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Author'sIntroduction

| am going to bresk Rule Two.

Rule Oneis: Never bore the audience.

Rule Two: Never explain your work. Especidly don't explain it, before.

| am now going to break Rule Two. Flagrantly.

This particular episode of The War Againgt The Chtorr includes anumber of chapters of heavily didactic
materid. | am concerned that some of this materia may need to be annotated. | would hopethat | am
wrong, but for reasons that should become abundantly clear long before you get to the end of the book, |
chooseto err on the side of caution.

Thisbook isdidactic. It needs to be didactic.

Thereisnothing inherently right or wrong in abook being didactic-although some critics and reviewers
have taken the position that didacticiam in awork of fiction isonly dightly more offensive than spitting on
the Madonna. Thetruth isthat didacticism isonly adescription, not ajudgment; it isnot aquality that can
be assigned rightness or wrongness. The use of the didactic technique, however, can be judged either
clumsy or exquidte, and that is ajudgment that is always appropriate for people who need to have
opinions about other people's opinions. My dictionary defines "didactic” thisway:

1. intended for ingtruction.

2. preaching or mordizing.

Both definitions of the word are gppropriate to thiswork. Thisisyour warning. This book preaches and
moralizes. It isaso intended for ingtruction.

And therein liesthe danger.

(Bear with me. Thisisgoing to take some explaining.)

In books one and two of this series, A Matter For Men and A Day For Damnation, the hero of the
narrative, Jm McCarthy, has encountered severa graduates of a course caled The Mode Training. In
the context of the stories, it is apparent that The Mode Training is awell-known and somewhat respected
course, though not without its skeptical observers and detractors.

In book three of this series, the book you are holding now, McCarthy participates in the six-week course
cdled The Mode Training.

| want thisto be absolutely clear:

Thereisno such thing as The Mode Training. It isafictitious course.

It doesnot exist.

It isnot based on any specific course of ingtruction that | know of that is available anywhere on Earth.
The Mode Training, the name aswell astheideabehind it, is copyright to me, David Gerrold, 1988. Itis
not for sde. Itisnot for rent. It isnot for lease. The course is not available under any circumstances. |
have no intention of authorizing such acourse. It isafiction and | intend that it remain so. Thisisthe most
responsible position that | can take in regard to atotdly fictitious seminar series.

| say that because | do not want anyone-especidly unqualified charlatans-setting up any kind of course
based on thiswork. | have extrapolated this "technology of consciousness' as aplace for the reader to
vidt only so that he or she may consider its nature. By no means should anyone consder The Mode
Training asared or even asapossible event.



(I particularly do not want to attend a science fiction convention and discover to my horror that someone
has appointed himsdlf a"Foreman” and is charging $5 a head to abuse an unsuspecting audience. Worse,
| do not want anyoneto think that such an experience validates them as an enlightened human being. If
enlightenment were that easy-well, never mind; that's awhole other story.)

Let me dso take this opportunity to discuss the source materia for The Mode Training.

Firs, let metell you what it is not bawd an,

The Mode Training is not based on Lifespring, Summit, Insght, Esalen, The Experience, or any other
workshop, course, or seminar series. It isnot derived from Dianetics, Scientology, The Rosicrucians,
SilvaMind Control, Science of Mind, or any other religious Study.

However, the extrapolation of such acourse as The Mode Training is based on the fact that such courses
asthe oneslisted above do exigt. In fact, only afew years ago, the United States Army was investigating
the possibility of adapting or including the est training as part of its basic training procedures for new
recruits. That triggered this thought: What would amilitary version of est belike? No, forget est for a
minute-that carries connotationsthat | don't want attached to thisidea. But do consider this: What would
anation be likeif its process of education was not one of indoctrination, but training? What if human
beings could actudly be trained to succeed-not only in their persond lives, but in their larger
responsbilitiesto family, nation, and species? What would it be like to live among such people?

| was fascinated with the thought, intrigued by the idea of anation training itself to be responsible. It was
aremarkable question to consider. What will the next step in the evolution of human consciousness ook
like?

It was early in the writing of thisbook that | realized that it was not sufficient to extrgpolate smply the
alien ecology of the Chtorr; | also had to extrapolate a believable future for the Earth. 1t is unacceptable
for anove of the future to demongtrate only the technological advancesthat could occur in the next fifty
years, atruly visonary novel must aso explore the spiritud and psychologicd shiftsthat are possible, and
how they might have come abott.

| have to acknowledge that the question demanded considerable research into a number of courses,
seminars, workshops, and even acouple of cults. | waslooking for the underlying principles behind their
ability to produce results. | became fascinated by the philosophica aswel asthe psychologica
underpinnings of many of these courses, and the astute reader may notice the occasiond sdeways
reference here and there; however, no specific influence should be considered the sole source materia or
foundation for The Mode Training.

