Jackson woke to find his forearm numb and unresponsive, dightly painful. His hand had no
sensation and hung horribly. “Aned.” Jackson massaged hisarm to no avail.

The robot uncurled from its chair and gpproached to examine the arm without touching it. “ Perhgpswe
should abort and immediately drop into a powered rendezvous with Ganymede.”

Jackson watched as his hand twitched. He il couldn’t fed it.

“I think it swiseto dert Ganymede for apossible medicd intervention.” The robot’ sface drew closeto
Jackson’ sskin.

“I got nothing here. No feeling.” He cupped the deadened hand under the wrist. “We need to abort. Call
Ganymede.” Herested hisarm in his lap and powered up the craft’ sengines. A control window flickered
alive and showed alock onto force linesin the Jovian magnetosphere. Once aoft the craft would use
lock holds with the force linesto accelerate itself downward to base,

Chemical boogtersfired and Anedl took the joysticksin hand. The shuttle lifted off of Callistoin acloud
of dust and atomizing volatiles. From the windows the moon quickly turned from aworld to aglobein
gpace. Onceforce lines engaged, the chemical boosters quieted and the shuttle sped with energy
harvested from Jupiter’ s extravagance.

Jackson’ s eyes snapped open.
“Y ou were in acoma before we reached Ganymede airspace.”

Jackson lay covered on amedica bed, sheets over hisarms. Softened lighting, easy on his eyes, reflected
from plastic sheets hung from the celling around his bed. He turned his head sharply to gaze up a Anedl,
who stood over the bed.

“What do you fed?’” Therobot had clothed itself in an orange crew jumper.

“Fine, | think,” Jackson said, trying to Sit up. As herotated, hislegs shot over the edge of the mattress.
“Damn!” He puzzled over hisbodly.

“What do you fed, William?’" Aned asked again with that emotionless Olympian voice.

Someone approached from outside the hanging curtains of plastic sheeting. Dr Vinton's form undulated
through theripplesin the plastic.

“Awake, | see” shesad.



“Still kicking, Patty.” Jackson gripped handfuls of bedclothesto steady himself.

“You'll haveto excuse thefacilities, Bill. We haven't used quarantine protocols since Apallo 14.” He
could see her pulling on asedled body suit through the plastic. As he watched he could see her clearer,
details shifted, asif the plagtic stretched tight and smooth.

“Sowhat areyou trying to tel me?’

“That you have the dubious distinction of being the first human being ever with an infection of
extraterrestrid origin.”

“Well eye ee eye eeoh.” He rubbed hard at his eyes. Then hefroze.

“At least you till have asense of humor, Bill.” She passed through an offset double pair of flgpsand
entered the makeshift quarantine chamber. “What isit, Bill? What’ swrong?’

“I can seeyou,” he said, hisfingers still covering closed eydids. “Well not see, but—see.” He shook his
head rapidly. “ Everywhere. All around, above and under metoo.”

Dr Vinton approached the bed. “Excuse me, Anedl.” Shetried to move past the robot in the confined
area. “Aned.”

“Excuse me, Doctor.” It backed away from the bed but Jackson saw what could have been its
reluctance to give up that position.

The doctor tapped on hisjoints and spoke observations to arecorder somewhere. “Y our reflexes are
extraordinarily rapid. Do you fed that?’

“Anything to do with why | can’t quite control my movements?’
“How 07" Shetook his hand and flexed hisfingers.

“Things seem to take off al by themsaveswhen | try to move something, likeanarm or aleg.” And now
that he wasthinking about it: “My mind is sharper too. | think | may have iminated the ditortion through
that plastic, stretched it from adistance.”

“How?" she asked, il probing his muscles and joints with gloved fingers.
“Jesus. | havenoidea” He swept his gaze over theroom again, taking in new kinds of information.

“Wadl listen. We found the infective agent.” She had released hisarm and now stood with her hands on
her hips. “1t' s systemic. Thereis something that has attached itself to your nerves. All of your mydinis
gone and has been replaced by this organism, even on nerves normally without myelin. Y our axons and
dendrites are wrapped with it.

“Never seen anything likeit. Atleast | haven't. It sdive. It stubular, the insde covered with ciliathat we
assume are clamped tight on your nerve cdlls. And there are thousands of magnetite spheres embedded
initscytoplasm.”

“Meaning what?" But the thought came unbidden of magnetite bitslining up in thousands of ones and
zerosin each of millions of microbesliving throughout hisflesh. Exabytes of potentia information
wrapped tightly around his nervous system.

“It explains why your movements are faster and uncontrollable. Electrica impulses are boosted by these
bugs, faster than myelinated nerve cells. And there seemsto be latera communication between pardle



cdls”

Jackson tried to stand and pitched forward. Vinton caught him before he fdll, but he sensed he was
getting better control aready. He stood and, keeping ahand on the bed rail, walked afew paces. “This
isn'tsohard.”

“We collected afew free-floating microbes from your blood. They seem to do well in basic organic gel
matrix. DNA isweird, but that' s expected, even agood thing. The different they are, the less you will
compete for resources, resources meaning you and your own cells.”

Jackson held his arms outspread and continued walking around the bed. “Thisisamazing.” His
movement, his perception, he could “see” everything in the room, place every object. But therewasa
hole in agrowing information mael strom where Aned’ s CPC brain should be. “I can’'t seeyou.”

Jackson closed his eyes and moved toward Anedl, stopping afew decimeters away. He then held up his
hand, still keeping his eyes shut. Focused lines of information spread from it, from Patricia Vinton, from
all of the objectsin theroom save for Aneal’s CPC.

“You areinvisble.” Jackson reached with spread fingers, but Aneal backed away.
“What isit, Bill?’ Jackson saw her behind him as she cocked her head.

“We must boost out to Calisto for alarger sample.” Hisarmsfdl to his sides but his attention remained
on the empty areaatop Aned’ s shoulders.

“Commander Aylea,” Vinton spokeinto theair.

“Doctor.”

“Captain Jackson isawake. Lucid but exhibiting strange symptoms.”

“ Dangerous to anyone, Doctor?’

“There seemed to be a high degree of uncoordinated behavior, but that israpidly disappearing.”

“Commander,” Jackson, eyes now open, said into the air. * Request permission to return to Callisto.”
Beyond the plastic, other medical personnd moved, attending to people on other beds.

“What is he talking about, Doctor?’ Ayleaasked.

“I concur, Commander.” Aneal spoke.

“If I am dangerous, then getting me off the station might be the best thing.”

The doctor pursed her lips, then said, “His condition has only improved. Dangerous, heisn't.”

“We should have better samples of this microbe, Commander,” Jackson said. “In case of epidemic. | am

aready exposed.”
“Those are expensgve fly-boxes, Captain.”
“I can pilot,” Aned said.

All involved were sllent amoment. “I would love a better sample of the organism, Commander,” Vinton
sad.



“Continue observations for twenty-four hours. Find duty disposition will be based on your report then,
Doctor. And I’ll decide at that time. Keegp me posted.”

Aned turned itsgaze to Dr. Vinton. “I will stay with him, Doctor.” She nodded. “1 can forward all
observationsfor twenty-four straight hours until you make adecison.”

“I hope you know what you' re doing, Bill,” Vinton said. She moved back to the series of flapsto exit.
“I'll come back in every few hours; you cal if you need me.” She nodded to the robot and |eft.

Onceintrangt, therobot piloted the climb in silence. Like an untiring extension of the shuttle’s machinery,
Anedl remained focused on pand and joysticks. When finally they began the descent to the surface, the
landing Site seemed dangeroudy close to the probe’ s location.

“You'rerisking the probe, Anedl.” Jackson's gaze snapped from panel to portal to panel again. “If you
burn too near the equipment, we Il have to drill thirty-five kilometersfor asample, maybe more.”

“Wewill not need to drill, William.” The descent continued unwaveringly. “I’ m sure you can seethat. If
you cannot yet, you will.”

Chemica boostersfired and suddenly the shuttle was envel oped in sseam and dust. The touch waslight.
Cooling metd ticked through the enclosed cabin.

Jackson pulled open storage and lifted out his excursion suit. Aneal assisted as he stepped inthe suit’s
legs and then pulled the shoulders on. Once again Anedl inssted on first exit. And it good near the
bottom of the ladder when Jackson |eft the shuttle.

A ddltafloated over the cratered surface of Calisto like agreat sedan chair bristling with mining
machinery, energy cutters and manipulators. Blackness and congtellations of running lights, color-coded
strobes, and roaming spotlights eclipsed the ruddy glow of Jupiter in agrest triangular shadow undulating
over the ground. Silence, so silent, the dreadnought commanded the sky.

Jackson |ooked upward.
“What isthat doing here?’

When he got no response, Jackson faced Aneal. The robot stood looking back at him, its features blank.
“Aned?’

“Theinfection of the pristine ecogphere here must be corrected.”
Jackson felt afrisson bristle his neck. “What are you talking about?’

“The microbes, the ones that you allowed to enter the ocean under theice, are unnatura and must be
Serilized”

“Y ou know they did not come from me, Anedl!”

Jackson switched to abroad band: “Y ou, up there, back away from the surface. The surfaceis
inhabited.”

The mind in the ship did not respond.

Passng unseen through the vacuum, energy beams sprayed from the belly of the ddta. Severd moving
gpots burst with explosive sublimation, theicy crust sleaming away to Space asfreeions, gases, and flying



shards of crackedice,

Jackson lunged toward the points of attack but realized the uselessness of his response. He stopped
short and stared at the geysers moving about like tornadoes on aKansas plain.

“Why, Aned?’ The robot stood impassively watching Jackson from perfect Grecian features. “Why are
you doing this?’

“We cannot dlow the ruination of a pristine environment with its own potentia.” Its face remained
unreadable.

“Y ou know—" Jackson felt histhroat constrict. “Y ou know that’ s not true. Y ou were there.”

“I know that biology has served its function.”

“Servedits. . .”

“I know that you might get afalse sense of security, hope, at the loss of your uniquenessin things.”
“So that iswhy you would knowingly destroy aworld?’

“Weare saving aworld, William.”

“Saving?

“We are saving you from your own recklessness, your own careless and calous disregard for your
importanceto us.”

So that wasit. One small word and the story blossomed clearly in Jackson’smind.

Perhapsfor pity, perhaps because it smply wouldn't matter in amoment, but Aned told him. “We will
derilize any biologica remnants on the surface. We will sink the remains of the infected probe. And stop
theinfection.”

The gaping wound now spread open through Callisto’ s crust. The exposed dush and brine benesth roiled
from deeper upwelling energies and the pull of vacuum. Grest blocks caved from the edge of the
growing hole.

“I am sorry, William. But you will not be dlowed to return to Ganymede with us” Anedl clamped his
hand around Jackson’ s upper arm. Cold burned through where insulation crushed flat againgt his skin.

Anedl grode forward toward the growing rent in Callisto’ s surface. Quakes rumbled up through
Jackson'’ s feet as huge blocks of ice broke away and splashed into the dush. Waves swelled like
aneurysms, moving dow inthe light gravity. |cebergs il crushed each other explosively in the open
water boiling under vacuum.

“So you will not suffer.” Anedl tore open the chest plate on Jackson’ s excurson suit and tossed him into
the brine. With hisair ill bubbling away he sank benesth the surface,

Microbes attached themsdlves to the eectrical field around his body. Carried in with flooding waters, tiny
organismsraced to eectrica contact with his skin and abutted the microbes resting on nerve ends.
Teeming single-celled organisms strung themselves like beads on dectrica strings emanating from his

body.
There had been no structure, only bits; no awareness, only the biologica imperative. Now dectrical



patternsin his own brain provided a core of organization that spread outward. A saf-organizing
phenomenon expanded in tiny leaps between microbes. Sdlf-awareness burst upon the system asiit
surpassed some threshold of size and complexity. Callisto’ s ecosystern awoke with Jackson asits
surprised guide,

As hisbody’ s consciousness faded to the dark and cold his awareness found itsalf skittering between
trillions of newly interacting microbes. He creasted agel of the natural antifreeze about his body to save
the tissue, and then explored his new options. New senses saw black smokers churning hest up from the
moon’ s depth; rock and ice columns shouldering the protective shell around the ocean. He observed the
deltaover the surface asit tore away at the crust.

Coordinated clouds of free-swimming microbes now in long webs of contact became his hands. Hisbrain
had shut down from cold and asphyxiation, but he knew where his body drifted deeper and helifted it.
Once he had done this he looked skyward.

Jupiter’ s magnetosphere drove deep into Callisto, and Callisto’ s own lifted outward. Now with purpose,
the microbes did what they had not done before. Clouds of them streamed upward toward the shattered
landscape. Once at the surface they strung dong the crackling energies and lifted away.In momentsthe
local environment of Jupiter’s magnetosphere lit with Jackson' s consciousness. From Cdlisto’'s
outermost orbit of the Galilean moons, he spread to the fringes of Jupiter’ s atmosphere, coursing swiftly
over the globe and diving in at both poles. Microbes surfed away from the sun, carried by lines of force
even to where Saturn reigned. The outward flow of microbes approached relativistic speeds, red-shifting
the information flow itsdlf streaming backwards.

Above the surface the delta till cut away needlesdy at the crust. The CPC gtting in the deltal s control
room wasimmune to microbia infection, but the ship’s hard e ectronics were not. Microbes shunted from
forcelines of Jupiter and Cdlisto to those of the ship. They entered through sensors and charged plating
inthehull.

First the guns stopped, energy beamsfalling slent. Jackson ignored the sudden chatter between the delta
and Anedl.

Deep in the ddlta s circuitry Jackson directed microbesto attach themselves to navigational controls. He
watched with new eyes and saw more profoundly than he ever had.

He started to bring the delta to the surface in a controlled descent, but watched asit keeled and did
down force linesto crumple againgt the cratered surface of Calisto.

Jackson had spoken directly to confused radio operators on Ganymede, telling them whereto retrieve his
body now enclosed in surface ice. And he had spoken only by radio until his body had been reanimated.
A smdll flegt of shuttlesand apair of mining deltas had arrived a the scene since. Congtruction of
research facilities had aready begun by the time his body had been restored.

Jackson now existed throughout the Jovian system and beyond. When Saturn sivung through Jupiter’s
magnetosphere again he would be there too. His self till existed, but now both within aswell as without
his body. Other people had submitted to the microbid “infection,” and severa had exited from coma.
There had been some fear of melding, aloss of self, but that had not happened. Instead afurther
emergence had formed, connecting and carrying those along in the new mind while individuasretained
cohesveindividud avareness.

Jackson stood by a thick-paned window overlooking the downed mining delta. He also spoke with
someone on Ganymede and a group of geologists on Europa currently inoculating that moon with the



microbes.

Anedl approached him from behind. The robot wore aboxy structure of planes and struts. Much of the
mechanism, fiber optics, and circuitry remained exposed.

Jackson spoke to the robot without turning: “We will still need you here.”
“Need. Like an appliance.” Aned cameto stand by thewindow. “We were afraid, William.”
“|—we understand that.”

Jackson looked back at a diamond-sharp sun. Streams of energy shunted far out in the solar system to
where he watched from alarge Kuiper object. With the interior aready dushy, beforelong the
population would rise enough that the boost to interstellar space could occur.

“If we could take you we would. We cannot record your minds without hard structures to bind with.”
Jackson did not speak of the limitations of robot minds, so tightly contained within the restricted inner
volume of a CPC case. Nor of the boundless human spirit.

“If you could do that we would be the same. We are not. At least that much we have known for some
ti rre”

Jackson could hear whirring from Anedl’ s body. The machines could never leave the system with them.
Whatever now existed eectrically bouncing about the microbes, it must be a unique attribute of biology.

“Wewill aways need you, Aneal. We will build CPCs at the other end. Y ou have my word.” Jackson
would have said more, but someone spoke to him as the first Kuiper object boosted out of orbit.

Let My Right Hand Forget Her Cunning

Tom Piccirilli

No, no, no, shetdlsyou, no,that isn't whatthis isal abouit.

You redizeit’ strue but you have no ideawhy. Y ou' re pig-headed, and worse, thick-skinned. Y our
bones are stunted but three times more dense than the average man'’s. It leads to adversity, insults, and
corpsesin the cobblestone driveway.

Shed atear now and you might put a stop to these unfolding circumstances before she mentions Khyre.
How lovely it would beto avoid that particular argument just once. But you can only stand there, box in
hand, the usua confused expression smearing your scarred features. Y ou, like everyone you meet, area
product of fuson, csmosis and mutant nucleotides.

A mistake has been made, you have made amistake, and now you shal learnwhat it is.

But first she throws the powdered sugar on the floor, afull tankard of mead into the chiseled blood
channels of apilfered altar. Her muscular arms are sheathed in sweet, and the veins of her once graceful,
satiny neck now bulge blackly. Her skillsare put to good use—baance, proper distribution of weight
across both legs, aghottha killing strike stance. She hefts the enormous crystal shaker of sdt against the
lantern of Baal that the people of the silver city gave you for decapitating the tyrant Po Duk.

She hissesin your face. You try to listen but you' ve got five g’ sriding on the Jets and the QB has been
blitzed four times.Four times ! Damn it, stopped at the two, the two.



Throwing knives dapple the far wall and stab the pictures drawn by your children. She' syelling about
neutrino stars and reflecting nebulae. Y ou can't concentrate. Y ou ought to be on your knees thanking the
pulsating variable sunsthat she's stuck with you after al these years of asteroid misery and ice planet
blues. The hunchback Homnulk at the gate nearly severed your left wrist with his blade. And she held
your sinews together with spit and sewed up your flesh with thread made of her own eyelashes.

It'strue, mostly. Y ou owe everything to her and her father, who put you to work as a stockboy, $4.89
an hour to start, bagging dry goods and carrying the flayed out of the aides, and thisis how you make
your restitution? A four-carat diamond—flawed no less, yelow, poorly refracted light—that you bought
off Manny Weidlebaum, that crook on 47th? Wait until shetells Daddy.

The light outside is synthetic and hurts your eyes. Elevated crowns possessing thick, soft, giant leavesand
semsaquarter of amile high drape themselves on water towers and apartment buildings. Mighty
herbaceous plants that cannot support themselves, rest—asif for only amoment—against the spires of
glass, stone and stedl. Climbing vines reaching across board room windows, wreathing the bal conies and
affording cover for nooners. The massive perennid shrubs arising from the tremendous tubular bases
frametheneon EAT N sign, and suddenly you're hungry.

It stimefor you to think interms of I. Y ou make the effort and are surprised it' sso difficult. “I ... . A
vaiant try consdering you have no experience a this. “1, uh . . .” Well, no, see, you' refatering.

And another thing, she says, about this Khyre—

The gilded turrets of fate stand firm in the distance, green with life and growing, and you try to do the
same. Y ou' ve been everywhere and done everything many times before, but now there'sanew odyssey
for you to undertake. Y ou came here for a different reason—not to relive the past extremes but to
discover new venues. You' vefaled in your mission but not entirdy. Khyrewill help you, that’ swhy you
created her. It swhy you' ve chosen yourself.

There' s more than one god.
God has more than one son. Yes.

Go.

Y ou havefinaly becomel, and | stood in ashestrying to keep from falling to piecesin front of the
neighbors. Lindawas sobbing over what was left of our bedroom, timbers still smoking. The old ladies of
the town circled her, trying to grab her hand, pressing shouldersto her face, but she shook each of them
away. It wasn't easy. | counted seven of the elderly women holding four open Bibles.

“Everything'sgone,” Lindasaid. “1t' sal been destroyed.”

Smoke coiled in the charred trees like webbing. The stink of gasoline was till heavy in the air. Some of
the town kids were coughing and asking their parentsto go home, but no one left. They stood on our
dead lawn gawking and rubbing their chins and fedling righteous.

Lindasagged and nearly twisted into my arms. | reached out to catch her but she never fell. She showed
me her teeth in avengeful sneer. | tried to tell her something that might sound comforting, but nothing
came. Thefurniture, our laptops, her favorite clothes and implements, that’ s al replacesble. But the
photo albums, the manuscripts, the rarities of my childhood—what the hell was | supposed to do now?

We waited in the ruins, watching the volunteer fireman spraying down the wreckage. Hegps of burned
memories cluttered the yard and debris drifted in the mud streams. | watched computer disks, mutilated



DVD cases, and signed editions of rare novels bob, submerge, and drown benegth atide of muck.
“Our wholelives” Lindawhispered. “ Gone.”

My mother, who had died in fire, would have said, “ Y ou Hill have each other and yoursalves.” My
mother buried three husbands and never knew heartbreak. “ The rest is mere property.”

Perhapsit wastrue, but | couldn’t fed the weight and tug of my own past anymore. | felt too light, asif |
might float off into the thick gray haze clambering skyward. | made a haf-hearted attempt to gather up
some of the blackened fragments of my history, kicking clots of mangled garbageinto apile.

Paper, so much kindling. Five thousand books and a thousand pounds of manuscripts, magazines,
notebooks, poetry. | scanned for words that might have some meaning |eft, sentences that might spell out
areason for dl this devagtation. The ancients should have prepared mefor this, but they didn't. | wrote
the lessons down for others but never learned them myseif.

The fire marsha and the police asked dozens of questions. Did | have any enemies? Nonethat | knew of.
An ex-lover |eft on bad terms? No, I’ d been happily married to my high school sweetheart for fifteen
years. Infact, Lindaand | had been out celebrating our anniversary this evening, only to return and find
the house annihilated.

They leaned in and repeated the question under their breeths. The marsha actualy gave meanudgein
theribs. | could’ ve broken hisjaw. No, no angry ex-lovers.

Max came around and stood at the curb, doing his best not to smply be one of those indifferent
onlookers. He wasthe only red friend I’ d made since moving to Silver City almost two years ago. His
decency was apparent in the way he kept closein case | cdled out for him but stayed far enough away in
the event | wanted to be alone with Linda and our sorrow.

Except | wasn't sad. The rage hunched itsalf between my shoulder blades and speared downwards
through to my heart. My fists shook at my sides and the hinges of my jaw hurt so badly from clenching
my teeth | thought I might crush my back fillings.

“Max?’ | called.

He rushed over and made amove asif to hug me, but | held him off. He smelled fruity—apricots,
oranges, lemon. Max believed in the earth, everything herba and natura, from hisfood to his bathroom
cleansers. He was a pagan without even knowing it. He stepped closer and tried to embrace me again
but | moved aside. | didn’t want to be touched now, not even by Linda.

“Y ou know these people, Max,” | said. “Who did it?’
“Thomas—"

“I don’t mind not being invited to church picnics or the Fourth of July bunny hop races, but this goes
beyond some backyard gossip and afew nasty glaresin the grocery store. Don't you think?’

He' d lost hiswife of twenty-seven years Six months ago and the burden of hispain was clear in every
fold of hisface. Stooped and frail, he' d aged greetly in the past half year. “No one here would have done
this”

“That'salie”

“There sareason for everything. Some good will comefromthis. You'll see. They'll find whoever is



responsible”
“No,” | told him, “but I will.”

Max ran atrembling hand through histhin white hair and stared a me. We had nothing | eft to say and he
wandered off with asad huff of air. | watched him go and wished | could' ve accepted hisintimecy at the
moment, but all | wanted to do was maim somebody.

I’d lived with occasiond vicious bits of hate mail and three am. crank phone calls since my third book
became amodest bestsdller for the New Age groupies. | researched ancient civilizations and explained
their practices and religions, showing how to gpply Old World wisdom to modern life. The books were
dternately shelved in Sdf-Help, History, and the Occult. Two more such reference works were
published and | was getting more high-profile, earning an undeserved reputation as some sort of guru.
The backlash was inevitable. Folks in town had taken me to be a heathen or devil worshiper, and like all
good witch-hunters they were trying to burn me down.

| took Linda s hand and led her to the car. We rode out to the highway and nabbed the first motel we
saw, just likewe used to do it in high school.

Linda spent most of the evening on the phone with her parentswhile | stared at the free cable station and
watched some eratic thriller where the gorgeous girls betrayed the stupid macho males over various
caches of loot. It got me giggling and Linda, apparently offended, glanced over a me.

“How can you laugh at atimelike this?” she asked, and | sort of pondered on it mysdlf.

Daddy was promising her the entire world again, asif he ever gave usanything | didn’t have to pay back
with interest. Seventeen years ago he started me as a stock boy for $4.89 an hour, and | had to chauffeur
him to and from the Sore.

| clicked onto the Discovery Channel. They were discussing Atlantis, the Ancient Astronauts, the missing
Anagtazi who had |eft their New Mexican caves behind and vanished in asingle night. One culture bled
into another—the Egyptians, Aztecs, Toltecs, the Mayans. Brothers and sons of lost nations built upon
the bone meal of one another. What did they know that | hadn’t dreamed of yet?

Chrigt, now they weretying dl of human history in with UFOs, time-travel, Stonehenge, Armageddon,
and dternate dimengions. It made my skin scurry and itch. My name came up twice until | just couldn’t
take any more.

| clicked off thetelevision, sat up and said, “I’ m going to go out for alittle air. | need some coffee.”
“You don't drink coffee.”

“I know that.”

“Thenwhatdoyou...?

“I’ve never had my house burned down before either, honey. It' satime of new adventures.”

Of course it was the wrong thing to say—bruta and vindictive, asif she were the cause—and she
covered her face with her hands, sobbing painfully into them. She had asmear of soot on her chin that
made me ache for the broiling passion I’ d once had for her, instead of this comfortably lukewarm
familiarity. | spent an hour whispering gpologiesto my wife that she wouldn't accept. | was the reason for
her loss, and my own.



“Insurance will cover mogt of theloss” | said. “We Il get everything materia back.”
“The Itaian draperies and Moroccan bas-reliefs. Those too?’

“yYes”

“Even my good jewdry?’

“Yes, catanly.”

It quieted her down and Linda nodded againgt my chest. She sighed as| pressed my faceinto her hair
trying to breathe in my forgotten ardor. “ Just don’t buy me ancther ring from Manny Weidlebaum,” she
sad.

“Who the hdll isManny Weidlebaum?’

The question hung in front of me like the wraiths of the Druids. She never answered, and findly, when she
dept, | dipped out and walked acrossthe street to an dl-night diner. EAT N flashed a mein timewith

my pulse.

Eighteen-whedlers crowded the parking lot. Truckers sat insde swapping bennies and black beauties,
sharing information about speed traps and loose women in the hills. | sat at abooth and waited for
revelation. For dl | knew, Atlantis might be at the bottom of the st shaker.

The walitress swept between the other patrons and appeared at my side. The harsh years had left her
hopeful but haggard, with aydlow smile and an extra chin that made her 1ook jollier than shewas. She
sad, “What can | get you?’

13 Corf%”
Sheblinked at me and waited. “ That it?’
“| don't even want that to be honest.”

“We have the best apple piein the county. | makeit mysdlf. Might be worth trying, if you're just looking
for atouch of sugar.”

Maybel was. “Okay, I'll take apiece.”

She got three steps away before turning back and saying, “ Didn't you writeThe Five Winds of the
Earth 7

“ YS,”

“I thought so. | seen you on the TV acoupl€ atimes, the morning shows. | liked that book alot. Some of
the best advice I’ ve ever gotten that didn’t come from my grandma. I’ ve tried to put to practice your five
rulesto my life, but it' s harder that you' d think. Sometimesit helps, I'm fairly sure. Number one, make
your word your bond .. . . two, welcome dl trids. . .”

“They'renot my rules,” | said. “| just passed them on.”
“. .. three, bear the burden of living yourself, don’t blame othersfor your fearsor falures. . . four. . .”

“Redlly, | hope the principles manageto help, but | don't—"



“...let'ssee, uhm, oh | forget four, what'sfour again?’

My amiable grin was so forced that it must’ ve looked likerictus had set in. I’ d been cornered into this
conversation more timesthan | ever would have imagined when | was writing the damn book. | couldn’t
take it one more time, not now.

“How'd the Jetsdo?’ | asked.

“The Jets?” Shelet loose with abark of laughter. “It's July. Y ou mean the Knicks? They’ re down four a
the haf. Md the cook hasaradio in back | got to ligento dl day long.”

She wafted off without counting off the last two disciplinesto a hedthier way of life, according to the
ancients. It was agood thing because | couldn’t have named theidedls ether. | sat staring at mysdlf inthe
Formicatable top wondering why I’ d asked about either the Jets or the Knicks. | didn’t giveadamn
about either one of them. | still wanted to wrap my hands around someone' s neck.

The pie and coffee came and sat there while | gazed out the window at the moon-stuffed sky. Thefull
eons of the universe seemed to crouch in the heavens just waiting to plummet down on theworld. |
tapped on the glasstrying to rattle them free.

A throaty voice asked, “May | join you?’

It wasaline out of a’40s hard-boiled novel set in Manhattan: rainy night, glow of the sireetlights flashing
off thewindshields of passing taxis. For asecond | was gone, and then | was back. | glanced up and
there she was, gtill inthe movie. Veronica Lake lengthy blonde hair, overly waxed red lipsthat were
made to pout. The eyes of Mary Magdalene staring over adusty former client on the road to Jerusalem.

“Pleasedo,” | said. “There spie”

She did into the seat opposite me asif we were about to play agame of chessto decide the future of
humanity. Sometimes the earth seemed to hinge on exactly thiskind of atrivia ingtance.

[13 I! m Khyrell
“I"'m Thomes.”

She reached across the table as though she might take my hand, but she didn’t. A cold and ever
increasing tension started to knot inside my chest for no reason. | perked up a bit further in my seat and
Khyre met my eyes. “Did you ever fed asif you were chosen, Thomas?’

If shewas a progtitute she was the most beautiful one I’ d ever seen. None of the truckerswerewaiting in
the wingsto take her on down the highway. “ Chosen? How s0?’

“By ahigher power?’
“No. That calsfor abdief in fate or God.”

It brought atitter up that wasn't quite as attractive asthe rest of her. “And you bdievein neither?
Doubting Thomas?’

| smiled. | got tired of arguing and defending, explaining and fighting. | wondered if it would be tacky if |
started in on the apple pie now.

“Perhaps you chose yoursdlf,” she said.



“The hdl doesthat mean?’

She brushed the sdlt shaker aside, then swept her fingers through the grains creating designs. | recognized
the patterns as one flowed into another . . . Navg o sand paintings, hieroglyphics, Teutonic runes. | kept
thinking of how they’ d once tortured witcheswith salt.

“Do you accept that knowledge is power?’
“Yes” | told her.
“And that some knowledge—especidly what’ s been forgotten by al others—is more powerful 7’

It was arhetorical postulation that | and a hundred other fake New Age pedagogues had made. It
sounded deep and mystical and college kidsliked to twist it around in their heads when they were high.
“If the ancients were so smart, then why are they al dead? Their empires crumbled benesth the seas and
cast across the deserts?’

Khyrelet out that titter again and my scalp prickled at the sound. “Perhaps that’ s how it' s meant to be.
Ruinswith only afew remnantsthat converge from time to time. The past catches up. Experience, action,
prayer, even desre—they al have shape, if you meditateoniit.”

“I don't,” | said honedtly.

“Perhaps you do and smply don’t remember. Mass and texture. The more a man does, the more he
knows, the greater his place.”

| thought about it even though | didn’t want to. “For ashort time perhaps. But we al wind up dust inthe
end, so what difference doesit make?’

“Dugt ismatter. Matter isenergy. Energy survives. One can become like unto agod. Or at least ason of
God. Maybe Jesus learned something up there on the cross, when he was staring down at his mother and
akneding whore. Or he forgot what he' d learned and needed someone el se to remind him. With wisdom
come the keysto the cosmos.”

“Lady, giveit arest. | just write books.”

She leered, grabbed afork and dug into my apple pie. With afull mouth dripping sugar she murmured,
“Homnulk comes.”

Max walked into the diner, not redlly all that surprised to see me there. He dmost looked as if he wanted
to turn and rush away but was held to his course. | waved him over and Max reluctantly shambled
forward, head down, shoulders hunched.

“Hello, Thomas” hesaid. “I didn’t know you were fill intown.”

| forgot mysdlf for asecond and abruptly al the rage came swelling up. “Yes, Max, I'm staying.”
“Areyou?’

“Nobody isdriving meout.”

The anguished expression on hisface shifted momentarily to something el se. It was hatred and fear. He
held hishands up asif to fend off another unwanted battle.



| saw that three of hisfingers had large blisters on them, and then | knew.

Theredization rocked me, and | let out agurgling moan that grew louder until my head became as heavy
and black asthe cinders of my past.

Khyresad, “Go get him, boss.”
| hurtled over the table and grabbed Max by the collar. “Y ou did it. Y ou burned down my house!”

Now | understood why he'd smelled so friggin’ fruity. He' d showered and scrubbed beneath sogps and
oilsto get rid of the gasoline smll.

“There has to be aheaven awaiting us after this” Max whined. “ There hasto be an ultimate reward!”
“Did | ever say therewasn't?’

With aburst of strength he grabbed hold of my wristsand broke my grip. “Yes, it’s number four on your
credos. ‘ Thereis no heaven, only earth. Liveinthe now.” Don't you even remember?’

What was | doing? What was | supposed to do? | turned to ask Khyre and she wasn’t there anymore.
“Why do you need a heaven so badly, Max?’
A razor dash of afrown cut across hislips. “| can't accept that I'll never see my wife again.”

Another whiff of gpricots, lemon. | cocked my head a him and realized how it fit together. The pagan
driving the heathen out.

“I’'m sorry but | want you to leave Silver City,” he said. “I need you to go. Right now.”
“Oh, Max . . . Jesus Christ—"
“Pleasejust go and leave usdone before kill you.”

Max seemed only to have been put here for this very reason, to be the enemy of a man who needed an
enemy. To betray whom he loved.

He grabbed adull knife off the table, raised and drove it down hard against my right wrist. | screamed
and he kept driving deeper until he' d nearly chopped through my hand.

“Why am | doing this?’ he shrieked.

Blood spurted into my eyes and we were dmost there again, where we had to go.

Thetimefor | isgone. Thel moves, asit must, and now you and | are he. It'snecessary and right. Thisis
the way that must be followed, asit’ s been done throughout eternity.

He understood the implications. The wisdom of the ages flowed through him asit must, but he himsdlf
wasn't wise. Perhaps he had learned something staring down at his mother and aknedling whore. He
was chosen to carry knowledge like a sackcloth of ashes on his back. Or perhaps he chose himsdif.

He had as many names as there are names to be had, sometimes written in the sand, on papyrus,
parchment, paper, or burning screens of €l ectrons ushered together in his purpose. There were till suns
he had not vigted, sentients he had not spoken with. The asteroids have called for him to return into the
night, and the ice planet blues sang only for him and the likes of him.



The hunchback Homnulk swings his blade again but is stopped by Linda, who standsin defense. Her
skillsare put to good use—baance, proper distribution of weight across both legs, aghotthal killing
drike stance. Her power is known throughout galaxies. She swingsthe side of her hand hard against the
odd rise of Homnulk’ stwisted back. A noiselike the five winds of the earth heaves from hislungs, and
Homnulk sways and sinksto his scarred knees. His hands twine together in prayer as hislife seeps out of
him inch by inch. Perhgps heaven will take him now, having fulfilled his purpose once more.

Hiswrigt is severed and she sews his flesh together with thread made from her own eyelashes.

The world’ s made him because heisthe world-maker. As she stitches him back together she says, listen,
about this Khyre Magddene—

He pleads with her, Linda, what am | supposed to do? The tyrant Po Duk is already headless. Which
crossdo | climb?Who am | now?

No, no, no, shetellshim, no,that isn't whatthis isall about. It’s not about you. It never has been.
Besdes, I'm not your memory. Sheis.

A migtake has been made, he' s made amistake, and perhaps now, thistime, he'll learnwhat it is.

The gilded turrets of fate stand firm in the distance, and again hetriesto do the same. Giant leaves and
semsaquarter of amile high drape themselves on water towers and apartment buildings. Mighty
herbaceous plants which cannot support themselves, rest—asif for only amoment—against the spires of
glass, sone, and stedl.

He' sbeen dmost everywhere and done nearly everything many times before, but now there' safresh
odyssey to undertake, hopefully. There are new tribes growing from the bone med every day.

He came herefor a different reeson—something to do with finding a conclusion to what the prophets
have long ago ordained. He sfailed in hismission once again, but not entirely. Khyrewill hep him, she
aways does, that’ swhy he created her. She' s hismemory, his holiest spirit, and a cunning one at that.
It swhy he's chosen her, and himsdlf. The past catches up.

There’ smore than one god.
God has more than one son. Yes.

Go.

If | forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning.
—Psalms, CXXXVII, 5



Cleave

Therese Pieczynski & A. Alicia Doty

In the cold, the mother’ s pharynx extended. She pierced the father’ s carotid artery and fed him her
ecstasy as the daughter crawled from her womb. The blood stopped flowing to an appendixed chamber
of his heart. She dashed through his chest and into the chamber.

Trembling, he bound the child to himsealf, swaddling sinews about her newness, securing each tiny limb.
He murmured to her:My fierce infant .My dawnstar .My all . When she was snug, the mother’s
pharynx detached and the father’ s heart valve opened. Asthe warm river of his blood bathed the
daughter, he sealed the heart-womb with silk from his mouth, then pulled the birth skin across his chest
and closed the opening with histeeth. She curled within him like aworm, asmal thing dreaming of wings.

Suchjoy hefélt.

His body hummed to her as he sped through the gathering snow, of what may be, what will be, what
was. Ashefled up the birth-trails, into the mountains, he paused often to scan the sky for the killer. Its
blunt face was the color of fire and fire flew from itslong limbs wherever it found the mother.

He cameto the twisted, wind-stunted trees marking the ancient fissure that opened deep into the
mountain’s heart. Over many lifetimes the father-brothers had widened and expanded the mountain’s
fissuresinto countless tunnels and vaulted chambers. As he entered, he opened hisflesh eydids and the
nictitating membranes that protected hisfragile eyesto gather light. Around him, other fathersloped down
the tunnds, onward and down, in twos and fours, toward the vents where the mountain breathed.

Lichen crusted the chamber walls with wan light, and soft fungus carpeted the cavern floors. The
father-brothers curled together in its warmth and grew torpid as the throb of their daughters' livesand the
pulsing of their own hearts became one.

Rilk could tell by the cyclic venting at the mountain’s core that they’ d been in the birthing caves many
weeks now. He hummed as he stroked his swollen chest. Beside him rested Diamid, brother dearest to
his heart, and at a short distance from them dumbered Fen. Fen was too young to bind a child, but he

hel ped the fathers, tended their food stores and water basins, and learned in preparation for hisown
birthing time. Many creatures sustained themselves near the vents, among them an aggressive,
ill-tempered plant the brothers calledblack petals . If their food stores dwindled too low, it was Fen who
must do the dangerous work of harvesting its pigtils. Farthest from the three, cleaning between his spurs
with histongue, was Opnay, littermate to Rilk and Diamid.

“Rilk,” Diamid whispered. “A story to soothe. This daughter growsrestlessin my heart.”

Rilk’ s humming deepened. It was not good that Diamid' s daughter be restless. At least two more cycles
should pass before her birth. He nuzzled his brother and quietly sniffed. The smell was not good, but he
did not want to upset Diamid or Fen, who woke easily and grew skittish when frightened—and so he did
not snort. He sat beside Diamid and licked his brother’ s coarse pdlt, which had curled at thetipsin the
cave' s humid warmth. At adistance he heard steam burst from avent, and, inside the cave, the
continuous trickle of water drained into the basin. Oil fromFather’s comfort , anaturaly analgesic plant
that grew within the vent, condensed with the scalding water and seethed into channelsthat carried it to
thefathers den. It gave the cave a sour smell.