If anything, The Mode Training is nothing more than the study of Zen, astaught by arather savage
Socratic diaogue.

| make no clamsthat The Mode Training is anything more than the extrapolation of apossbility. That's
al that it has ever been intended to be.

It isnot an opinion.

It isnot aprediction.

Itisnot awarning.

It isonly an extrgpolation. | liketo play with idess. | wasinterested in theideaof a"Mode Training" and |
took it asfar as| could for the sheer fun of seeing how far | could take it. Anyone who triesto read
anything deeper into the M ode chapterswill only be making an ass of himself.

Which bringsmeto my last point:

Please do not assume that because something iswritten in thisbook or in this series, that | endorseit or
that it represents my persond philosophy. It may; equaly, it may not. | have deliberately written much
into these books that | disagree with, if for no other reason than to confound critics and academics, but
primarily because you cannot have an interesting argument unless both sides get afair hearing. In either
case, amchair analysts will be on much safer ground to assert that my characters have seized the
respongibility of speaking for themselves and their own concerns.

If you find the didactic parts of thisbook to be disturbing, troublesome, or annoying, then please consider
them to be successful. They will have accomplished their job; because that is exactly what they were
intended to do.



--David Gerrold , Hollywood, 1988
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Chtorr (ktor), n. 1. The planet Chtorr, presumed to exist within 30 light-years of Earth. 2. The star
system in which the planet occurs, possibly ared giant star, presently unidentified. 3. The ruling species of
the planet Chtorr; generic. 4. In forma usage, either one or many members of the ruling species of the
planet Chtorr; a Chtorr, the Chtorr. (See Chtor-ran) 5. The glottal chirruping cry of a Chtorr.

Chtor-ran (ktoi in), adj. 1. Of or relating to either the planet or the star system, Chtorr. 2. Native to
Chtorr. n. 1. Any creature native to Chtorr. 2. In common usage, amember of the primary species, the
(presumed) intelligent life form of Chtorr. (pl. Chtor-rans)

-The Random House Dictionary of the English Language Century 21 Edition, unabridged.

Mo-die (mo de), n., (collog.) 1. Any person who hastotally immersed himsdlf in Mode Training
Seminars. 2. A member of the American Moda Movement. 3. Anyone who is dedicated to
quasi-religious, persona development seminars, generaly used as an epithet. (pl. Mo-dies)
-The Random House Dictionary of the English Language Century 21 Edition, unabridged.
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The Spider

"Deggn flawstrave in herds™
-Solomon Short

"Don't movel" | said it very softly.

"Huh-?" The kid came crashing through the bushes behind me.

"And don't talk!"

The spider was nearly twice astal asaman. It looked confused. It stood in the center of agrassy
clearing, turning itsdlf hesitantly thisway and that. It was adark oblate shape poised motionless on six
gangly legs. It hadn't seen usyet, but its big black eyeswere swiveling back and forth in arestless,
searching motion. It was looking for the source of the sound; we'd surprised it. | wondered if we could
fade quietly back into the bushes. Alone, | could have done it

"What isit?" thekid blurted.

All four of the spider's eyes came jerking around to focus on us. "Shit." | touched the phonebox on my
belt and punched CONTROL. "ThisisJMBO. I've got aspider. | think it'srogue.”

The phone spoke ingtantly into my ear. "We copy. Stand by." The spider undung atorch from benegth its
belly and brought the nozzle around to bear on us. Itsred lights came on with an angry glare and it spoke
with ahard metd voice. "FREEZE WHERE Y OU ARE!"

The phone spokeinto my ear again. "What modd?'

| replied as softly as| could manage. "'l can't seethe serial number. But it's one of the big ones. A
Robinson. Vigilante, | think. Industrial chassis. Looks like ariot-control mode; it's armored and it's got
policefixtures. And. . . yes, military ordnance.”

"PUT YOUR HANDS ON Y OUR HEADS!" the spider ordered. "TAKE THREE STEPS
FORWARD!"

"We copy that too," said the phone emotionlesdy.

"And it looks like it's been wounded. It's got scorch marks, scratches, and a couple bad dents. And it's
moving dower thanit ™ should." | wondered who-or what-had put those dentsin it. The phone didn't
respond.

"PUT YOUR HANDS ON YOUR HEADS! TAKE THREE STEPS FORWARD!"