“Long ago,” he hummed to Diamid, “ Oh-Ten the Grest, Queen among Queens and the mother of
Queens, cameto Deydey to drink itssun asher food . . "

At the sound of Rilk’ s voice, Fen woke and stretched, then douched closer to nuzzle. But their brother
Opnay, who vexed easily and did not like to touch or be touched, stayed beyond the three and turned
around and around on the cave floor trying to settle. Findly, he, too, rose and stretched, then lumbered
to the chamber’ s entrance that opened onto the tunnels. As Rilk told the story of how Oh-ten came
down into theworld, inachrysdisof fire. . . and the killer followed, Opnay curled within the entrance
with his mouth open, sensing.

“. .. Oh-ten dipped into acrack beyond the searcher’ sreach, but it thrust its blade into the rift and raked
her sde. A warning rumbled from Oh-ten’ s chest. She screeched into death’ s maw, saw its silver tongue.
Ingtinctively, the skin flexed from her muscular arms exposing her sun-scaes. Above ground the scales
would have caught and focused the sun’ s light in a searing beam, but in darkness they were usdess. She
and the searcher clashed, claw upon blade and blade upon spur as the stone crumbled ' round them.

“Shefought until the searcher lay gill within the cave and the killer withdrew in frugtration.”

“It was her triumph,” Diamid said with contentment. His eyes fluttered closed and beside him, Fen's
breathing dowed.

Rilk felt Diamid' sdaughter quiet. Perhaps, | was wrong , he thought.Perhaps all iswell . Theslence
lengthened. Opnay il lay as sentind at the tunnel’ s entrance with his mouth open. Their eyes met, and
they regarded each other solemnly.

Rilk retracted his second eyedlid. For amoment, the lichens glow reflected in his exposed eyes, then he,
too, curled besde Diamid and dept.

When the birth smell came, Rilk was gtill adeep. In his dream he' d gone above ground to chase the
twilight fliersthat are liketwigs drifting in the air and the fat buzzersthat cling to the eye and whinein the
ear. Dizzyingly, the valey spread before him like agreen cushion. He did not stray far from the

mountain’ s entrance. The birth smdl weighed heavily. Hefdt it tracking his movement.It is not time, he
said and tried to glide beneath a bower, but the bower’ sthornswove in the air asif to strike, and the
smell hooked him like a daughter’ s spurs and dragged him to wakefulness.

Beside him, Diamid spasmed. Rilk whined in horror asthe daughter’s claw broke through the birth skin.
It meant she' d dready severed the birth tendons that held her within the whorls of Diamid’ s heart. The
claw did dowly upward, ripping through flesh. Diamid howled. Opnay and Fen came quickly and
together the three dragged Diamid to abasin, then laid him within the warm, plant-oil-saturated liquid and
bathed his chest.

When the daughter burst forth, her emerad legs quivered, the spurs at knee and ankle extending into
hooks. Her folded wings trembled, dick with blood. She dashed into Diamid’ s neck. He shuddered as
her pharynx extended into a secondary carotid artery and she fed from him—fought against him ashe
tried to comfort her, scratched him with her little claws. When she settled, tears welled from his eyes. He
cradled her in hisforelegs as she shivered, still wrapped in her bloody caul. He cleaned her thenin the
basin water, until the blue stripes of her body scintillated and her ocher highlights shown like gloss. Her
sengtive filaments moved like grass across her taut belly. Her fine wings unfurled, wrinkling forward like
wind over water.

“Sheisasbeautiful asthefirst Queen,” Diamid whispered in awe.



“Yes, sheis” Rilk said, sadly, and licked hisbrother’ s pelt.
Outs de the mountain caves, the snow was il deep.

“Itistoo soon. If thekiller sendsits searchersit will be able to track the thrumming of her wings and our
chamber will be revedled,” Opnay whispered. He, Rilk, and Fen had withdrawn to the entrance so
Diamid and his daughter wouldn't heer.

“It can't track her wings amidst the hum of so many brothers. The danger comes when the many
daughtersare born,” Rilk said.

“She will use up her father’ sfood too soon,” whined Fen. “ Even if the killer does not come—when
Diamid isempty, what of you? Are you or Opnay to feed her and risk your own daughters?” Hehad a
way of unconscioudy extending and turning his head that suggested nervousness.

“What then arewe to do? Kill our brother and the child of hisheart? Who isto do this? Y ou Fen?’ Rilk
demanded. He swayed in agitation.

Fen nuzzled his shoulder. “ Y ou are the ldest, Rilk. The decison falsto you for the greater good. Y ou
risk muchif you do not.”

Opnay nipped at Fen and the two scuffled in the moss until Fen, who was much smdler, howled and
skittered out of reach.

“Fenisspah , but heisright,” Opnay said quietly. “ The decision fadlsto you.”

Rilk snorted. “I will not kill my brother’ s daughter.” He went to Diamid’ sside. Already Diamid’ s body
diminished and the trance of ecstasy that came with the daughter’ s feeding shone from hiseyes. Uneeslly,
Rilk looked away.

Diamid nuzzled him. “ Do not worry the many chambers of your heart,” he rasped. His blood gurgled
around the daughter’ s pharynx as he spoke. “I amstrong . | will last long enough for my daughter to
launch her chrysdis. Now . . . finish the story of Oh-ten. Perhapsit will soothe thisimpatient child.”

“Would you not rather speek . . . beforeit islost to you?’

Diamid' seyes dlittered. “ Do not be saddened, my brother. All daughters pull themselves up by grabbing
onto the end of their fathers' lives. So it has dways been. | am content.”

Yet, | am not, Rilk thought sullenly and settled into the warm mass. “What will the daughter of my brother
be called?”

“SheisCleave”

Rilk nodded. For his brother’ s ease he would speak and under the compulsion of hisvoice hefelt Cleave
quiet and listen, too . . .

“In the beginning, before there were daughtersto bind afather’ s heart, the brothers' founding queen was
caled Moe-ma. When Moe-mawas a young queen, Moe-ma s birth den was destroyed and always
afterward it was her thought to flee the mainland and the predators bound to it. So it was that on her
nuptia flight she brought her mate to the mountain’ sisolation, reasoning that when he broke off her wings,
their lair would be forever separate from al that had come before.

“Without chalenge, Moe-ma s children prospered. Her sons' numbers grew without censor until their



digging caused the very mountainsto shift. To protect her children, Moe-marestricted building. But her
body wasforever caught in the writhings of birth and as more were born the tunnels and vaulted
chambers of her fortress grew too few to accommodate so many. She began to reabsorb her broods, but
because it was her sons' nature to bind and gestate their child-brothers, they rebelled. Many did not
understand the queen’ s wisdom and thought she withheld children to foster her own power.”

Diamid wrapped himsdf protectively around his daughter, gurgling in his ecstasy and contentment. He
was whispering to her, chemica words that flowed through the rich river of hisblood.

“What does she say?’ Rilk asked. Diamid rolled the juices from amandibular gland dong Cleave sjaw
and offered them to his brother. She said,

—latmelive.

As Diamid diminished, Cleave grew more dert. When she was able to detach her pharynx from her
father for brief periods, Rilk knew that very soon she would have to return to the surface. Like dl the
daughters of Oh-ten, she was a creature of the sky. Rilk watched her fan her beautiful wings. From her
every pore seeped joy thatshewas .

Cleaverolled thejuicesfrom the gland dong her jaw and offered them to Rilk. He hesitated, swaying
dightly before accepting.

—To know.

“To know, Cleave? What isto know? That you are dive and hungry? That you will kill and die?” His
answer rode the aggressive edge of butyloctend.

—Tolove, she asked.

Helooked at Diamid. “We love without itswanting. It isin the blood of our blood. Ferocious and
beautiful.”

Hediffused hexand into the air.
—Tokill.

“Tokill? Tokill isto feed. To feed isto survive. Always, a the edge of death, isthe edge of life.” His
own daughter fluttered within his heart, and he turned from Cleave, seeking refuge beside Opnay at the
cavern’s entrance. Opnay had not closed his mouth for many days.

“Do you not weary of your vigilance, my brother?’ he asked.
“No more so than you must of your burden,” Opnay said.
“Then you are weary indeed.” Rilk curled closer, though he was careful not to touch Opnay.

Opnay closed his mouth and sighed. “The birthing will begin soon. The father-brothers are anxious. Their
fear gainsthe air throughout the many caves.”

Opnay rose and startled Rilk by briefly touching his muzzle to Rilk’ s chest. Then heresettled in the cave's
entrance and re-opened his mouth.

Rilk paced between the cave entrance and basin as Fen whimpered. Frequently, he paused beside
Opnay. The daughters were emerging. Until they launched, they were vulnerable to thekiller, and the



thrumming of their wings attracted the searchers.

Finaly, Rilk settled beside Diamid, turning round and round to trample the moss before settling
uncomfortably, trying to cradle his distended chest. By the time he' d snorted, Cleave had detached her
pharynx from her father and crawled to him. Sherolled the juicesfrom her gland. —story.

Rilk purred.

Cleave crawled nearer ill, now resting her head againgt Rilk’ s flank, her wings throbbing so that the
hairs about his sensuous mouth stirred in their breeze. From his degpest places came the hum of his
affection. He adjusted himsdlf in the moss so that his body curled protectively toward her.

“It cameto pass that Oh-ten discovered Moe-ma s desperate hive, and within its recesses saw abrother
take achild to his heart. And she saw, too, that if one of her own infants were carried thus, it might
survivethekiller.”

Cleave shuddered, and Rilk soothed her beautiful wings.
Sheralled the juicesfrom her gland and gave them to him. —Why kill?

“Why doesthekiller hunt the daughters of Oh-Ten and no other upon Deydey? We don't know, little
OrE_”

Opnay closed his mouth and turned from the cave entrance to watch.

Cleave pushed hersdlf to her emerald legs and extended her spurs. In ashow of baby fierceness, she
sharpened her little claws on the rock benesth the soft lichen. Again sherolled her juices.

“What does she say?’
Rilk hummed. “ She says she does not fear the killer.”

“Sheisasfierce asthefirst Queen,” Opnay hummed with amusement. Histhird eye-lid retracted and his
vulnerable, exposed eyes reflected the lichen’ s glow. His affection was so unreserved that Rilk purred.

Fen, who'd dept fitfully during the story, suddenly bolted upright and howled.
Opnay snorted with disdain and closed hiseydlids.

“Fen, you' ve dreamed poorly—"

Click, click, whir.

Fear closed Rilk’ sthroat. He turned to the cavern’s entrance. A dull, oppressive pain tightened his chest.
His daughter twisted within his heart asthe searcher tasted the air. Its clicking escalated asit homed in on
Cleave.

The searcher lunged, and Opnay rose beforeit, his body trembling with rage. He roared, the sharp points
of histeeth snapping. Effortlesdy, it knocked him asde. He hit the cave wall—chest firs—and crumpled
to the ground.

Diamid tried to hide Cleave as the searcher’ s serrated blades extended.

A terible knell broke from Rilk’ sthroat asthe searcher diced into Diamid, severing muscle from bone.
Cleave screamed, butyloctenal souring the air. There was no hesitation on her part. She rushed forward,



her baby spurs extending into hooks. Instinctively, sheflexed the skin aong her forearms and leaned
forward to catch and focus the sun’slight in the sun-scales dong their curve.

They were usdess underground, but Rilk sensed that, even so, something wasn't right with the way her
armsreflected light.

The searcher was upon her, and they clashed, blade upon spur and claw upon hook. Her wings clapped
together and swept apart. Rilk roared and she broke, speeding toward the basin, and then into the
channd from which thefather’ s comfort flowed.

Click, click, whir. The searcher accderated into the channd.
“Go to her!” Fen shouted. “1 will carefor our brothersasbest | can.”

Rilk legped into the channel, skimming the surface of the sour water. As he followed the groove toward
the mountain’s heart, he redlized that Cleave fled toward theblack petals . She tracked their scent into
the darkness, down and down, deeper and deeper, toward the vents where the world burned.

Where Cleave |led the searcher there was no light, only heat and steam and scalding water that rippled
from the porous stone. As the super-heated water passed through the giant, minera-encrusted maws that
lined the cracks, they keened like wind swept through a barren valey. Cleave raced toward them, the
searcher at her hedl. She sped so close to amaw that her filaments brushed againgt it before she veered.
It snapped closed, catching not Cleave, but the end of one of the searcher’ s extended blades. It smashed
into rock, enveloped by scalding steam. The searcher wobbled momentarily, losing atitude before
gtabilizing near an open vent. Again it tasted the air: Click, click, whir .

Beneath it, theblack petals quietly unfurled like massive folds of bruised skin. The plant shivered dightly
asits ssamens were exposed; and then, as the stamens parted, finger-long shards of obsidian teeth rose
fromits stigma. They dripped with digestive fluid. The petals expanded around the searcher, and quietly
puleditintoitsaf,

Rilk loped through channelsleading away from the birthing caves, climbing ever higher toward an exit
little used by the brothers. Cleave shifted on his back as he moved, clinging to his pelt with her claws, her
wingsfolded. He was disturbed. Something had been strange about her forearms when she' d exposed
them to the searcher. Hewasn't sure. . . then it occurred to him—she' d had no sun-scales. But why?
Was shetoo young? He didn’t think so. All the daughters he’ d seen had been born with intact scales.
Wasit aflaw caused by her early birth? He shook his head to clear it. At the moment there were more
pressing concerns. It wasn't safe to take her back to the den with searchersin the tunnels, but he wasn't
certain that his decison to take her above ground was wise either. Still, with so many father-daughters
within, he might—with luck—dlip unnaticed from the mountain and into the shielding rocks near Oh-ten's
outcrop with Cleave and his own daughter. He dowed as the lichen became patchy and then
disgppeared. The closer they cameto the mountain’s exit, the more easily the killer would sense her if it
were nearby. The tunnd widened, brightened, and he suppressed the urge to flee back into darkness.
Cleave swings began to thrum. Again she shifted.

Click, click, whir.

The sound came from behind. Rilk closed hisflesh eyelids, lowered his head. As he bolted above
ground, hefdt Cleave release her grip on his pelt.

He could not seein the sudden dazzle of light, but he could smell, and what he smelled was dien and dl
around him. He felt asudden sharp pain to hisflank. He reared, staggered, and fell heavily.



Rilk woke, opened one eyelid, and remained very gill. Hefdt hisheart’s empty chamber, and grief
pierced him so sharply that every fiber of hisbeing ached.His dawnstar .

Nearby were two creatures—both standing on hind legs asif threatened. They were hairlesslike the
killer itself and wrapped in loose, wrinkled skin. Their smal eyes each had but onelid, and he sensed that
they didn’t seewell. One creeture lifted itsforeleg: 1t made a soft whirring sound.

Thelight dimmed, and the creatures approached. One extended and cocked its head in away that
reminded Rilk of Fen. Rilk was on the ground, in the corner of aroom with unnaturally smooth walls. No
visble barrier stood between him and the creatures, but he sensed that he was contained and could not
reach them.

Their mouths opened and sounds emerged. Wer e they speaking to each other? To him?

The cresture pointed itsforeleg at Rilk, and he saw that the whirring came from something it held within
its soft, blunt claws. He cringed, expecting pain, but no pain came.

“Kill the bad-time mother.”

Rilk opened a second eyelid and sat up. A brother spoke, but the words made no sense. He peered at
the whirring thing. It was shaped like a brother’ s paw.

“Where the water rock hot,” it said.
In confusion, Rilk repested, “Where the water rock hot? Water comes from the hot rocks?’

The creature pulled the paw closer to itself and pressed dull claws againgt its surface. Again it was
pointed & Rilk.

“Water comes from the hot rocks,” it repeated. Then, “Burrow deeply, brother?’
Again the creature drew the paw in and brushed its claws acrossit.

“Burrow deeply brother from the hot rocks. Wound hurt?’

Rilk clutched a his chest. “My heart isempty. Y ou ve taken its meat.”

“The bad-time mother. The parasite.”

“My dawngtar.” Rilk closed hiseyes.

Again the paw spoke. “ Queen Strikker.”

Rilk opened his eyes and the mother’ simage suddenly wavered before him. He saw her plainly, yet he
could see the creaturesthrough her aswell.

Hedidn’t understand. Defiant, he roared: “ The mother gives us daughtersto take to our hearts!”
Asif pleased, the creatures moved their headsrapidly. “Yes.”

One of them waved itsforeleg and a chrysdiswelled up from thefloor. It seemed far away—its Sze was
no larger than an infant’ s spur. It drifted toward a shimmering rock, larger than many mountains,
suspended in darkness, surrounded by stars. When the chrysdiswas very closg, it ignited and fdll. Rilk
fet himsdf faling and spread out hisforelegs. Then, without warning, he was upon land, and the mother
stepped from the chrysalis' s scorched shards. There were many plants and trees, densaly packed,



brimming with flowers. Crestures beyond hisimagining wandered the paths beneath. The queen unfurled
her beautiful wings. Therewas no sign of thekiller.

When it came time for her daughters, they were born without censor, and she cared for them. When their
wings developed, they bound the animal's between the hooks of their knees and ankles. He watched as
the skin flexed from the curve of their armsto expose the sun-scaesthat caught the sunlight and ignited.
Asthey accelerated, the creatures bound between their knees and ankles burned.

New chrysalises moved through space and fell to new Earths, and every Earth upon which they fell was
drained of life.

The creature with the speaking paw showed him amountain that moved among the stars. Inside were
many creatures likeitself. They searched for Oh-ten’ s children. When they came upon achrysdis, the
killer emerged from the mountain. It pursued the mother to Earth and hunted. Where the mother died, the
Earth prospered; where shelived, it perished.

The creature pointed the speaking paw. “ Earth is dead except the burrow deeply, brother. Help. Kill the
bad-time mother gives us daughtersto take to our hearts.”

Asthe paw spoke, the sun that giveslife to the many Earths appeared. Five chrysdisesfell upon one
Earth. Rilk whimpered when he saw the killer pursuing amother over the heavy, black-bottomed water
toward distant mountains. Their gloom grew ever larger before him. When he recognized the gnarled
outcroppings of rock and wind-stunted trees that marked the entrance to the brothers' birthing caves, he
howled.

Rilk estimated he! d been with the speaking-paw cregtures two cycleswhen they finaly rleased himin
the valey, beneath the mountain’ s fissure. He lumbered toward his den with a saddened heart. He' d tried
to tell them that the father livesfor the daughter. That without the daughters of Oh-ten the brothers would
not live many generations, but their paw didn’t understand. “It isabrother’ s nature to burrow deeply,” it
sad. “Burrow deeply, brother.” Eventuadly, he' d given up.

He entered the mountain. He hadn’t traveled long before he heard the thrumming of wings. He paused.
The sound built, echoing through the tunndslike arisng wave. He held his head very ill. Hischest felt
as heavy as stone.

The daughters of Oh-ten swarmed toward him from the mountain’ s recesses. By the hundreds they
surged forward, ajumbled blur of bellies still plump from father-food, of blue stripes and green wings
besting so fast that Rilk’ s pelt-hair dicked back and the sengtive filaments around his mouth battered
agangt hisface. When they were upon him, he saw hiswithered brothers bound between their knees and
ankles.

His heart hammered wildly. In the daughters momentum and frenzy, they pushed him back along the
tunnels, and when they burgt into the open air their momentum carried him with them down the birth trails.
In the open, he shut hisflesh eydids againgt the light, but he felt the shudder that ran through the
daughters as they began to rise—a single convulsion that rippled across the sky. Around him his brothers
sghed amid their daughters' brilliant wings. Asthe skin flexed from the curve of muscular arms, and the
sun-scales caught the light and ignited the father fue, Rilk heard hisbrothers whispering. Their words
flowed out like thoughts from his head:|ove fast and well, brother. Time is the shameless hunter of
the world. It is swift and merciless upon the back of love.

Wingsdternately glided and flapped as the new queens sttled into the brimming air currents. They
accelerated, and the turbulent air washed over Rilk in a pungent wave that reeked of burning flesh, musk,



fear-smdll, and dirt. He skidded into aclump of trees, suddenly aware of ahundred different things: his
heartbeat, the sun dappling through the bending everberry limbs, the en masse shudder of his brothers
final bresth, and something ese. . . arumbling from above.

More than arumbling—the ground shook. The tree leaves shook and dust swirled up and stained his
pelt. The daughters’ musk took on the sharp tang of panic.

In the everberry’ s shade, Rilk opened his flesh eydlids and watched asthe killer did from the gloom of
the mountain, its blunt face burning like ared sun. Fireflew fromitslong limbs. With each discharge the
earth concussed and adaughter fell. A tree limb sngpped—hitting Rilk on the back with ablow so
sunning that it left him dazed upon the ground. A shroud of |eaves settled over him.

Hewasn't sure how long he' d lain there as the father-daughters fell. His head throbbed and ached. The
killer circled, back and forth, back and forth, long-limbed and d ow—a pae monster the color of lichen.
It took along time before Rilk redized that the firing had stopped. Hefdt lost and unred in the silence.

Eventudly thekiller l€ft, lifting verticaly so quickly that he was certain it intended to rgoin the
gpesking-paws mountain that moved among the stars. The Earth settled into stillness. All the daughters
of Oh-ten and dl the brothers who had been hislittermates were dead.

Time passed and twilight fell. He became aware of movement at the periphery of hissight. He watched
without interest until it resolved into shapes. The younger brothers, like Fen who' d been unbound, had
ventured from the fissure to gather what remained of those they’ d loved. Rilk blinked and then bellowed
in shock.

A daughter rode the back of one brother.

At the sound of his cry the brother she clung to extended and turned his head in away that suggested
nervousness. Fen loped over the broken ground to his brother’ sside.

“Rilk! Beyond al hope. We did not think to see you again!”

Never had Rilk thought his heart would leap so at the sight of Fen! But who was the daughter he carried?
She climbed from Fen’ s pelt and offered Rilk her juices.

Hefdt agitated, and did not accept.

“Rilk,” Fen said, gently. “Do you not recognize your brother’ s daughter?’

Cleave?Cleave was a baby. This daughter looked like a young queen. She would soon be ready for
daughters of her own.

“But . . . how did she escape?’

“Rilk, she couldn’t launch. She had no sun-scaes. She waswith mein our den.”

Again sherolled thejuices from her gland and offered them to Rilk. Thistime he accepted.
“What does she say?’ Fen asked.

Rilk purred. “ She wants to go home, to the mountain of her fathers”

Out of theFire



Elisabeth DeVos

PHOENIX WON'T RISE AGAIN!

Seattle, Washington. At a press conference this morning, the Phoenix, abirdlike being about the size of
aHarpy, to whom it bears no relation, shocked the world by announcing that it does not intend to rise
again from its own ashes, as has been its custom for timeimmemorid.

After summoning reportersto its glass-roofed aviary overlooking Sesttle’ s Pike Place Market, the
Phoenix, who isworld-renowned for its brilliant scarlet-and-gold plumage, itslovely singing voice, and its
unique life cycle, entered on awhedled perch pushed by an attendant.

Reading from a prepared statement, the Phoenix said, “ One month from today is the 500th anniversary of
my arising from the ashes of the last Phoenix. Although it has aways been the custom of my kind to
incinerate ourselves after ahalf millennium of existence, | have decided to bresk with that tradition. |
intend to livemy lifeuntil its naturd end, at which time | have left ingtructions that my body isto be frozen
in order to preserveits DNA. It ismy hopethat at some point in the future, science will enable my
speciesto be resurrected in numbers greater than one.”

In explaining its motive for the unprecedented announcement, the Phoenix said, “A lot has changed for
mein thelast few months. | redizethat I’ ve been flying on auto-pilot for most of my existence, and I'm
just trying to take some control.”

The Phoenix was presumably referring to its much-publicized apparent breakdown last January during a
performance of Firebird at New Y ork’s Metropolitan Opera House. After the incident, the Phoenix
entered the exclusive Lotus Eaters Clinic for “ nervous exhaustion, pyrophobia, and agrowing
dependency on pinegpplejuice,” according to apressrelease a the time. The pinegpple-juice revelation
was particularly shocking to fans of the famoudy gentle avionid, who isadmired by environmentaistsfor
its low-impact diet of dewdrops.

When asked whether it fdlt it had an obligation to perpetuate its unique role in the collective unconscious,
the Phoenix snapped, “The human raceisjust going to have to find another symbol of regeneration.
Maybe they could use one of those pop stars whose careers keep coming back from the dead.”

According to tradition, once every five hundred years, the Phoenix builds a nest of aromatic branches,
sngs ahaunting requiem for itsdf, then turnsto the sun and spontaneoudy burgtsinto flames, which it fans
with itsown wings. The avionid isincinerated. In three days, however, awormlike being arisesfrom the
ashes, and thislarvaeventuadly transformsinto anew Phoenix. Thisritua of regeneration isthe Phoenix’s
sole means of reproduction, and a any given time, thereisonly one of itskind.

The current Phoenix was expected to incinerate itself on May 1<t in Orlando, after the Floridatourist
destination won out over sun-drenched rivals Honolulu, Cairo, and Marsellles. In an intense bidding war,
the Supernatura Broadcast Corporation paid arecord sum for rightsto telecast the event. Riva network
NBC was purportedly overlooked because the Phoenix had negative fedlings about its peacock logo, but
thiswas denied at the time by Verity Spinner of Best Feather Forward, a public relations firm employed
by the avionid. Griffin Records had contracted to release a CD of the Phoenix’ slast song, said to be
among the most haunting ever sung.

The Phoenix’ sregeneration is consdered of immense cultural and mytho-scientific interest. Among those
with reserved seats at the planned Orlando event are heads of state, Nobel laureates, and Stheno the
Gorgon, acting president of the College of Fantastic Creatures, who agreed to view the spectacle from a
private box to prevent any risk of inadvertently petrifying the human dignitariesin attendance.



Higtoricdly, the Phoenix’ s nestlike funera pyre has been built in the branches of an oak, or ontop of a
pam tree, as was planned in Orlando, but fire codes complicated matters this time around, and the
Orlando Fire Department has yet to issue a permit, despite assurances from the event committee that the
Phoenix’ s mystical powers protect the host tree from harm.

Obtaining the Phoenix’ straditiona nest materids, spikenard and myrrh, has added further complexity to
the preparations. Spikenard, a native of the Himalayas, is on the endangered plant list and cannot be
harvested. Myrrh, produced from atree found in Africaand the Arabian peninsula, is a suspected
carcinogen when burned and is currently banned from import to the United States. According to sources
closeto the Phoenix, it took almaost two years of appedl s before specid permits were issued to procure
the plant matter, and the avionid took ddlivery of the necessary spikenard and myrrh just yesterday.

From Chapter 2 of Out of the Fire :My Story by Phoenix Dawn:

| couldn’t deep the night before the press conference to announce that | wasn't going to regenerate.
Instead, | stayed up late distracting myself with television, which turned out to be amistake. When an ad
came on for agrilled chicken sandwich, | dmost threw up. Despite months of therapy, my wingsand
claws gill shook at the thought of fire. As| splashed in my fountain, trying to calm myself down, |
desperately wanted some pinegpple juice and regretted going cold turkey after getting home from Lotus
Eaters.

The press conference itself wasn't asbad as | had expected. No one knew what to make of my decision,
and at thetime, even | didn’t fully understand.

It was spring, and everywhere | flew, birds were pairing up, building nests. | knew that soon | would be
building anest, too, but not with the joyful expectation of welcoming ayoung Phoenix. | would never get
to meet my “offspring.” This sad thought—and the new life budding al around me—made the prospect
of my fiery desth unbearable.

Humansliketo say they are utterly unique—just like dll other humans. |, however, wasjust utterly unique.
And done. | didn't believe | could do anything about being singular, so | clutched at whatwas inmy
control.

After the reportersleft my aviary that day, | felt ahuge burden had been lifted from my wings, but &t the
sametime, | sensed | wasn't out of thefire yet.

PHOENIX UNDER FIRE FOR NO FIRE

Y esterday’ s announcement by the Phoenix that it does not intend to rise again has sparked a hested
controversy and has even divided the community of supernatura beings.

The Minotaur, reached at hislabyrinthine home on Crete, said, “I’'m uniquein al the world, too, but |
don't go around complaining about it. Instead, after embracing vegetarianism, I’ ve chosen to devote
mysdlf to worthy causes, including aworldwide ban on bullfighting.”

The Phoenix’ s spokesbeing, Verity Spinner, responded to this criticism by pointing out that the Minotaur,
who ishaf man and hdf bull, isamgor stockholder in ManBeast Technology, astart-up genetic
engineering firm founded by billionaire centaur Thasseus, which hasthe potentid to produce other beings
that are a cross between ahuman and an animal.



The conservative College of Fantastic Cregtures, in an officia position paper, condemned the Phoenix’s
decision as“an embarrassing abdication of respongbility.” Echoing the Minotaur' s sentiment, the CFC
a so pointed out that many of its members are unique and that some, like its Gorgon president, face
serious obstacles to socia acceptance, whereas the Phoenix is universally admired.

But other groupsin the Mythicum have been lessjudgmenta of the avionid’ sdesire. Cosmicus, leader of
the Herd of Centaurs, commented, “To everything, thereisaseason. And atimefor every purpose under
Heaven.”

The Zephyrs, aspecies of wind spirit, are planning a breeze-by in support of the Phoenix. Northwesterly,
publicity director for the Zephyrs, said, “We ve spent alot of time with the Phoenix asit fliesaround the
world. It'sbeen agood friend to us, and donated itstime to sing at afundraising concert during our
campaign for acceptance, ‘we' re here, we'reair, get used toit.” Prior to the campaign, we were
congtantly being sued by insurance companies seeking reimbursement for wind-damage clams.”

The Phoenix’ s decision has stirred up even greater contention in the human community. The Globd
Right-to-Life Coalition suggested they may go to court to force the Phoenix to rise again. Moore Kiddes,
president of the organization, stated he believes the next Phoenix isinherent in the body of the current
Phoenix, and therefore, the Phoenix’ srefusd to regenerate is equivaent to murder.

Planetwide Pro-Choice quickly countered the GRL C position, claiming that the Phoenix’ sdecision
embodied the principle for which PPC has dways fought: reproductive freedom.

“Why should this creature be forced to adhere to some outmoded mythica mordity that saysit hasto
incinerateitself so that another being can arise?” PPC public policy director Roe Ann Wade asked. “The
Phoenix has aright to control over its own body.”

Support came aso from an unlikely source, the Human Racists, an organization devoted to the
“eradication of unnatura beings from the face of the Earth.” The Racists, members of which are serving
time for unicorn dehornings, among other hate crimes, posted an opinion on their web site, which said in
part, “We wholeheartedly applaud the decision of thisfoul fowl to rid the world of itssdlf for dl eternity.”

Onamore practical front, both the City of Orlando and the Supernatural Broadcast Corporation, which
paid record sumsto host and telecast the rare event, respectively, are said to be in discussion with
lawyers representing the avionid.

The Phoenix, reached for comment through a spokesbeing, said that it gppreciates the support it has
recelved, and hopesthat al beings, both supernatural and naturd, will respect its decison.

From Chapter 4 of Out of the Fire: My Story by Phoenix Dawn:

| was blown aback when the College of Fantastic Creatures condemned me for deciding not to
regenerate. We supernaturas are atraditional bunch, for the most part, so maybe | should have expected
it. Still, it hurt. | felt even moreisolated, if that was possible.

The problem with being unique isthat there’ sno one who can truly relate to what you' re going through.
My dear friend Cyclops Polyphemustried, but | think even he was bewildered by my decision.

All I knew then wasthat | couldn’t go through with it. Asthe preparations for my regeneration had grown
more intensive, so had my fear of fire. It reached the point where unlit candles gave me panic attacks.



The network beings and event folks kept saying, “It’ sjust nerves, you'll do fine.” They’d offer me
pineapplejuice, even though they knew | was supposed to be on the wagon.

Then, the spikenard and myrrh arrived. We had flown through al sorts of hoopsto get it. Alonein my
aviary that evening, | opened the crates to examine their contents. The fragrance of the plantswas
intoxicating. Forgetting my pyrophobiafor thefirgt timein months, | took abranch into my housekeeper’s
kitchenette and lit it on the stove. Inhaling the smoke, | felt euphoric. This made sense: mytho-scientists
had long theorized that the nest materials provided a high that would numb me to the pain of being burned
dive

As| continued to greedily sniff the smoldering branch, afedling tore through my drug-induced eation. A
feeling of terror so profound that in five hundred years | have never experienced itslike. | tossed the
spikenard onto the floor, beating it with my wingsto extinguishit, not caring if | burnt my feathers.

When I'd camed down, | phoned Verity and said, “ Call a press conference for the morning. I’ ve got an
announcement to make.”

BATTLE OVER PHOENIX COLD-FREEZE HEATSUP

Mt. Olympus, Greece. The Globd Right-to-Life Codition, an organization which supportstheright to
life of unborn beings, filed amotion today with the Interdimensiona Court seeking to force the Phoenix to
performitsritua of regeneration. The motion states, in part, that “while birth among humansistypicaly
defined to mean live birth, the notion islogically extended to include hatching, springing from acleaved
forehead or spilled blood, growing from a severed body part, aswell as arising from ashes. The
intentions of the current Phoenix in regard to the death and frozen storage of its body effectively deny life
to the next Phoenix.”

Interdimensional legal experts are speaking out about the case, which isuniversaly regarded asa
landmark.

Oedipus Smith, senior partner of the law firm Smith, Sanders and Sphinx, explained the predicament the
Court faces. “Interdimensiond law holdsthat it is murder to terminate the natural existence of any being.
So the question becomes, what isthe natural existence of a Phoenix, and when does that existence
begin?If the Court finds that the existence of a Phoenix does not begin until it arises from the ashes, then
the GRLC isgoing to lose this one. If the Court, however, determines that due to the regenerative nature
of the Phoenix, the next oneisinherent in the current avionid, then it may grant the motion for an
emergency injunction.”

Two groups, Planetwide Pro-Choice, whose mission isto further the cause of reproductive freedom, and
the Mythicum Liberties Union, acontroversid legal advocacy organization, have vowed to join forces
with the Phoenix in defense of itswishes.

Mythicum Liberties Union chief counsd the Hydrasaid, “What is at issueisafundamental question
affecting all immorta and quasi-immortal beings: Can we be forced to continue on for al eternity? Or do
we have aright to end our existence?’

The Hydra has a unique perspective on the issue of regeneration. During the Greek empire, it suffered a
multiple decapitation by fire a the hands of Hercules, the so-called “ mongter dayer,” whoserightful place
in history—either hero or villain—has been the subject of much emotiond discussion. After Hercules's
attack, the Hydra s oneimmortal head was buried under arock, whereit lay unable to regenerate itsalf
until the nineteenth century when the head was unearthed by an archaeologica expedition. The
regenerated Hydra served dmost acentury of jail timefor killing the team that had liberated it, but snce



its release has become a respected advocate for the rights of fantastic beings, and iswidely regarded as
one of the best sets of legal minds working today.

In recognition of the time-critical nature of the case, the Court has set ahearing for April 20th, when it
will respond to the motion and any counter-motions filed by the Phoenix or other parties.

The Interdimensional Court has previoudy heard such high-profile cases asitsfirs mgor decison,S.
George v. Dragon , and more recently, College of Fantastic Creaturesv. Republic of Greece , in
which reparations were awarded for the relentless persecution and destruction of “supers,” asthey are
commonly known, by the ancient Greeks. During the case, which wasthefirgt of the Court’ s hearingsto
be broadcast by satellite, Grecian lawyers attempted to portray the supers as the aggressors, focusing on
the many sacrificed virgins who had been deprived of the enjoyment of their sexudity and the opportunity
to procreate, dong with their lives. At one memorable point, the Minotaur, under intense
cross-examination, bellowed out an apology for his past culinary practices. Despite this, the voice-only
testimony of Stheno the Gorgon, who spoke heartwrenchingly about the trauma of watching Perseus
destroy her mortal sister Medusa, sealed the case for the CFC.

The Court was established five hundred years ago, after fantastic beings that had survived the Grecian
Purges, then had been forced into hiding to avoid the exterminators of the Middle Ages, declared war on
humankind. Following one hundred years of hodlilities, the Interdimensiond Treaty was Signed at the
banks of the River Styx. It established interdimensiona law and the Court to adminigter it.

Partial transcript fromTimely Topicswith Fae M oss-Phayce:

Fae: WEe re back with the Phoenix, who one week ago today caused an interdimensional uproar by
announcing that it didn’t intend to rise again. Phoenix, before the break, you said accusations that you're
trying to commit suicide or genocide are unfair.

Phoenix: Wéll, it ssemsto methat burning yoursdf diveisalot more suicida than smply trying to live
out your lifetoitsnatura end.

Fae: But what about the future of the Phoenix?

Phoenix: | don't know, but | don't think | should have to immolate myself just so that everybody else
has some sort of guarantee.

Fae: Soit’'sokay with you if you'rethe last of your kind?

Phoenix: Of course not! I’ ve dready said that | hope there will be more Phoenixes. There' snothing I'd
like more than to meet another of my species.

Fae: There are rumorsthat you' re trying to have yoursdlf cloned.

Phoenix: That'sridiculous. Cloning isinitsinfancy, and it requires not just DNA, but an egg from the
species, which of course doesn't exist in my case.

Fae: Thisisobvioudy an emotiondly charged issue. Y ou’ re mythologized by cultures throughout the
world for your ability to rise from your own ashes, and now you' ve rejected the very quality that has set
you gpart. What is your answer, then, to those in the interdimensiona community who say you're

being sdlfish and future Phoenixeswill pay the price?
Phoenix: Y ou humans have awhole popular psychology that advocates breaking cycles, taking



responsibility, and making choices. Quitefrankly, I think it's hypocritica that I’ m coming under attack for
doing just that.

Fae: Surely, you haveto redize that your very nature, your uniqueness, putsyou in a separate category
and that the same standards aren’t going to apply?

Phoenix: Why shouldn’t they?

Fae: Now we reinto one of the most argued issues of our world. Regardless of whether it’ sfair or not,
various groups are going to court to try and force you to regenerate. In fact, we just had word that the
Supernatural Conservancy has aso filed amation.

Phoenix: So my lawyerstdl me. | think the Conservancy is misguided. If the human race wanted to
extinct itsalf—and spesking as abeing who's observed you for avery long time, it often lookslike that's
exactly what humanity wants—but if you wanted that, | don't think you' d appreciate a bunch of us
supers getting together and trying to stop you.

Fae: Perhaps not. We re just about out of time. | want to thank you for joining us tonight.
Phoenix: Thanksfor having me.

Fae: The much-anticipatedSports Illustrated annua water nymph issue hits newsstands tomorrow. As
expected, the Crossdimensional Organization for Women is calling for aboycott of the magazine as
demeaning to al female entities. What do the models have to say? Cover-nymph Galatea joins us when
we come back.

Recent Developments:

eInterdimensional Court orders Phoenix to undergo psychiatric
evaluation. (4/12/—)

«Griffin Records suspends plans to release Phoenix’ s Requiem.
(41133

*Phoenix found to be sound of mind. (4/16/—)

*BC and City of Orlando sue Phoenix for foregoing fire. (4/17/—)

*Joecial Prosecutor considers charging Phoenix with conspiracyto commit genocide. (4/18/—)

From Chapter 7 of Out of the Fire: My Story by Phoenix Dawn:

TheTimely Topics interview was Verity Spinner’ sidea. Shethought that if | went on TV, told my sidein
being, that it might sway public opinion. But | wastoo defensive and too scared to make agood case for
mysdlf. If anything, | lost support after the segment aired, even though Verity made the rounds trying to
do damage control.