"Sir-?" thekid quavered. "Shouldn't we do asit says?"

| nodded. "Very . ..dowly." | took astep forward. Then another. And athird. | brought my hands up
dowly. | glanced Sdeways to see what the kid was doing. "Don't. Try. Anything."

"Uh-huh," the kid gulped. He looked like he was about to faint. | hoped he wouldn't. It might be fatd.
The spider was studying us with afull sensory scan. There was something wrong with itsbrain. It was
taking too long and it kept repesting its movements.

My phone reported, "Be very careful! Y ou wereright. It isaVigilante-it's one of the hypered ones. It fell
out of the net three weeks ago, we don't know why. And it won't respond to recall. What's it doing
now?"'

"Looking usover. But it'staking too long."

"It can't make up itsmind if you're friend or foe. It probably can't read your dogtags.”

"Shit. Have you got an override code?"

"We're not sure when it went down, so we don't know what its codes were at the time of the event. It
might still be updating-or it might have locked down when the channdl broke.”

"And the bad newsis. .. ?" | prompted.

"Y ou get to choose which code you want to try. Y ou only get one guess.”

Therewasn't timeto think. | said, "Give me the override cod operative at its last contact.”

"Right."

"LOWER YOUR WEAPONS SLOWLY!" the spider bellowed. The phone spoke syllablesinto my



eqar.
"Say agan”’

"LOWER YOUR WEAPONS SLOWLY!"

| unhitched my rifle from my shoulder and did it very dowly to the grass. | shrugged out of my backpack
too and stepped carefully away fromit. . . .

The phone was repesting the override code athird time. "Did you get that?"

"Got it." If the spider was il talking, we had a chance.

| took a step forward. The huge machine rebal anced itsdlf, refocusing and readying its wesponry
suspicioudy. | spokeloudly and clearly. "Code: Zero. Niner. Charlie. Apple. Six. Emergency override.
Priority Alpha”

"STAY WHERE YOU ARE!"

| repeated the code. Louder thistime. "Emergency override. Priority Alpha.”

The spider beeped. It clicked. Then it requested in amore courteous tone, " Password?’

My mouth was so dry it hurt. We'd gotten first-level recognition-but that didn't mean anything, not if we
had the wrong password. | cleared my throat.

"Eternd vigilanceisthe price of liberty."

"Password?" the spider repeated.

"Eternd vigilanceisthe price of liberty."

"Whét isthe password?’ the spider asked impatiently. "Y ou have ten seconds.”

Oh, God. What if its recognition functions were damaged? | stretched the middle finger of my right hand
acrossthe back of my left toward the pand on my wrist. "Eternd vigilance-" | nudged the arming button.
"-isthe price of liberty."

Thistimethe spider hesitated. Thinking about it? One touch of my finger . . . and | might be able to make
that spider redlly angry. Damn. It was too heavily armored. The rockets in the backpack might stop a
worm; they couldn't handle this. The best | could do was wound the thing-and maybe buy enough time
for an escape.

The question was—-could | outrun afour-meter Vigilante spider in hot pursuit?

| did not fed lucky.

Abruptly, the spider beeped and said, "Password accepted.”

"Command:" | said. "Disablefor ingpection. Now."

The spider hesitated. "What is the password?" it asked. "Y ou have ten seconds.”

Huh?

"Sir-?" asked the kid. "Isit supposed to do that?"

| shook my head. "Shut up.” | raised my voice again. "Eternd vigilance isthe price of liberty."

Again, along hestation. "Password accepted.”

| thought hard for amoment. The spider would accept the password. Maybe. But it wouldn't accept any
other commands. To the phone, | said, "Areyou getting dl this?’

"We copy," said thevoicein my ear. "Stand by. Were looking at options.”

"Terrific. Soam |." The spider had three flame-throwers, two rocket-launchers, and assorted other
frightfulnesses all dung nestly benesth itsbelly-severd of which weretargeted &t us.

"What isthe password?' the spider demanded.

Dammit! The bloody thing was stuck! It could recognize the password, but it couldn't pass that
recognition back-so it couldn't get out of theloop. How long did we have beforeitsinterna monitor
realized it was stuck? Once that happened, it would go on to the next option and no password would be
effective.

"Try the next password,” whispered the phone.

My nose itched. | wanted desperately to scratch. | didn't dare. | shouted at the giant spider, "Hell hath no
fury likeapacifist." The spider swiveled sSdeways and stopped to consider. "Password accepted,” it said.
"Whét isthe password?’

Thekid sad, "Sir-?"

"Shut the fuck up.” | was getting angry. On ahunch, | shouted, "Half of being smart is knowing what



you're dumb at!"