In the time between that interview and the hearing, it felt like the whole world was againgt me. Well,
maybe not everyone: my friends at the Metropolitan Opera sent me a gorgeous bouquet of birds of
paradise (my favorite!) and anote saying that | would always be irreplaceable. That meant alot.



But then there were the thousands of messages from complete strangers:. “My family planned our trip to
Destiny World for next month so we could watch your regeneration. Now what am | supposed to tell my
kids?" And: “Burn, you big chicken!” | wanted to reply, “Get alife!” but | didn’t. There were too many
of them, and the pressure was pushing me toward the edge.

A week before the court hearing, | had www.mysticfoods.com deliver some pinegpplejuice. | couldn’t
help it. | needed something to get me through the lega nightmare. My old friend Cy Poly called to say
he' d been subpoenaed; poor thing was crying his eye out over being forced to testify against me. And
then there were the updates from Hydra. The lawyer was doing mock trialswith itsdf, having a different
head take the part of each judge and the various attorneys, and its assorted minds couldn’t agree on
whether our prospects were good or not.

| binged on pinegpplejuiceright up until 1 boarded the plane to Greece for what | could only think of as
my trial. During the overnight journey, | fell adeep and dreamt of being sacrificed to a Hawaiian volcano
for having sucked the last golden drops of life out of the pinegpplefidds. Asthefiery lava sucked me
down into aburning vortex, | awoke screeching—and clutched for another juice.

COURT REQUIRESRITUAL, BUT PHOENIX FLAP NOT OVER YET

Mt. Olympus, Greece. In aclose 5-4 vote, the Interdimensiona Court granted an emergency injunction
againg the Phoenix today, ordering the legendary avionid to regenerate on its 500th birthday, whichisa
week from Saturday. While the Court found that due to the mystical nature of the Phoenix’ s regeneration,
it does not have the practica meansto enforce its order, the injunction does subject the Phoenix to
immediate arrest and imprisonment should it fail to riseagain.

The Phoenix, who had testified on its own behdf, returned to its home city of Sesttle before the decison
was announced. Its publicist, Verity Spinner, said it was deeply distressed by the Court’ sruling.

MLU chief counsel the Hydra, who argued in defense of the Phoenix, commented, “ The Court has lost
sght of the bigger picture. The Phoenix isasymbol of hope and renewd; if it is compelled by court order
to burn to deeth, it will cometo symbolize tragedy. The Phoenix myth will be destroyed adong with the
Phoenix itsdf.”

Specia Prosecutor Given Powers, who has dready stated that he will bring crimina charges of genocide
againg the Phoenix if it does not regenerate, applauded the decision, but acknowledged that the outcome
isintheavionid' sclaws.

“We would rather see the Phoenix do theright thing, but if it doesn't, we' Il prosecute to the fullest extent
of thelaw.”

The pendlty for genocide under interdimensiona law is existence-long imprisonment. It is not known how
long the Phoenix will live should it not incinerate itsalf upon its 500th birthday.

Excerpt from theInterdimensional Court rulinginGRLC et al. v. The Phoenix , penned for the
majority by Chief Justice Tyranno the Dragon:

Based on testimony given by Cyclops Polyphemus and others who have known the Phoenix for more
than oneincarnation, it isthe beief of this Court that each Phoenix is, in fact, auniqueindividud. The
Interdimensiond Condtitution holdsthat al beings existent are granted certain indienable rights, and so
we come to the question of when the existence of a specific Phoenix begins. It is currently understood
that a new Phoenix will arise only from the incinerated body of its predecessor, and will first appear asa



large worm three days after that incineration. It thus seems that anew Phoenix only becomes existent
sometime after the voluntary salf-destruction of its parent. Therefore, forcing the Phoenix to regenerate
onthebasisof the“right to life’ of its offspring would be equivaent to forcing an act of conception upon
ahuman being for the same reason. The motion for an emergency injunction brought by the Global
Right-to-Life Codition isthus denied for lack of legd merit.

Also before the Court isthe question broached by co-plaintiff The Supernatural Conservancy of whether
the Phoenix, by refusing to regenerate, isin effect extincting its species. While thereis no clear precedent
inthis matter, it isthe very uniqueness of the Phoenix that creates the most compelling argument against
defense counsdl’ s assartion that the avionid is entitled to end itslife asit chooses. In opting not to
incinerate itsdf, the Phoenix effectively prevents any other beings of itslike from ever existing, and in so
doing, irreparably harmsthe interdimensiond world, which would surely be diminished by theloss of such
auniversaly admired and sngular species.

Therefore, it isthe ruling of this Court that the cause brought by The Supernatura Conservancy is upheld,
and that the Phoenix is hereby ordered to regenerate according to the mystical customs of its
predecessors, which are outlined below.

From Chapter 11 of Out of the Fire: My Story by Phoenix Dawn:

After the Court’sdecision, | was caught between afire and a hot place. What was the point of asserting
my rightsto existence, liberty, and happiness, if the day | did so, the latter two were taken away?

| went into seclusion. My publicity team kept telling the world that | was perching by my decisonto live
out my life and to donate my frozen body to mytho-scientific research upon my deeth. Hydraand the
other lawyers kept working to overturn the ruling. Meanwhile, | guzzled “golden dixir,” asI’d cometo
cal pineapplejuice, and obsessed about fire. My theragpist had been telling me for monthsthat thefire
wasn't my redl fear, but | didn’t believe her. She wasn't the one who was supposed to burn hersdf dive.

Three days before my scheduled regeneration, | woke to the sound of sirens (mechanica ones, not the
supernatura songstresses). I’d passed out in apile of pruningsthat Chauncey, my housekeeper, had
taken from the ornamenta cherry treesin my aviary. In my hungover confusion, | thought | wasin the
nest and the sirens were because | was on fire. Screeching like acommon seagull, | zoomed acrossthe
aviary and dove headfirgt into my fountain. Chauncey heard me and came running in his bathrobe. | was
beating my wings, splashing water everywhere, trying to extinguish mysdif.

Chauncey helped me back to my favorite perch and turned on a heet lamp to dry me off. | felt
embarrassed, miserable, and hopeless. Even pineapple juice had lost its appedl. All | could think was: it
doesn't matter what | do, I’m doomed. An dmost unbearable sense of grief and despair welled up insde
of me.

And so it wasthat | came beak-to-beak with the feelings that I’ d been trying to ignore for decades.
Despite my fame, | didn’t view mysdf asan enduring symbol of the power to rise from the ashes and
recregte onesdf; | viewed mysalf asasymbol of loneliness and futility. Of being trapped in an endless
cycle. And of being destined to passthat on from one regeneration to the next.

But I'd learned in therapy that cycles keep repeating themselves until you make a conscious decision to
change—and that’ s exactly what I’ d done. Maybe it was the Phoenix fateto be all done, but | didn’t
have to set myself on fire just because that’ swhat my parent, and its parent, and all the Phoenixes before
it, did. We' re not lemmings, after all.



| didn’'t even understand how al those Phoenixes could go through with theincineration. | imagined that
they must have been far braver beings than me. Regardless of whether | was acoward, | knew that |
couldn't doiit, that | would rather live out my daysin prison than destroy mysdlf smply because of some
“should” whose origin would probably remain forever shrouded in mystery. Peacefilled my being. And
an unshakeable resolve. | would take control of my destiny the only way that | could and accept the
CONSequences.

But then, on the eve of my five hundredth birthday, everything changed.

PHOENIX IN HOSPITAL FOLLOWING FAILED FIRE

Seattle, Washington. After ingsting that it would not abide by an Interdimensiona Court order requiring
it to regenerate, the Phoenix apparently had alast-minute change of heart, and after spending al night
hastily constructing itsritual nest atop Seettle' s Space Needle, it set itsalf dight, only to chicken out as
flames engulfed its feathered form. The legendary “bird of fire’ legpt squawking from itsfunerd pyre and
fell twenty feet to the Space Needle' s Observation Deck, where it screamed for help until afast-acting
firefighter sprayed it with an extinguisher. The Phoenix was then airlifted to Harborview Medica Center,
whereitisin critical condition with third-degree burns over eighty percent of its body. Witnesses said that
al the avionid' sfeathers were incinerated except for the golden crest on its head.

Around midnight yesterday, the Phoenix, who had been in seclusion, flew fromits Seettle aviary to the
nearby Space Needle, carrying aromatic branchesthat had been imported for its regeneration. It
deposited its burden atop the landmark, then returned to its penthouse for more of the plant material.
Security guards at the Space Needle derted local authorities, and a decision was made not to interfere
with the avionid’ s activities. Instead, the Space Needle was evacuated except for firefightersand
members of the press.

According to eyewitness accounts and video footage taken from news helicopters, which captured the
entire event, the Phoenix, who has over a dozen triple-Platinum recordings to its credit, sang a haunting
requiem as the sun rose on an atypicaly clear morning. The avionid completed its mel ody, then faced
eadt, extending itswings. Within seconds, asmdl flame gppeared benegath itstail. The Phoenix fanned its
wings, encouraging the fire, which spread to the branches of the nest. For closeto aminute, al that was
vighble was smoke and flames. Then, the Phoenix emitted aterrible screech and legpt fromits pyre,
landing in the guard wires above the Observation Deck. It squawked for help, its body till burning. A
member of the Sesttle Fire Department extinguished the avionid, who received emergency medical
attention before being rushed to the region’ sonly Level One trauma center.

Sesttle sfire chief defended his decision to permit the Phoenix to set itsalf and its nest ablaze atop the
city’ smost recognized landmark by citing the widely held belief that the Phoenix’ sincineration has, for
presumably mystica reasons, never harmed the treesin which it traditionaly takes place, and therefore
the risk to the Space Needle was minimal. In support of this, the Phoenix’ s nest was no longer on fire by
the time SFD personnel reached it. The charred congtruction is currently considered evidence. The
Sesttle Police Department is contracting for its removal by crane, which may take up to three days.

A spokesheing for the Interdimensional Court said that the Justices are meeting to determine whether the
Phoenix’ sfailed attempt putsit in contempt or whether it in effect satisfied the Court’ s order. Specid
Prosecutor Given Powers, who has been preparing a case againgt the Phoenix, said his office needed to
wait until the avionid was well enough to be interviewed, but it appeared likely that charges of genocide
would be brought.

MLU chief counsd the Hydra, who defended the Phoenix before the Interdimensiona Court, expressed
hope that his client would not suffer legal punishment.



“The Phoenix’ s Situation continues to be unprecedented, but hopefully today’ stragic event will inpirethe
Court to reconsider its previous finding. What we have here is abeing being forced to burn itself dive.
No other entity in existence has ever been ordered to undergo an equivaent ordeal, and to force the
Phoenix to choose between immolation and life imprisonment is crud and unusud.”

Interdimensiond legal expert Oedipus Smith, a professor at Harvard Law School, said that the Court’s
intent was clearly to insure the generation of anew Phoenix, and since the Phoenix isaiveinaburn
center, and not reduced to ashesin its nest (where itsremainswould, in three daystime, giverisetoa
worm-like Phoenix larva), it isunlikely that the Court will not impose pendlty.

The Phoenix has been embattled sinceits shocking announcement. In addition to the injunction granted
by the Interdimensiona Court upon amotion by the Supernatural Conservancy, other partieswho had
paid large sumsfor rightsto the regeneration are aso bringing actions againgt the Phoenix. Theseinclude
origind hogt city Orlando, broadcast network SBC, and Griffin Records. Although some experts
estimate damages could approach one billion dollars, it is likely, given the Phoenix’ svast financiad
resources, accumulated over half amillennium, that it would be able to pay any award.

From Chapter 13 of Out of the Fire: My Story by Phoenix Dawn:

It's hard to describe what came over methat night. It was asif the whole world, and everything that had
happened in that world—my pyrophobia, the press conference, the pineapple-juice binging, the court
battle, my catharsis just three days before—all of it faded into a shadowland, and the only thing that was
red was an dl-consuming urgetobuild that nest .

| vaguely remember Chauncey shouting after me as| left with thefirst load of branches, but even hewas
just awraith, some vagudy familiar being that lacked substance in the sphere | now inhabited, a sphere
where | existed for one purpose and one purpose only.

I’m not surewhy | chose the Space Needle. Maybe because there aren’t palm trees in Sesttle, nor oaks
of any stature. Maybe because it stands separate from downtown’ s skyscrapers, brightly lit, abeaconin
the night. Regardless, | decided to build there, and so back and forth | went until every last sem had
been transported to the nest Site, and just intime.

The horizon was graying to the east. | felt the world emerging from its nighttime shadow, and asit did, |
understood that | perched between the two redlities, the everyday place and that other nameless one
from which we come and to which we return. | felt utterly, profoundly aone, and my loneliness flowed
into my voice and | sang, sang for everything that ends and everything that has yet to begin.

When the song finished, rays of light touched my feathers, the sun cregping up over the Cascade
Mountains, burning away the shadows. The worlds were colliding. The moment was so beautiful and so
terrible | could not bear it. Throwing my wingswide, | welcomed the star’ sfire, voicelesdy begging it to
consume me. And flames sprang forth from my being, thefiery illusion of my festhers madered.

Spikenard and myrrh are potent. Intoxicated, | felt nothing as the flames and smoke thickened, sedling
me in acoffin of light and shadow, a cocoon spun at the border of day and night, rebirthand . . . degth.
The great and find dumber engulfed my body—

And then something in me awoke, an awareness as sngular as my nestbuilding obsesson the night
before, and that awarenesswas.| amon fire!



| leapt out of the nest before I’ d even thought, and as 1 did, | fell back into the everyday world, fell hard,
landing in wires above the Space Needl€' s Observation Deck and screaming because | was burning
dive

PHOENIX LARVA FOUND!

Seattle, Washington. Police working with acrane crew to take the Phoenix’ s nest into evidence,
following the avionid' s aborted regeneration three days ago, were shocked to discover alarge wormlike
being inside the bower of burnt branches atop the Space Needle. Removd of the nest wasimmediately
halted, and mytho-scientific expertswere cdled in to identify the flame-red cresture. Following severa
hours of examination, the Sesttle police chief announced that the nest would not be removed and that the
Space Needle would be closed until further notice. When asked if a Phoenix larva had been found, the
chief replied, “That is our best guess at thispoint.”

If the worm, nicknamed “Little Red,” transformsinto aPhoenix, it likely will resolvethe legd problems
facing the Phoenix, who isin serious-but-stable condition. However, such an occurrence is without
precedent and believed by many in the mytho-scientific community to beimpossible.

“The Phoenix isand has dways been unique,” said renowned authority Dr. IlvaD’ Gree of Paris's
L’ Ingtitute des Creatures Fantastiques. “It only arisesfrom the burnt remains of itsformer
incarnation.”

However, O. Pin Mynd, author of Wrong Again: The Failings of Science & Mythos, pointed out that
at one time maggots were thought to arise spontaneoudy from dead flesh, anotion which is now
consdered ridiculous.

Recent Developments:

*Phoenix’ s recovery from third-degree burnstermed “ amazing” bydoctors. Mytho-scientists cite
regenerative abilities as reason for rapidhealing. (5/8/—)

*Unique no more! Larva transformsinto Phoenix. Prior Phoenix saidto be ecstatic. (5/20/—)
*Phoenix takes name. “ Dawn” hopes to meet “ Little Red” soon.
(5/22/—

eInterdimensional Court rules that Phoenix “ effectively” complied withinjunction. Special
Prosecutor won't bring charges. (5/24/—)

*Phoenix Dawn settles lawsuits over cancelled Orlando regeneration.SBC receives rights to story
that changed the mythos. Griffin Records parent company Fantastic Communications’ Magic
Books will publish Phoenix’s memoir. (5/28/—)

*Beak-to-beak for the first time ever: emotional meeting as Little Redvisits Dawn. (6/1/—)

EpiloguefromOut of the Fire: My Story by Phoenix Dawn:

Many have speculated about what happened to me on May first and why Little Red isherewhen | am
not burnt to ash.



Perhaps the whole mythos about us Phoenixes has been wrong, and we were never intended to be a
species of one, uniquein dl the world. Maybe the first Phoenix, having no being to help it understand
what was happening, |et the power of its birth experience consumeit. And so amyth arose. And every
subsequent Phoenix bought into its own legend, duly giving itslifeto perpetuate it.

Maybe ourtrue power of regeneration isthe ability to survive creating more of our own kind. For asthe
Court found, and as Little Red proves, dl Phoenixes may be the same, but we are not the same Phoenix.

But perhapsthat’snot it at al. Maybe the godsjust decided it was time for achange, and | happened to
be the one chosen to bring it about. Perhaps everything | went through prior to May first was so thet |
would awaken to my own destruction, save mysdlf, and begin anew mythos. Who isto say?

All'I know with certainty isthat for the first time in my five-hundred-year existence, | can look another
being in the eye and see mysdf staring back. It’ s an experience so fresh, so new, | fed reborn.



L egacy

David Levine

The view from where | sat looked like the poster for Cygnus X-1 with Luke Perry, which | used as my
screen wal lpaper for six solid monthsin seventh grade. Not quite as drameatic, but better because it was
red.

Theroailing red bulk of the red supergiant star we cdled Magnus, or VV Cephel A to giveits proper
name, filled the window. It looked like red clouds churning in adull orange sky, but thetiniest visible blob
wasamillion times as big asthe Earth, and if it weren't for the Lilliandree-made transparent dome over
the ship’slifesystem the infrared alone would be enough to kill us. Just |ft of center burned atiny
pinpoint of blue-whitelight: Charlie, or VV Cephel B, ablue giant sar five times bigger than Sol. A dim
eliptica hao of pae orange shading to yellow surrounded the blue star, matter sucked from the big star’s
bulk by the smdler one' sgravity and spun into adisk by their mutua rotation.

| wasthe only onelooking at it.

| had to attend the astrophysicists daily staff meeting, in case they needed some technica information on
the ship or itsingtruments, but as the meeting was conducted in incomprehensible scientific gibberish |
aways chose a seat with aview. Everyone ese focused on the digital display on the oppositewall. Even
though these folks had spent their entire lives studying the stars and had just travel ed over three thousand
light yearsto study this particular one, they spent dmaost no timelooking &t it.

Susan Y ang, the diminutive nuclear chemist from Korea, had just finished her report, and Martin Lake—
Doctor Martin Lake, apop-eyed pa e Brit whose remaining hair stuck out like dried crabgrass—stood
up. “I’vefinaly discovered what has been interfering with my observations. We have to move the ship.”

Groans all around the table, not least from me. It had taken us over seventy-two hoursto “stabilize the
observationd platform”—in other words, put the ship in theright orbit and wait for it to stop wobbling.

Leonard Hart, the expedition’ s director, put his glasses on the table and rubbed hiseyes. “And why is
that, Dr. Lake?’ He had abushy gray moustache and alarge nose whose tip moved when he talked.

“There’ san anoma ous mascon in the accretion disk.” He put up an image on the screen: thin red vapor
curled up from the surface of Magnus and swirled around itstiny blue companion like aloving tentacle.
“It'sinthisclear zone.” He tapped the screen and the image magnified, showing adark teardrop-shaped
bubble in the red tentacle. It was areal-time image, and the red gas drifted lazily past—a storm of
high-temperature charged particles moving at hundreds of kilometers per second. “We have to relocate
to apodition whereit isn't anywhere near my line of sight to the core.”

“Lineof dght?’ huffed Vadliy Ivanov. “ Arewe doingoptical astronomy here?’

“No. Thismascon isbig enough to affect Simultaneity-based observations.” Martin touched another
control and annotations appeared, pointing out a black circle within the dark bubble and indicating its
diameter, just abit bigger than Jupiter.

Vadliy remained skepticd. “ Even Jupiter doesn't havethat deep agravity well.”

“Oh, it smuch more massive than Jupiter. That isaterrestria body.”



The muttered side conversations and shuffling papers stopped dead.
Leonard stood up and moved close to the screen. A rock bigger than Jupiter?’

“I cal it Balock,” said Martin, “becauseit’sabig heavy ball and becauseit’ s bollixed up my data. We
have to movethe ship so | can seearound it.”