The spider thought about that one too. " Password accepted.” Right. It was worsethan | thought. The
Spider recognized everything as a password. But when the accepted phrase didn't match up with the
phrase stored in itsmemory, it had to art dl over. It would have been funny-if there weren't two lives a
stake.

"Whét is the password?’

An unlikely thought occurred to me. No, it was avery stupid idea. Still . . .

| called out to the spider, "There was ayoung man named O'Quinn-" and took a step backward.
"Password accepted. What isthe password?' Maybe, just maybe. . .

"With inordinate interest in skin!" | took another step backward. So did the kid. Sideways and
backward. Away from the pack. The spider swiveled its camerasto follow us, but said only,” "Password

accepted.”
"Hissingular god--" Sideways and backward. "What is the password?'
"When hefound ahole. " Sideways-"Password accepted.”

"Wasto dowhat hecould . . . to get in!" -and backward! It was working!

| glanced at the kid. Hisface waswhite. "Easy," | whispered. He gulped and nodded.

My phone asked, "What are you doing?"

| ignored it. How far back were the bushes? " There was ayoung fellow named Howard-" Dare | risk
two steps? No. The spider took longer to accept this one. Maybe it knew someone named Howard?
And why hadn't the monitor kicked in?"Who was thought to be magicaly powered-"

"Password accepted.”

| glanced backward. Not too much farther. "His dick was so short-"

"Accepted.”

"It looked like awart-" One more step. | looked to the kid. "Get ready --- "

"Whét isthe password?’

"But when it stood up, it just-" And touched the button on my writ.

The backpack on the ground exploded. Two rockets smoked straight for the spider. It jerked around to
facethem. | didn't wait to seeif they hit-I rolled backward and into the bushes. The kid was aready
ahead of me. We crashed through the trees

Behind us, something went off with aroar. A hammer of air dammed usforward. | heard the sound of a
torch-the spider was roasting the backpack! And then asiren! It was coming after us!

We tumbled into the Jeep and screeched backward up the hill. "Grab the heavy-launcher!" Thekid was
aready digging in the rear. | found a place to turn around and pointed the Jeep up the road.
"It'sfollowing ud" thekid screamed.

| glanced back. The spider was staggering unevenly across the dope with an uncertain, tentative gait.
That spider should have flamed usingtantly. Whoever had damaged it had bought us a chance. Its
cameras were swiveing frantically back and forth, looking for atarget, trying to lock on.

My phone was screaming in my ear; | pulled the headset off and tossed it aside. | put the Jeep on
automatic-a dangerous thing to do; it probably wasn't smart enough to track a dirt road- swung into the
back and grabbed the heavy-launcher from the kid. "Get out of the way."

| braced mysdlf in the back of the Jegp and took careful aim at the spider. We bounced like aspring. |
wished for asteady-sight laser. | had to give the rocket enough time to identify itstarget and lock on-l
hoped to God the spider didn't find usfirst!

The green light came on. | squeezed thetrigger.

The rocket escaped with awhooosh! It arced down the hill, zigzagging back and forth, only turning &t the
very last moment toward the target. The spider exploded. It disappeared in three-one right after the
other-flowering bursts of orange flame, each one larger than thelagt, dl curling into amushrooming billow
of greasy black smoke. We could fed the heat and blast from here. Pebbles and dirt and hot oil
gpattered down around us.

The Jeep was bumping suddenly acrossthe grass. It had lost the road. | turned to legp forward, but the
kid was ahead of me. He was dready diding down into the seet, taking over the controls and bringing us



to abouncing, spring-banging stop.

We sat there for amoment, just breathing hard and wondering at the surprise of till being alive. The day
was bright and cold. The air smelled suddenly sweet-even sweeter for the oily scent of the burning spider
behind us.

"Towered?' thekid asked. "The last word is towered?!

| looked over at him.

"Get out of thecar,” | said.

"Huh?'

"Get out of the car!"

"| don't understand-"

| swung mysdlf over the side of the Jeep, walked around to the driver's side, grabbed the kid by the shirt,
and pulled him out of * his seat ashard as | could. | jerked him rudely acrossthe ground and dammed
him hard up against the broken wall of some ; forgotten building. I held him there-my knee braced
between his9 legs, my wrist across histhroat, and the barrel of my gun up hisleft nostril-and lowered my
voice. "Your supidity nearly got uskilled,” | said. "'l told you 'Don't move," and you came crashing
through the bushes like aboar in heet. | told you not to talk and you had to ask why, what was
happening? That spider was half blind. We could have faded back into the bushesif you hadn't opened
your mouth.”

"We got away okay, didn't we-?" he gasped. "Please, Lieutenant, you're hurting me!”

| cocked the pistol and put my face very closeto his. His eyes were round with terror. Good. | wanted
him awake enough to hearl this. "Do you want to be my partner or my enemy?"