Leonard magnified theimage still further. “ This dark region must be protected from the matter stream by
its magnetosphere.”

“What' sthat?’ asked Krishna Srinivasa, pointing at a star within the dark bubble.
Martin blinked. “A minor terrestrial body. A moon of Balock.”
Leonard zoomed in on the bright speck.

The bright blue-whitelight of Charlieilluminated white clouds swirling serenely on ablue and green
background. A perfect little jewd of aworld. The annotations indicated amass and surface temperature
not too far from Earth’ s and the presence of water and oxygen. Even | knew how rare that was.

When the excited babble died down, Martin said, “I' ve named it Pointless.”

Leonard’ s brown-spotted forehead wrinkled as his eyebrows drew together in befuddled amusement.
“Y ou found an Earthlike world in the accretion disk of ared supergiant, and you called itPointless 7’

“Becauseit has no bearing on my researches, and it’ s going to be blown away soon anyway. So arewe
going to move the ship, or not?’

If it had been my choice, | would have started accelerating toward that pretty little world as soon asit
came up on the screen. | wanted to stand on its alien soil, under the light of the two suns. But Leonard
wasthe onein charge, and | was glad: the scientists yelled at each other for five solid hours, including two
consultations with higher-ups back on Earth, and if it had been mein the middle of dl that, my hair would
have been as gray as Leonard’ s by the end of the meeting.

Wewered| there, three thousand light-years and five billion dollars from home, because the latest
Simultaneity astronomy showed Magnus was right on the cusp of exploding into asupernova.
Supernovee are rare events, happening only once per century or so per galaxy, and studying an incipient
one up close could tell us more about stellar evolution than fifty years of Earth-based observation.
Simultaneity has no speed-of-light limitation, but detail is reduced by distance and by intervening mass, so
we wanted to get as close as possible.

So an international team of a dozen astrophysicists had been assembled and along-range ship had been
hired from Implex Corporation, along with its Simultaneity tech (that'sme, Gray Tackett) and rea space
pilot (Julie Jorgensen, but everyone cdls her J.J). | knew thiswas aredly important project, because
five mgjor corporations and two minor governments had been kicked off the schedule to make room for
it. Shipslike thel mplex Helvoran aren’t exactly common.

At thispoint the “iron flash” —the point a which the star used up dl the lighter ementsin its core and
began to burn iron, starting the biggest fireworks show in the galaxy—was amonth away and nobody on
the ship had had more than four hours deep anight sincewe d arrived three weeks ago. Our schedule
kept everyone occupied right up until the last possible moment, and now we had Ballock and Pointlessto
study aswell. Martin demanded we not spend any resources on the planets at al; Susan, the only onein
the group with adegree in planetology, argued for an immediate landing on Pointless.



In the end Leonard imposed a compromise that made nobody happy. We would put the ship in orbit
around Pointless, where both Pointless and Magnus could be observed without Ballock’ sinterference,
and those who wished could spend at most 30% of their time and bandwidth studying the planets.

It sounded reasonable to me, at first. Then | redlized what we would have to do to get there.
“We can't fly the shipinto thesun !”

“It'snot asbad asit seems, Gray,” said Leonard. “The photosphere thins and cools asit’s drawn from
Magnus s surface by Charlie' sgravity, and it doesn't get thicker until well into the accretion disk. Where
we' re going it sno more than a hat, dirty vacuum.”

“What if we haveto runfor it?” Simultaneity doesn't like gravity wells.

“We ve got dmost amonth. It'sonly eight days from there back out to where spaceisflat enough for a
safetrandtion. Martin, can you guarantee us two weeks warning before theiron flash?’
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| crossed my arms and thought about it. | didn’t like being so far from a safe jump point, but the planet
cdledtome.

“Let'sdoit.”

While J.J. laid out atransfer orbit and the astrophysicists prepared their more delicate equipment for
acceleration, | worked with Leonard on arevised bandwidth budget. The Smultaneity unit was both our
main scientific instrument and our link to Earth, and we had aready been using itsfull capacity before
we' d discovered Pointless. Now we had to reall ocate some of that capacity to the study of the two
planets.

We had been working for acouple of hours when Leonard stretched, and | winced at the audible crack
of hisjoints. “Sorry,” he sad, “but that’ swhat seventy-three soundslike.”

“Seventy-three? | never would have guessed.”

“Thank you.” He stared at me for amoment. “How old areyou, if | may ask?’

“Twenty-three”

Hiseyesdidn’'t move, but hewas't looking at me anymore. “I should have grandchildren your age.”
Should have? | didn’t say anything out loud, but the question must have showed on my face.

“My wife and two sonswerekilled in acar accident in 1991, when | wasin grad school.”
“I'msorry.”

He sighed, looked into his cupped hands as though they held memories. “I supposethat’ swhy I'm here
now, actudly. After they died, | devoted mysdf to my career . . . hoping to make some significant
advancement in human knowledge, something to carry on my name after | wasgone. | did achievea
small amount of fame, in certain circles, but never the big breskthrough I’ d been seeking. So when this
expedition was being assembled | pulled in every favor | ever had to get onit. My last chance.”

Finaly he snorted, breaking the awkward silence, and met my gaze again. “ And now I’ m writing



bandwidth budgetsinstead of doing redl science. So let’ s get thisthing finished.”

Over the next eight days Magnus grew from ahuge red bal into ahellish boiling wall of red fire that took
up haf the sky, with loops and streamers flowing up and around like bridges on the horizon. Charlie
became a searing circle of light bigger than afull moon, bisected by the accretion disk. Seen edge-on, the
disk was afat fuzzy toothpick, dark where it crossed Charlie’ sface and yellow-orange away fromiit.

The matter stream between the two stars changed appearance more than either of them. At first it wasa
dark red river, meandering through the black sky. Aswe got closer structures began to appear, whorls
and braids and vorticesin red and black, but it got dimmer and dimmer even asthe detail increased. It
was like driving into the mountains, once you reach thefoothills, you can’t see the mountains themselves
at al. By thetime Pointless showed avisible disk the sky wasjust as black asit had been before, even
though we were now wdl insde the matter stream.

The scientists kept me busy with routing requests, configuration changes, and other administrative tasks.
The incoming datawas swamping our storage and | had a constant battle to keep it all accessible without
losing anything. Still, whenever | could spare afew moments | went up to the observation deck and
stared at the planet below.

Pointlesswastidaly locked toits primary, Balock, soits“day” equaled its orbital period: 120 days. This
meant Ballock would never appear to movein Pointless s sky, while the two sunswould rise and set
every 120 days. But though Pointless s orbit around Ballock was nearly circular, Balock’s orbit around
Charlie was unstable—badly warped by the constant gravitic duel between the two suns. So the suns
position relative to each other in Pointless's sky would change congtantly and unpredictably.

We had arrived a apoint in Balock’ svariable “year” when it was between the two suns, so currently
there was no night on Pointless—any given point in the surfacewasin “red day” or “blueday.” Onthe
blue-day side, the one we' d seen firgt, the continents looked lush and green and Charli€’ slight sparkled
from its oceans, making it look like ashiny little Christmas tree ornament.

At the moment, though, we were orbiting over the red-day side, where black continentsfloated inadim
and mottled sea of vague, fitful red highlights. Red day would be agrim and chilly timefor any lifeforms
onthe surface. | imagined weird dien fernslooming black in Magnus s churning red light, and crawling
tentacled creatures desperately awaiting the blue dawn that came every 120 days.

| got alittletightnessin my chest as| redlized that blue dawn would never come. Instead, sometimein the
next month would come ared dawn like none other in the planet’ s history.

Bringing that history to aclose.
My imaginings were interrupted by an excited chatter of voices from the hatch behind me. | clattered
down the ladder to find a crowd gathered around Susan’ swork station. “Nonsense!” Vasiliy shouted,

pointing at her screen. “Europais covered with lineslike those, and Schigparelli thought he saw canalson
Mars”

“They areroads ! | had never before heard Susan raise her voice.

Vadiliy shook hishead. “Impossible. Life on Earth didn’t even reach the multicellular stage for billions of
years. Thisstar istweve million yearsold at most.”

“And Balock’sorbit isungtable,” said Krishna “ Temperatures too variable for lifeto arise”



“Theselines crossriversat the narrowest points,” Susan replied, “ and mountains at the lowest
points—I’ ve seen evidence of bridges, and cleared passes. And the places where roads come together
have an infrared signature cong stent with disturbed soil. Cities!”

“Pah!” Vadliy waved ahand dismissivdly. “ Primitives, eveniif they do exi<. Let the automated cameras
and surface probes do their work. We have more important things to spendour time and bandwidth on.”

“Primitives or not, thesepeople are about to diel” Susan didn’t even come up to Vadliy’s shoulder, but
her intensity made him take a step back. “We have amora responsibility to save as many of them aswe

“We aren't the Red Cross,” Leonard said in areasonable tone. “We re astrophysicists. We are just one
smdl ship—we couldn’t evacuate more than afew of them.”

“Wall, at least we can use some of our precious bandwidth to send this datato Earth,” Susan fumed.
“Maybe someone there has the decency to mount arescue misson.”

Martin spoke up from the back of the crowd. “I’ m afraid that’ s not going to be possible.”
Everyoneturned to him.

“Weareeight days redspacetrave time from the nearest point in the system where a Smultaneity
trangtion can be made safely. That means a sixteen-day round trip, even if another ship with acceleration
asgood as ours were available to leave Earth right now. And theiron flash will tekeplacein...” he
looked at hiswatch. * Fourteen days and eleven hours.”

“Fourteen days!” Vasliy roared, hisvoicerisng above the others.
“And dleven hours.”
Leonard waslivid. “Y ou guaranteed you could give ustwo weeks notice!”

“| was going to announceit a today’ s staff meeting. That would have been seven hours more than two
weeks.”

Leonard shook his head. “Well, there' s nothing to be done about it now. All of you need to revise your
observation schedules for the new drop-dead date. | want to see updated PowerPlan filesin my inbox by
two o' clock.” He turned to me. “Gray, you and J.J. determine the absolute minimum safe travel timeto
the trangition point. | don’t want to leave orbit any sooner than we have to, and to make that happen I’'m
prepared to jettison anything and everything we can get dong without. Despite my first impulse, that does
not include Dr. Lake. Any questions?’

Five people started talking at once.

“No questions? Good. Now get back to work.”

With our month of observation time reduced to six days, pluswhatever limited observations we could
make during eight days accelerating away, the scientists kept me hopping. So | was adeegp on my
keyboard when my phone queeped three days | ater.

“Yuh?’ | managed.

“Gray, thisis Leonard. Can you join me and Susan in my office?’



“Uh, sure”

Leonard closed the door behind me. Susan was sitting on the edge of his desk. “ Gray, can you fly the
landers?’

“Sure. Part of my safety training.” The ship’stwo eight-passenger landers were our lifeboatsin case we
had to abandon ship.

Susan and Leonard glanced at each other. Then Leonard spoke. “Please understand that thisis not an
order. | want you to think carefully about your answer, and make your own decison. Asahuman being,
not an Implex employee.”

My heart got very loud in my ears. “Go on.”
Susan looked meright in the eyes. “Will you take Leonard and me to the surface?’
“Uh.” | sat down on Leonard’ sguest chair. “Why?’

“To gather information and samples,” said Leonard. “ To make contact with the natives, if any. To
preserve whatever tiny fragments we can.”

It took me amoment to find my voice. “I'm surprised to hear you say that, Leonard. | mean, Susan,
yeah, but not you. Y ou were the one who said we aren’t the Red Cross.”

“I’ve had afew daysto think about the Situation.”
“And | haven't given him amoment’ s peace,” said Susan.

Leonard gave her awry grin. “That’ strue, but this decison came from within. | agreed to come out of
retirement and head up this expedition for two reasons: to advance human knowledge, and to make a
name for mysdf. Thisisthe only opportunity anyonewill ever have to sudy this planet and these people,
andif | turned it down | would be neglecting both those reasons. Besides, this might be my last chanceto
get out and do somered science.”

| thought about how the ship’s systems might collapse in my absence.

| thought about radiation, and space-suit failure, and al the other hazards of leaving the ship.

| thought about stepping out of the lander onto alandscape of weird dien trees and strange life forms,

| sad, “I'min.”

J.J. was none too pleased to see us go, but Leonard wasin charge and she couldn’t quite justify aveto
on safety grounds. “WEe Il be back in forty-eight hours,” | told her.

“You' d better be, because we' releaving in fifty-one and I’ m not waiting up for you.”

It took about twelve hours each way with the lander’ slittle engine, which gave us at most twenty-four
hours on the surface. With only time for one landing, we selected a Site near one of Susan’s“cities’ on
the red/blue terminator. Even if we didn’t meet the road builders, at least we could study thelifeformsin
both their red-day and blue-day behaviors.

Susan was the first one out the door. “1t' s wonderfull”



Thefirs thing | saw as| followed her out was the star Charlie, aglaring blue-white circle sitting right on
the horizon like a plate on amantel piece, bisected by the diagona line of the accretion disk. To my right
loomed Ballock, a pockmarked half-moon appearing Sx or seven times the diameter of Luna. Behind the
lander towered theroiling red wall of Magnus. A few high thin clouds streamed across the sunset-col ored
sky, and off to my left rippled abright aurora, pae green and neon pink—visible evidence of the stream
of charged particles assaulting the planet. Though the air was breathable, we wore our space suits against
the radiation.

We had come down on a bare rock outcropping, but al around it was ariot of greenery. The
predominant plant life consisted of oval plates, hand-sized to chest-sized, intersecting each other at odd
angles. Each plate was covered with spiky scales, like a cross between a pineapple and a cactus.
Leonard snapped off a plate and dropped it into a container; the broken surface sedled itsdf aswe
watched.

The light of the two suns made everything look outlandish and theatrica . Shadows were deep red, not
black, and avague blue anti-shadow stretched away in the opposite direction. A steady wind blew from
the blue sdeto thered Sde, whistling in my helmet.

Susan tapped on some rocks with awrench. “Igneous, and very hard. But look how worn! They must be
very old.”

“They can't be older than twelve million years,” said Leonard.
“Unlessthe planet came from somewhere else,” Susan replied.

“They could be younger than they look. Given Ballock’ s orbit, this spot has seen both glaciersand
seventy-degree days in the past twenty years.” But | imagined the planet Pointless drifting through
interstellar space, domed cities covered by amiles-deep blanket of frozen air. Technology beyond
anything we' d yet encountered, undreamed-of power sources. . .

We d find out soon enough.
“Forget therocks,” | said. “Look at that.”

Visible beyond anearby rise was, without question, aroad. Flat stones of various shapes and sizes had
been fitted precisay together into a surface as smooth as anything the Romans ever built.

Onit wasagroup of living things, heading our way.

The natives |ooked like the aftermath of a collision between crabs. Green and rough, bristling with spikes,
their flat segmented bodies ranged from one to two meters long. Each was about hdf aswide asits
length, and twenty to thirty centimetersin height. Jointed legs of various sizes poked out at random points
on the body’ s perimeter; empty sockets and stumps showed where other legs once had been. There
were many other scars, aswdll.

Life on Pointlesswas clearly not easy.

They moved fast, scuttling around and over each other. The lead creature raised its front segment,
seeming to study us, though itstiny black eyes did not show the direction of its gaze. M outhparts rasped
together, making a chirruping sound.

“Keepittalking,” said Susan. We had areserved Smultaneity channd to the database of dien languages
and trandation software a the Smithsonian. Humanity was till paying the Lilliandree for thet, and would



continue to do so for decades, but it had aready proved itsvauein severa firs-contact situations.

| couldn’t help mysdif. “ Take usto your leader.”

Within afew hours the trand ation had become reasonably fluent and the natives brought usto their
“city”—redly more of avillage. It conssted of severa dozen low buildings, broader at the bottom than
the top, constructed from solid dabs of stone astightly fitted as the road. Each had an entrance dot at
ground level, just large enough to accommodate one native, and no other openings. “ These look like they
could survive anything,” Susan said.

Fifteen earthquake this season, no building fail, one of the natives said, the words appearing above it
inmy helmet display. The word “season” represented the planet’s 120-day orbital period.

“Do you use ornamentation or decoration at al?’ asked Leonard. Chirruping sounds came from his

helmet speaker.

Don’t understand.
“Patterns, colors, or textures, to please the eye and other senses.”

No use if building fail. It waved alimb.Building not fail, that please me.
“Doyou have any religion?’ asked Susan. “ Gods? Supernatural beings of great power?’

Four God. Thisfrom the largest, most scarred native, which limped aong on only threelimbs. It pointed
into the sky.Big red God sends drought, tiger, hurricane. Little blue God sends cancer, blindness,
fever. Big black God sends darkness, glacier, chill. Then it gestured at the ground benegth its feet.
Biggest God sends earthquake, stingweed, locust.

“Arethere any rites or practices? Prayers or sacrifices?’

Don’t under stand.

“ Statements or activities meant to please the gods and bring good fortune?’
Build well. Plant well. Hide well. Hope God not see me.

“Soundslikether reigionisjust to stay out of trouble,” | said. “Too bad it’s not going to work for much
longer.”

Why not work?Too late, | redized I’ d spoken on the open channdl.

Leonard shot me alook. “Y our big red god isvery old.”

Yes. Long time ago, small and yellow. Now big and red. Old.

“How could they know that?’ | asked—on the private channd thistime. “It was millions of years ago.”
“They don't,” Susan replied. “It'sjust alegend.”

Leonard was sill on the open channdl. “Even the gods must die when they get old enough.”

| know. Big red god getting sick. Die soon.

“How do you know this?’



Bigger. Redder. Spotty.
“What will you do when the big red god dies?’ asked Susan.
Die

Leonard and | went off with some of the natives to take pictures and samples of their agriculture and
engineering, while Susan remained in the village with the oldest native, the one with three limbs.

When we returned, one of the stonesthat paved the village' s central square had been pried up and
moved to one side like amanhole cover. It was acouple of meters across and haf ameter thick. “How
did they do that?’ | asked.

“They used big levers. They are dso very strong.”
“Moreto the point,” said Leonard, “ whydid they do it?’

“Y ou see those doorways around the edge of the square?’ | had thought they were for drainage, but now
| saw they were the same Size asthe doors of the natives' buildings. “I asked them where they went.
Keun-Hang said they led to ‘Legacy.” Naturaly | asked if | could seeit.” Keun-Hang was Susan’ s name
for the three-limbed one. It was a Korean name; the trandation software just called the native “[Proper
Name7).”

The"Legacy” was an daborately carved rock, three meterslong and shaped something like a coffin.
Sots, or doorways, penetrated into it fromitsfive Sdes.

“I thought these folks didn’t go in for ornament,” | said.
Susan shook her head. “1t’ s not decoration. It swriting.”

Yes. The Legacy istherecord of all | have done and seen over many, many generation,sad
Keun-Hang.

“How oldare you?’ | asked.

| have been in this place over two thousand season. Six hundred years Every time | survive
something new, | carve words on the Legacy. Keun-Hang pointed to arow of smple symbols running
around the stone at itseyelevel. This writing is basic. Any person finding this can read. Even person
who does not know of writing can learn to read. More complex writing here. More complex still,
here. Most complex inside. Walls, roof, floor.

Another native spoke up.Each tribe has Legacy. Often all person die, but Legacy remain. Many
season pass, then new person come. No mind. Seek shelter, crawl inside. Learn. Tools. Fire. Soon,
new mind. New tribe.

Keun-Hang dragged itsdlf to the top of the Legacy, bringing itsdf to our eyeleve.All may die, but while
Legacy remain, | live.

“Thisisthetribe sentire history,” Susan breathed.
“All their culture,” said Leonard. “And their technology.”

Susan leaned down, peered at the smple symbols. “1t's designed to be understood by people who have
forgotten writing. It'sa sdf-regenerating culturd virus.”



| didn't say anything. | wasusing my suit’ s rangefinder and computer to estimate the Legacy’ sweight.
“If we can only save one artifact,” said Leonard, “thisisit.”

A number gppeared in my helmet display. It was alittle more than the lander’ s rated lift capacity, but |
had someidess. .. “l think wecandoiit.”

Leonard turned to Keun-Hang. “Y our planet is doomed.”
| know this.
“Will you let ustake your Legecy to safety?’

Yes,said Keun-Hang.Legacy must survive.

“You'resurethe lander can lift it?’ Susan said to me as we unbolted the lander’ swater tank. “\We could
just take photographs.”

“The most important information isinside. Our helmet cameras are too bulky. We haveto takethe
artifact itsdf.” | hoped | wasright . . . based on the way the natives had handled it, it was even heavier
than | had first estimated. “Leonard, how’ sthe ramp coming?’

“Another few loads of sand and we' |l be ready. Maybe two hours.”
| looked a my watch. “Makeit one, if you can.”

The entiretribe pitched in, and they finished the ramp in an hour and ahaf, not long after we got the last
of the seats out of the lander. It took another two hoursto get the Legacy insde and strapped down.

“How’sit coming?’ J.J. svoice sounded in my helmet.

“I''m just finishing the preflight warm-up. Leonard and Susan, you' d better say your good-byesand get in
here. J.J., any new information on theiron flash?’

“Nothing new. We haveto leave orbit at 15:40. That'sasfar as|’m prepared to push it.”
Twenty minutesto spare. One way or the other, we were committed now.

Leonard camein and strapped himsdlf into one of the two remaining seats. There wasalong,
uncomfortable pause before Susan followed him. 1 till hoped | might convince Keun-Hang to come
with us, but he' sresigned to dying. They dl are”

“Herewe go,” | said, and hit the throttle.

The engines roared, and the lander shuddered. Outside the window the vegetation whipped and
shredded in agale of exhaust gases.

We gsarted to lift.

Andthat’sasfar asit got. | ran the engines up to a hundred and ten percent and the lander didn’t do
anything more than rock at thetop of itslanding gear.

Findly, one eye on the fud gauge, | throttled down. “No good.”

“We haveto lighten the load some more,” said Leonard.



“WEe ve dready dumped everything we can do without,” | replied.

“Then we haveto leave the Legacy,” Susan sighed.

“It took acouple of hoursto get it in here and tied down. We have to take off in fifteen minutes.”
Susan considered that for amoment. “How far are we over?’

“Not too much. Maybethirty, forty kilos.”

| redlized what that meant at the same time Susan did. She started to unbuckle herself.
“No,” | said. “You don't haveto.”

“I do, and | will. Better that two should live than dl three should die.”

“Stop,” Leonard said before | could. “How old are you?’

“Thirty-nine”

“You've got hdf your life ahead of you. And you' re married, | know.”

“Leonard . ..” | said.

Hewaan't ligening to me. “ Nothingis worse than the death of aspouse. | won't let you hurt your
husband like my Marilyn hurt me. I’ m the one who should stay.”

“Weshouldall stay!” | shouted.
They just looked at me.

“All of you have been telling me how impossible this planet is ever since we found it. How its orbit istoo
ungtable, how it should have been destroyed when Magnus went off the main sequence, how there hasn't
been timefor lifeto evolve. What if this planet, and these people, came from somewhere e, like Susan
sad?

“It sonly atheory . ..” Susan began.

“But it fitsthe evidence! And if these people are asold asthey say . . . maybe they aren’t the primitives
here. Maybe we are.”

“What?’ said Leonard.

Now that we had no aternative, the hopes | had been keeping to mysalf came rushing out. “Keun-Hang
isat least Six hundred years old, and there' s evidence these people were here—or came here—when
Magnus was still amain-sequence star. They may have technologies asfar beyond the Lilliandree asthe
Lilliandree are beyond us. Even if thistribe hasfadlen back into barbarism, there must till be somedive
who know how to operate their technology. If we leave, we |l be missing the journey of athousand
lifetimed”

Leonard stared at me for amoment, then: “Y ou stupidchild ! Thisis science, not sciencefiction!”
“But...”

“Didn’t you even notice that their nouns have no number?’



“What doesthat have to do with anything?’

“Their language has no concept of singular or plura. When Keun-Hang said ‘1, it could just aswell have
been trandated as‘we.” ‘We' have been here for two thousand seasons. ‘We' carved our knowledge on
thisstone”

“It' sonly natural for agpeciesliving under two very different sunsto form somekind of theory of stellar
evolution,” Susan said gently, “but it’s only speculation on their part, and it’ s not even correct. Magnus
was a blue supergiant before it left the main sequence, not smal and yellow.”

| looked from one to the other. “ But life takes billions of yearsto evolve!”

“It did on Earth.” Susan’sexpression held only pity. “But the environment hereis o harsh and varigble,
once life got sarted it must have evolved much faster.”

Leonard unbuckled himself and stood up. “1’m sorry, son, but in the rea world not every story hasa
happy ending. Good luck, and tell Krishnanot to water my cactus too much.”

Fighting the overloaded lander up through an atimosphere roiling from Magnus sincreased output
occupied al my attention for the next severa hours. But | had along quiet timeto think after that, with
Susan fast adeep and the planet receding below.

| denched my figts, the tough fabric of my space-suit gloves unyielding between my fingers. I’ d been
stupid, and overconfident, and unredlistic, and now Leonard was going to die because of me. | could just
see him down there, staring up at Magnus, full of regret . . .

| pressed the ship-to-ship call button. “J.J., do we have any of those soft-impact surface probes left?’
“Yeah, acouple.”

“Get the scientists to put together a care package for Leonard, with a Simultaneity transmitter and as
many scientific instruments as you can cram in there. Y ou have to launch it before we break orbit.”

“You're asking him to collectdata , when he'sgoing todie 7’

“I"'m giving him the opportunity to make one last contribution to the field where he’ s spent hislife”

And 0, while we accelerated away for the next eight days, Leonard sat on the rock-solid platform of
Pointless and gathered some of the best data of the expedition. Keun-Hang and the other natives helped
place the ingruments, while Leonard and the other scientists devoted al their energiesto collating and
interpreting the data. Sometimes, when | heard Leonard’ s voice raised in passionate argument, | forgot
for amoment that he was adozen AUs away and getting farther every minute.

We reached the trangtion gradient and jumped to a point six light-hours away. From here Magnus was
no more than afat red star, but Leonard reported the surface temperature on Pointless was up to forty
degrees C and he had taken off his space suit. 1 figure the smell would' ve killed me before the
radiation.”

“Ingtrumentsindicate theiron flash isbeginning,” said Martin. “What do you see?’

“The surface of the star has gone cam, like the eye of ahurricane. Now it’ s shrinking visibly, and
growing brighter. There are eddy currents. Solar prominences corkscrewing out like fireworks. | wish
you al could be hereto seeit. Now the sunisthrashing, like surf. | seewhiteflashes. . . lightning bolts as



big as solar systems. Continents of flame tearing themselves away from the surface.” On the screen his
gray hair whipped around his face and he had to squint against the increasing brightness. It looked like he
was staring out to sea, at arising sun, in an oncoming storm. “I1t’ sgrowing in diameter now, very rapidly.”
Heheld up ahand in front of hisface. “Getting quite hot. | fed atingling . . . betaparticles, | think. Are
you getting the data, Susan?’

“Yes,” shesad, and bit her lip before any more words could escape.
“Good,” said Leonard, “because | think thisisjust about it. Gray, are you there?’
“lam.”

“I’'m sorry about what | said. Y ou weren't stupid; you just let your dreams overwhelm your reason. Oh!”
Thelight brightened suddenly on hisface, washing out the camerafor amoment, then dimmed again.
“Massveflare. But Gray . .."

“Yes, ar?’
“Don’'t ever stop dreaming. You n—"

Then theimage whited out for the last time.

Six hourslater we watched through the dome as Magnus exploded from ared star into a searing white
light that dominated the sky, visibly swallowing up Charlie, Balock, Pointless. . . and Leonard. “They'll
cdl it Hart' sNebula,” said Susan.

Wetook afew key readings from the advancing radiation wavefront, then jumped for home.

L ashawnda at the End

James Van Pelt

We landed in steam. It billowed from where we touched down, then vanished into the dry, frigid air.
From that first moment, the planet fascinated Lashawnda. She watched the landing tape over and over,
her hand resting on her dark-skinned cheek, her oddly blue eyes reflecting the monitor’ slight. “I never
believewe Il land safely, Spencer,” she said.

Lashawnda liked Papaver better than any of the rest of us. She laughed at the gopher-rats that stood on
their hind legsto look curioudy until we got too close. Shereveled in the smdler sun wavering in the
not-quite-right blue sky, the lighter gravity, the blond sand and gray rocks that reached to the horizon, but
mogt of al, she liked the way the plantsin the gulliesleaned her direction when she walked through them,
how theflat-leafed bushes turned toward her and stuck to her legsif she brushed against them. Wearing
afull contamination suit despite the planet’ s thin but perfectly breathable atmosphere didn’t bother her.
Neither did the cold. By midday here on the equator the temperature might peak afew degrees above
freezing, but the nights were incredibly chilly. Even Marvin and Bestitude sugly desthsthefirst days here
didn't affect her likeit did everyone ese. No, she wasin heaven, catal oging the flora, wandering among
the misshaped treesin the crooked ravines, coming up with names for each new species.

When welost our water supply, and it looked like we might not last until the resupply ship came round,
shewas till happy.

Lashawndawas a research botanist; what else should | have expected? For me, acommercia



gpplications biologist, Papaver represented alifetime of work forteams of scientists, and | was only one
guy. After less than two weeks on the planet, | knew the best | got to do wasto file areport that said,
“Great possbilitiesfor medicina, scientific, and industria exploitation.” Every plant Lashawndasent my
way revedled awhole catalog of potential pharmaceuticals. Thesecond wave of explorerswould make all
the money.

Lashawnda was dying, but was such a positive person that even in what she knew were her final days,
sheworked asif no deadly date was flapping its leaden wings toward her. That’ sthe probleminliving
with atechnology that has extended human life so well: death isharder. It must have been easier when
humans didn’t make it through their first century. People dropped dead left and right, so they couldn’t
have feared it as much. It couldn’t have made them as mad as it made me. Her mortaity clung to melike
apal, making everything dark and dow-motion and sad.

Of course, the plants stole our water. We should have seen it coming. Every living creature we' d found
gpent most of itstimefinding, extracting, and storing water.

Second Chair pounded on my door.” Get into a suit, Spencer,” she yelled when | poked my head into the
halway. “Everyone outsde!” A couple of engineersrushed by, faces flushed, hdf into their suits. “I'm
systems control,” said one as he passed. “ There’ sno way | should risk alung full of Pepaver rot.”

When | made it out of the airlock, the crisis was beyond help. Our water tanks stood twenty meters from
the ship, their landing struts crunched beneath them just as they were designed to do. They’ d landed on
the planet months before we got here, both resting between deep, lichen-filled depressonsin the rock.
Then the machinery gathered the minuscule water from the air, drop by drop, so that when we arrived the
tankswerefull. A year on Papaver was enough. Everyone surrounded the tanks. Even in the bulky suits|
could see how glum they were, except Lashawnda, who was under the main tank. “1t' safungus,” she
said, breaking off achip of metal from what should have been the smooth underside. Her hand rested in
dark mud, but even as| watched, the color leached away. The ground sucked water like a sponge, and
underneath the normally arid surface, adozen plant species waited to store the rare substance. Even now
the water would be spreading beneath my feet, pumped from one cell to the next. Ten years worth of
moisturefor thislittle valley, delivered dl a once.

She looked a me, smiling through the face shidld. “I never checked the water tanks, but I'll bet there was
trace condensation on them in the mornings, enough for fungusto live on, and whatever they secreted as
wasteate right through. Look at this, Spencer.” She yanked hard at the tank’ s underside, snapping off
another hunk of metd, then handed it to me. “I1t’s honeycombed.”

The metal covered my hand but didn’t weigh any more than a piece of balsawood. Bits crumbled from
the edge when | ran my gloved fingersover it.

“lan’t that marvelous?’ shesad.

First Chair said, “It'snot al gone, isit? Not the other tank too?” He moved beside the next tank, rapped
his knuckles on it, producing aresonant note. He wasfifty, practically achild, and thiswasonly his
second expedition in command. “Damn.” He looked into the dry, bathtub-shaped pit in the rock beside
the tank where the water undoubtably drained when the bottom broke out.

L ashawnda checked the pipes connecting the tanks to the ship. “ There’' s more here, after only ten days.
How remarkable.”

First Chair rapped the tank again thoughtfully. “Whét are our options?’

The environmenta engineer said, “Werecycle, alot . No more baths.”



“Yuck,” said someone.

He continued, “We can build dew traps, but there isn’t much water in the atmosphere. WEe re not going
to get alot that way.”

“Canwemakeit?’ said First Chair.
The engineer shrugged. “If nothing bresks down.”
“Check the ship. If thisstuff eats at the engines, we won't be going anywhere.”

They shuffled away, stirring dust with their feet. | stayed with Lashawnda “A daily bleach wash would
probably keep things clean,” she said. She crouched next to the pipes, her knees grinding into the dirt. |
flinched, thinking about micrascopic spores caught in her suit’ sfabric. The spores had killed Marvin and
Bestitude. On the third day they’ d come in from setting aweather station atop anear hill, and they rushed
the decontamination. Why would they worry? After dl, the air tested breathable. We dl knew that the
chances of abacteriafrom an aien planet being dangerousto our Earth-grown systems were remote, but
we didn’t plan on water-hungry sporesthat didn’t care at al what kind of proteins we were made of. The
spores only liked the water, and once they’ d settled into the warm, moist ports of the two scientist’s
lungs, they sprouted like crazy, sending tendrils through their systems, bresking down human cdllsto build
their own structures. In an hour the two developed a cough. Six hours later, they were dead. Working
remote arms through the quarantine area, | helped zip Begtitude into a body bag after the autopsy.
Ddlicate-looking orange leaves covered her cheeks, and her neck was bumpy with sprouts ready to
break through.

At least they didn’t suffer. The spore stoxins operated as a powerful opiate. Marvin spent the last hour
babbling and laughing, weaker and wesker, until thelast thing he said was, “It's God at the end.”

A quick analysis of the spores revealed an enzyme they needed to sprout, and we were inoculated with
an enzyme blocker, but everyone was more rigorous decontaminating now.

Lashawnda said, “ Come on, Spencer. | want to show you something.”

We walked downhill toward the closest gully and itsforest. She limped, the result of adeteriorating hip
replacement. Like most people her vintage, she’ d gone through numerous reconstructive procedures, but
you wouldn’t know it to look at her. She’ d stabilized her looks as aforty-year-old, dmost atenth her
redl age. Pixie-like featureswith character lines radiating from the mouth. Just below the ears, dark hair
with hints of gray. Slender in the waist. Dancer’ slegs. Economica in her movements whether shewas
sorting plant samples or washing her face. Four hundred years! | studied her when she wasn't looking.

| picked thirty for mysdlf. Physically it was agood placeto be. | didn't tireeasly. My stockiness
contrasted well to her dight build.

Lashawnda suffered from cascading cancers, each treatable eruption triggering the next until the body
gives up. She' d told me she had a couple of 1gps around the sun eft at best. “ Papaver will be my last
stop,” she' d said during the long trip here. Of course, once we' ve dept with everyone dse (and dl the
possible combinations of three or four at the sametime), and the novety of inter-ship politicking has
worn thin, we al say we' re done with planet hopping forever.

| suppose it wasinevitable Lashawndaand | ended up together on the ship. | was the second oldest by a
century, and she had one-hundred-and-fifty years on me, plus she laughed often and liked to talk. We'd
go to bed and converse for a couple hours before deeping. I'd grown tired of energetic couplingswith
partners | had nothing to say to afterwards. My own two-hundred-fifty years hung like a heavy coat.



What did | have to say to someone who' d been kicking around for only Sixty or ninety years?
| cared for her more than anyone in my memory, and she was dying.

When we reached the gully, she said, “What' s amazing isthat there are so many plants. Papaver should
belike Mars. Same age. Lighter gravity and solar wind should have stripped its atmosphere. Unlike
Mars, however, Papaver held onto itswater, and the plants take care of the air.”

Except for the warped orange and brown and yellow “trees’ in front of us, that looked more like twisted
pipes than plants, we could have been in an arctic desert.

“Darnlittlewater,” | said, thinking about our empty tanks.

“Darn littlefree water, but quite abit locked into the biomass. Did you see the survey results | sent you
yesterday?’

We pushed through thefirst branches. Despite their brittle looks, the sems were supple. They waved
back into place after we passed. Broad, waxy |leaves that covered the sun side of each branch bent to
face usaswe came close. | found their mobility unnerving. They were like blank eyesfollowing our
movements. Inthetrees' shadow | found more green than orange and yellow.

“Yeah, | looked at it.” Except in anarrow band around the equator, Papaver appeared lifeless. But in the
planet’ s most temperate region, in every sheltering hole and crevice, small plants grew. And peculiar
foredts, like the one we werein now, filled the gullies. The remote survey, taking samples at even the
coldest and deadest-looking areas found life there too. Despite the punishing changes in temperature and
the lack of rain, porousrock served as afertile home for endolithic fungi and algae. Beneath them lived
cyanobacterias.

“If the results are uniform over the rest of the surface, there’ s enough water for asmall ocean or two.”
She wiggled between two large trunks, stresking her suit with greenish-orange residue. “Do you know
why the leaves tick to our suits?’

“Transference of seeds?’ | hadn’t had timeto study thetrees' life cycle. Classfying the types had filled
up most of my time, and | did that from within the ship. Lashawnda sent samples so fast, I'd had little
chanceto investigate much mysdf.

“Nope. They use airborne spores. What they’ re redlly trying to do isto eat you.”

Obvioudy she knew where she was going. We' d worked our way far enough into the plantsthat | wasn't
surewhat direction the ship lay. “Excuseme?’ | said.

“Y ou were wondering what preyed on the gopher-rats. They’ re herbivores. Y ou said they couldn’t be
the top of the food chain, and they aren’t. They est lichens, fungus and leaves, and the trees eat them.”
She stopped at a clump of stems, like warped bamboo, and gently pushed the branches apart. “ See,” she
sad.

Half ameter off the ground, ayelow and orange cocoon hung between the branches, likea
footba |-szed hammock. I’ d seen the lumps before. “ So?’

She dropped to her knees and poked it with her finger. Something insde the shape quivered and
wiggled, pushing aside severa leaves. A gopher-rat stared out a me for a second, anet of tendrils over
itseye.

| stepped back. For asecond | thought of Besatitude, her face marked with the tiny, waxy leaves. “How



long ... whendidit get caught?”’

She laughed. “Y esterday. | Sartled him, and he jJumped into the trees here. When he didn’t come out, |
went looking.”

| knelt beside her. Up close | saw how the plant had growninto the gopher-rat. In the few uncovered
spots, tufts of fur poked out. The biologist in me was fascinated, but for the rest, | found the image
repugnant. “How come he didn’t escape? The leaves are alittle sticky, but notthat sticky.”

“Drugs. Tiny spines on the leavesinject sometype of opiate. | ran the analyss this morning. Same stuff
that kept Marvin and Bestitude from feding pain.”

“A new data point to add to the ecology.” | rested my hands on my knees. The poor gopher-rat didn’t
even get to live out its short life span. For asecond | thought about burning down the entire forest for
Marvin and Bestitude and the gopher-rat, who were dead and never coming back, except the gopher-rat
wasn't dead yet. | wondered if it knew what was happening.

“Don’t you seewhat’ sinteresting?’ She pushed the plants back even farther. “ Thisisimportant.”
“What am | missng?’

She amiled. Even through her faceplate | could tdll that she found this exciting. “ The gopher-rat should be
dead. If the plants grabbed him just for hiswater, he' d be nothing but bones now, but he' sill living.
Obvioudy something elseisgoing on. There' slumpslikethisonedl through theforest. | dissected one.
Without athorough analysis, | can't tell for sure, but it looks like the plant absorbs everything except the
gopher-rat’ s nervous system. It'ssymbiotic.”

The leaves seemed to tighten alittle around the gopher-rat. We stood in the middle of the forest. |
couldn’t see anything but the trees' tall sems and the sticky leavesthat covered most of the ground. The
sun had dropped lower inthe sky so | couldn’t find it through the trees, dlthough their tops glowed
orange and yellow in the danting light. Even through the suit, | could fed that it was growing cold. “It
doesn't ook like an equd rlationship to me.”

“Maybe not, but it’ s an interesting direction for the ecology to take, don’'t you think?”
“Why would a plant want anervous sysem?’ | said. We' d turned the lights out an hour earlier. My arm
was draped over Lashawnda's shoulder, and her bare back pressed warmly againgt my chest. | didn’t

want to let her go. Even though my side ached to change position, | wanted to savor every second. |
wondered if she sensed my grief.

“No reason that | can think of,” she said. Her fingers were wrapped around my wrist, and her heart beat
Seadily againg my own. “But it must have something to do with its surviva. There' san evolutionary
advantage.”

For along time, | didn’t speak. She was s0 solid and real andliving . How could her life be threatened?
How could it be that she could be here today and not forever? She breathed deeply. I thought she might
have gone to deep, but she suddenly twisted from my embrace, curang under her breath.

“What' sthe matter?’ | said.
She sat up. Inthedark | couldn’t see, but | could fedl her beside me. Her muscles tensed.

“A littlediscomfort,” shesad.



“What did the medic prescribe?’
“Nothing that’ s doing any good.”

She coughed heavily for afew seconds, and | could tell she was Stretching, like shewastrying torid
hersdlf of acramp. “I’m going down to thelab. I’'m not deegping well anyway.” She rested her hand
againgt my face for an ingtant before climbing out of bed.

After an hour of tossing and turning, | got up and did what I" d never done before: accessed Lashawnda s
medical reports. After reading for abit | could see she' d been optimistic. Therewere alot lessthan a
coupletrips around the sun l&ft in her, and her prescription list was a pharmacopoeia of pain killers.

She hadn't returned by morning.

“It's standard operating procedure,” said the environmental engineer. She held her report formsto her
chest defengvely. “If the atmosphereisn't toxic, we' re supposed to vent it in to cool the equipment.
WEe ve been circulating outside air sincethefirst day. Thereare bioscreens.”

Firgt Chair looked at her dubioudy. The four of uswere crowded into the systems control room.
Lashawnda broke the sedls of her contamination suit. She' d rushed from decontamination without taking
it off. “1 should have thought of it,” Lashawndasaid. The hedmet muffled her voice. “Thefungi are
opportunigtic, and they’ re adept at finding hard-to-get water. Y ou reverse airflow periodicaly, don't
you?”

The environmental engineer nodded. “ Sure, it blows dust out of the screens.”
“The spores are activated by the moisture you vented, and—"
“Ididn’t ventanything ,” snapped the engineer. “It is standard operating procedure.”

“Right,” said Lashawnda, pulling the helmet off her head. She brushed her hair back with aquick gesture.
“The fungus grew through the screen, spored, and that’ swhat’ sin the machinery.”

“Theentire water recycling system? The backup system too?’ asked First Chair, atinge of desperationin
hisvoice.

“Absolutely. There are holesin the valves. All thejoints are pitted. The holding tanks would have more
fungusin them than water, if there was any water |eft. Pretty happy fungus at that, I’ d guess.” She pulled
the top half of the suit over her head, then stepped out of the pants. “Here sthe unusud part: The water
that wasin thetank isn’'t in the room anymore. There are skinny stems leading to the vent that go down
the ship’s side and into the ground. The fungus pumped the water out. These plants are geniuses at
moving water, which they haveto beto survive.”

Firgt Chair asked, “Why weren't the external tanks already ruined when we got here? They were
exposed to this environment much longer than our recycling equipment.”

“They landed in the winter. That’ s the same reason the initid probes didn’t find the spores,” said
Lashawnda. “It’s spring now. The plants must only be active when its warmer. Bad timing on our part.”

| looked through the service window into the machinery bay. Even through the thick glassthe funguswas
evident, athick fur around the pipes. “Y ou're sure the growth started inside the ship and went out, not
the other way around?”’

Lashawndasmiled. “ Absolutely.”



“Sowhat?’ said First Chair. | could see the whedls spinning in his head: how much water did we have
stored e sewhere? How well were the dew-catchers working? Then he was dividing that amount of water
by the minimum amount each crew member needed until the resupply ship arived. By hisexpresson, he
didn’t like the math.

Lashawnda said, “ That means the plants cooperate. They share the wedlth. It’'s counter-Darwinian. |
compared the fly-by photos of this areafrom thefirst day until now. Since we' ve landed, plant growth
has thickened and extended, which makes sense. When we lost the external tanks we introduced more
free water into the system than it’ s seen in years, but the forestsin the neighboring gulches dso are
thicker. We thought they were separate ecosystems. They aren’t. Water we lost hereisending up as
much asfive kilometers away. The plants move moisture to where it' s needed.”

“Will knowing that help usnow?’ asked Firgt Chair. “I don’t careif the plants are setting up volleyball
leagues, we' ve got to figure away to find enough water to last usfive months.” He glared & the
environmenta engineer on hisway out. She turned to me,

“I' know,” | said. “ Standard operating procedure.”

“Let’'sgooutsde,” said Lashawnda. “WEe ve got the afternoon left.”

“Could we harvest the trees and press water out of them?’ | asked.

L ashawnda attached another sensor to atree stem, moved afew feet dong, then fastened the next one.
She straightened dowly, her eyes closed against the discomfort. | wondered how sheredly felt. She
never talked about it.

“Y ou did the reports. How many plants would we have to squeeze dry to get asingle cup?’

| didn’t answer. She was right. Although the plantstied up most of the planet’ s water, it was spread
thinly. | dug into a bare patch of dirt between two stands of trees. Only a dozen centimeters below the
surface, amatted network of plant tendrils ressted my effortsto go deeper. | picked one about afinger
in width and fastened a sensor to it.

We were deep into the tree-filled gulch. With no sun on us, | had to keep moving to stay warm, and my
faceplate defogger wasn't working well.

| looked into abundle of tree stalks. An old gopher-rat lump hung between the branches. Now that |
knew whereto look, | found them often. “ Have you gone this deep into the gulch before?’

L ashawnda consulted her wrist display. “No, but by the map we are nearly at theend. We Il savetimeif
we go back aong theridge.”

Fifteen minutes later Lashawnda pushed through a particularly heavy patch of trees, and she disappeared.
“Oht”
“What?’

Pulling my way through the vegetation, | found what stopped her. The gully pinched to a close twenty
meters farther, and there were no more trees, but the same kind of sticky leaves that captured the
gopher-rats covered the ground in abed of orange and yellow, like broad-surfaced clover. The setting
sun poured acrimson light over the scene, and for thefirst time since I d landed on Papaver, | thought
something was beautiful. As| watched, the leaves turned their faces toward us and seemed to lean the



least bit, asif they yearned for usto lay down.

Lashawndasaid, “Let’snot walk through that. We' d crush too many of them.” She fastened the last of
the sensorsto the delicate leaves at the end of the little clearing. Her movements were spare, exact. The
final sensor fastened, she paused on her knees, facing the bed of plants. She reached out, hand flat, and
brushed the leaves gently. They strained to meet her, leaves wrapping around her fingers, a
longer-stemmed leaf encircled her wrist. Within afew seconds, her hand, wrist, and arm to her elbow
were encased.

| stepped toward her. The expanse of leaves had changed color! Then | redlized the color was the same,
but the plants had shifted even further to face her. Sunlight hit them differently. All lines pointed toward
Lashawnda My voicefdt choked and tight. “What are you doing?’

“If I move, | must contain water. They'rejust trying to get it. They work together; isn't that superb? If
they got my water, they’ d send it to where it was needed.” Gradually she pulled her arm free. The leaves
dipped their hold without resistance.

Careful not to step on the plants, we made our way to the edge of the gully and clambered out. The
gartlingly pink sun brushed the horizon, and yellow and gold glowing streamerslayered themsdvesa
third of theway up the sky.

“That' samazing.” | held Lashawnda s hand through the clumsy gloves, the same hand the leaves had
covered.

“Y ou haven’t seen one before?” She squeezed my hand back. “Every sunset islikethis. It sthedust in
the atmosphere.”

The streamers twisted under the influence of upper air disturbancesthat didn’t touch us.
“I saw your medica reports,” | said.

She sighed. The sky darkened as more and more of the sun vanished until only apink diamond winked
between two digtant hills, and the fina golden layer dulled into aydlow haze. “ Y ou'rethelast one. Are
you going to wish mewdl too? Y ou’ d think everyone turned into death and dying counsdlors. If | hear,
Y ou've had agood four hundred years,” again, I'll scream.”

“No, | wasn't going to say that.” But | don’t know what | was going to say. | couldn’t tell her that |
wanted to do some screaming of my own.

By the time we returned to the ship, the night had grown incredibly cold, and the decontamination
chamber wasn’t any warmer. | longed for ahot spiced tea, but First Chair was waiting for us on the other
gde

“1 need you to drop your other projects and concentrate on the water problem.” His eyes had that
haunted I-wish-1-didn’ t-have-a-leadership-position look to them. “The geology team islooking for
aquifers; the engineers are making more dew traps, and the chemists are working on what can be
extracted from the rock, but none of them are hopeful we can find or make enough water fast enough. Is
there anything you' ve learned about the plantsthat might help?’

Lashawndasaid, “ They’ ve spent millions of yearslearning how to conserve water. | don't think they’ll
giveit up easly. Spencer and | are working on an experiment right now that ought to tell us more.”

“Good. Let meknow if you get results.” He rushed from the room, and afew secondslater | heard him
say to someone in another room, “Have you made any progress?’



“WE I need to sedate him if we want to work uninterrupted,” she said.

“Whtis the experiment we re doing?’

“Electroencephdograph.”

“An EEG onaplant?’ | laughed.

She shrugged. “Y ou wondered why a plant would need anervous system. Let’sfind out if it'susing it.”

In thelab, Lashawanda bent over her equipment. “What do you make of that?’ She pointed to the
readouts on the screen. “Especidly when | display it likethis.” She tapped a couple keys.

The monitor showed a series of moving graphs, like separate seismographs. “1t could be anything. Sound
waves maybe. Are those from the sensors we placed?’

“Yep. Now, watch this.” She reached across her table and pressed a switch. Within a couple seconds,
al the graphs showed activity so violent that the screen dmost turned white. Gradudly the graphs settled
into the same patterns I’ d seen at first.

| leaned closer and saw the readouts were numbered. The ones near the top of the screen corresponded
to the sensorswe' d placed at the far end of the gully. The bottom ones were nearest to the ship. “What
did you do?’

“| shut the exterior ventsinto the equipment room. The change in the graphs happened when the hatches
cut through the fungus stems connecting the growth in the ship to the ground.”

“The plantsfelt that? They' re thinking about it?’

“Not plants. A single organism. Maybe a planet-wide organism. I’ [| have to place more sensors. And
yes, it sthinking.”

The lines on the monitor continued vibrating. Itlooked like brain activity. “ That’ sridiculous. Why would a
plant need abrain? There’ s no precedent.”

“Maybethey didn't start out as plants. As the weather grew colder and it became harder and harder for
animasto live high on the food chain, they became what we see now, athinking, cooperative

intelligence”
Lashawnda put her hands on the small of her back and pushed hard, her eyes closed. “A sentience

wouldn’t operate the same way non-thinking plants would. We just need to discover the difference.” She
opened afloor cabinet and took out aclear sample bag stuffed with waxy orange shapes.

| barely recognized it before she opened the bag, broke off a Papaver leaf, and pressed it against her
inner arm.

After amoment, she opened her eyes and smiled “Marvin said, ‘It'sGod at theend,” so | thought I'd
giveit atry. Hewasn't too far off.” She enunciated the words carefully, asif her hearing were abruptly
acute. “ Thetoxins are an outstanding opiate. Much more effective on pain than the rest of the stuff I've
been taking. | don't think the gopher-rats suffer.”

No recrimination would have been appropriate. Although it was most likely the leaveswouldn’t affect her
at dl, thefirg time she did it she might have just aseaslly killed hersdlf. “How long?” | took the bag from
her hand. It wasn't dated. She'd smuggled it in.



“A couple of days.”
“Isit addictive?’
Shegiggled, and | looked at her sharply. She seemed lucid and happy, not drugged.

“I don’'t know. | haven't tried quitting.” She held her hand out. | gave her the bag. She said, “I wonder
what an entity as big as a planet thinks about? Howold would you guessit is?” The bag vanished into the
cabinet. “Not very often | run into something older than me.”

“Did you tdl the medic about that?’ | nodded toward the cabinet.

She levered herself up so she could sit on the counter. “I’ m taking notes she can see afterwards. No
need to bother her with it now. Besides, we have bigger problems. If First Chair isright, inamonth we'll
have died of thirst. How are we going to convince a plant to give us back the water it took?’

Sitting where she was, her hedl's against the cabinet doors, she looked like ayoung girl, but shadows
under her eyes marked her face, and her skin gppeared more drawn, asif she were thinning, becoming
morefragile, and shewas.

“How do you fed?’ | asked. | had tried to maintain within mysdlf her concentration, her ability to ignore
the obviousfact, but | couldn’t. | worried about the crew and the water they needed. But for me? |
didn’t care. Death would find Lashawnda before it took me.

She did off the counter and tapped a code into her workstation. The recording of our landing came up
again. Clouds of steam surged from the ground. She said, without meeting my eyes, “L ook, Spencer. |
can'tavoidit. It'snot going away. So dl | can do iswork and think and act like it'snot there at dll.

Y ou're behaving asif | should be pardyzed in fear or something, but I’'m not going to do that. There's
dill aquest or two for mein thelast days, some effort of note.”

| had no answer for that. We went to bed hours later, and when she held me, her arms trembl ed.

A nightmare woke me. In the dream | wandered through the twisted forest, but | wasn't scared. | was
happy. | belonged. The crooked stems gave way before my ungloved hands. My chest was bare. No
contamination suit or helmet or shirt. The air smelled sharp and frigid, like winter on alake s edge where
thewind sweeps acrosstheice, but | wasn't cold. | came upon athick stand of trees, their narrow trunks
forming awadl in front of me. | pushed and tugged at the unmoving branches. I’ d never seen aclump of
Papaver trees so large. Nothing seemed more important than penetrating that branched fortress. Findly |
found anarrow gap where | could squeeze through. At first | wandered in the dark. Gradualy shapes
became vigble: the towering slemsforming a shadowy roof overhead, other branches reaching from sde
to Sde, and theroom felt close.

“Spencer?’ said Lashawnda.

“Yes?' | sad, turning dowly in the vegetable room. Clumps of waxy-leafed plants covered the ground,
but | couldn’t see her.

“I’'m here, Spencer,” she said, and one of the clumps sat up.
| squinted. “It’ stoo dark.”

A dim light sparked to life, apink diamond, like the last glimpse of the sunset we' d seen the day before,
growing until the room became bright, revealing a skeleton-thin Lashawnda,



“I’'m glad you came,” she said.

| stepped closer, dl the details clear in the ruddy light. Her eyes sparkled above sharp cheekbones. She
amiled a me, the skin pulled tight across her face, her shoulders bony and narrow, barely human
anymore. Shewore no clothes, but she didn’t need them. The plants hid her legs, and leaves covered her
stomach and breadts. Like the gopher-rat, she' d been absorbed.

“Theplantisold, old, old,” shesaid. “Wethink deep thoughts, all the way to Papaver’s core.”

| put my arm around her, the bone s hardness pressing against my hand.

In the dream, | was happy. In the dream, the plants sucking every drop of water from her was right.
“And, Spencer, thisway | liveforever.”

| woke, stifling ascream.

Shewasn't in bed.

In the decontamination unit, her suit was gone.

| don’t remember how | got my suit on or how | got outside. Running, | passed the empty water tanks,
avoided the lichen-filled depressions, and plunged into the forest. The sun had barely cleared the horizon,
pouring pink light through the skinny trees. | tripped. Knocked my face hard againgt theingde of my
helmet. Staggering, | pushed on. The dream image hovered before me. Had the pain become too much
for Lashawnda, and the promise of an opiate-loaded bed of leaves, eager to embrace her become too
tempting? | imagined her nervous system, like agopher-rat’s, joining the plant consciousness. But who
knew what the gopher-rats experienced, if they experienced anything a al? Maybe their liveswerefilled
with nightmares of cold and immohility.

Trees dapped a my arms. Leaves dashed across my faceplate.

When | burst through the last line of trees at the clearing’ s edge, she was crouched, her back to me,
shoulders and head down in the plants. | pictured her faceplate open, her eyes gone dready, home for
stabbing tendrils seeking the moist tissue behind.

“Don'tdoit!” | yelled.

Startled, shefdl back, holding a sensor; her faceplate was closed. For a second she looked frightened.
Then shelaughed. | gasped for breath while my air supply whined in my ear.

“What are you doing, Spencer?’ A bag filled with the sensors we' d put on the plants sat on the ground
beside her. She’ d been retrieving them.

“Youweren't.. .| mean,you'renot. .. hurting yoursdf . .. you're okay?’ | finaly blurted.
She hedd me until 1 quit shaking and my respiration settled into aparody of regularity.

The sun had risen another handful of degrees. We stayed till so long that the plants turned away to face
thelight. She hugged me hard, then said, “I know how to find water.”

| hugged her back.
“Can you carry thebag?’ she said as she pushed hersdlf to her feet. “It' s getting darned heavy.”



The crew stood around the one-meter-deep depression beside an empty water tank. Like every
sheltered spot, lichens covered the rock. Lashawnda supervised the engineers as they arranged the
structure she' d sketched out for them, which was two long bars crossing the hole, holding an ectric
torch suspended above the pit’ s bottom.

Firgt Chair stood with hisarms crossed. “What do you mean, we should have figured out how to get
water from thefirst day?’

Lashawnda sat in achair someone had brought for her. “The plants here are cooperative. They're not
just out for themselves like we' re used to seeing. | watched the records of our landing. The ground
steamed , but, as Spencer will tell you,” she nodded to me, “you couldn’t get an ounce of water out of a
ton of the lichen no matter how hard you tried.”

Firgt Chair looked puzzled.

L ashawnda pressed a button, and the e ectric torch began to glow. | could fed the heat on my face from
ten meters away. Lashawnda said, “ The plants were protecting each other, or, more accurately,
protecting itsdlf. They're geniuses at moving moisture.”

In the pit, some of the yellow lichens began to turn brown, and then to smoke. Suddenly the bottom of
the pit glistened, rivulets opened from cracksin the rock. Water quickly filled the bathtub-sized
depression, covering the burning plants.

The crew cheered.

“The plant istrying to protect itslf,” Lashawndasaid. “Y ou better pump it out now, because as soon as
the heat’ s off, it will be gone.”

First Chair barked out orders, and soon pipes led from the hole into temporary tanksin the ship.

That night | held Lashawnda close, her backbone pressed against me; my lips brushed the back of her
neck.

“Didyou redly think that I’ d kill mysdf by throwing myself into the plants?’
She held my wrigt, her fingers so delicate and light that | half feared they’ d bresk.
“| didn’t want to lose even asingle day with you,” | said.

Lashawndadidn’t speak for along time, but | knew she hadn’t drifted into deep. The room was so quiet
| could hear her eyelashesflutter as she blinked. “1 don’t want to lose aday with you either.” She pulled
my arm around her tighter. “Four hundred yearsisagood, long timeto live. | don’'t suppose when | do
go that you could arrange for meto be buried in that clearing at the gully’ send?’

| remembered how the plants had grasped her hand and arm, how attentive they were when she passed.
“Sure” | sad.

It occurred to me that | wanted to be buried there too, where the beings work together to save each
other and share what they have to help the least of them.

“But we're not thereyet,” | said.
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