"Sr, Please!"

| leaned on histhroat alittle harder. "Are you my partner or my enemy?”

"Part-ner," he croaked.

"Thank you." | eased my grip alittle; he gasped for air. " So that meanswhen | give an order, you're going
tofollow it. Right?'

Henodded. "Yes. Sr."

"Immediately-and without question. Right?' He gulped and swallowed and managed to nod. "Do you
know why I'm telling you this?'

He shook his head. The swest was beading on his brow. "Because I'm trying to save your life. I'm
assuming, of course, that you are surviva-driven. If I'm mistaken in this assumption, please tell me now
S0 | can get out of your way. | promise| won't interfere. Y ou want to die, that'sfine by me. | like
paperwork. It's nice and safe. But | won't have you endangering my lifetoo."

"Yes...dr." Hiswords came hard.

"Y ou remember thisand well get dong just fine, Private. The next timel give you an order you're going
tofollow it asif your life depends on it-right? Because it does. Because if you don't follow my orders, I'll
take your fucking head off, do you hear me?"

"Yessr!"

"And I'm not going to hear any more fucking questions either-isn't that aso right? 'Y ou don't have the right
to ask them. Y ou are lower than whale shit. The only answer you need isthis one: “Because I'm your
superior officer and | say s0." Right?*

"Yessr!"

| let go of him and stepped back, reholstering my pistol. He hesitated, then started tucking his shirt back
into his pants. He glared over at me, but didn't speek. There was hatred in his eyes.

"Go ahead, try it," | said. "I know what you're thinking. Go ahead. | don't want there to be any doubt.”
He dropped his eyes. He il hated me, but he wasn't going to swing.

He came up at me suddenly, swinging with aroundhouse punch that would have knocked the wind out of
meif | had till been thereto receiveit. | was already stepping back on onefoot. | grabbed hisarm and
pulled, tripping him as he came. He sprawled flat in the dirt and skidded.

| walked over to him, kicked him gently to roll him over on hisback, and offered him ahand. He refused
it and sat up.



| grinned. "Want to try for two out of three?"

He shook his head.

| offered him my hand again. He refused it again and stood up by himsdlf, brushing himsdlf off. His
expression was gill smoldering.

"What's your name, Private?'

"McCain," he grumbled. "Jon McCain."

"Wel, listen, McCain-" | faced him and realized again how young he was. Sixteen? Fifteen? Heredly
was only akid. He couldn't even grow a proper mustache-his upper lip just looked dirty-and he needed
ahaircut. His scraggly brown hair hung down over hisforehead, amost hiding his dark shaded eyes. He
looked like ahurt little boy.

"It'slikethis" | said. "Yes, I'm pissed ashell at you. | dways get pissed at people who endanger my life.
But that's not why | put you up againgt that wall. That's just the fastest way | know to teach you the kind
of obedience that will ensure your survival. Y ou have to trust me, because what you don't know could kil
us both. Do you know my record?'

"Yesdr, but-" he caught himsdf. "May | speek, Sr?"

"Go ahead."

"Wl . .." Hisresentment faded into alopsided, amost conspiratoria maice. "l just sort of figured you
had to be some kind of colossa fuck-up for them to give you this shit detail.”

"Thanksfor your . . . ah, candor.”

"I looked up your record, sir. Y ou've got three Purple Hearts, a Silver Star, a Good Conduct Medal,
and eighty million casaysin worm bounties. And, according to the military listings, you're one of thefive
best field agentsin Cadlifornia. You're area chopperbopper-too good for thisjob. So, | figured you must
have redly pissed someone off." His grin wasinfectious. "That'show | got here. "

"You'rehdf-right,” | admitted. "1 made abad guesslast year. A lot of peopledied.” | didn't like
remembering; | liked talking about it even less. "Anyway, they put me here-whereif | made any more
mistakes, they'd be alot more personal. Understand?”

"Sort of "

"Yeah, | don't likeit either, but so what? Thisisthe job. Let'sget it done. I'll do the best | can. And so
will you. Undergand?' Hisgrin faded. "And whatever else | might fed about it isnone of anybody's
goddamn business." | headed back toward the Jeep.

The phonewas till yammering on the seet. | picked it up and put the headset to my ear. "JIMBO," |
acknowledged. "All clear. No casudties. And your Vigilante has been removed from service" |
answered a couple more questions, signed off, and looked over a the kid; he was standing rigidly, a
respectful distance away from the Jeep. "What are you waiting for?"

"Your orders, gr," hesaid crisply.

"Right." | jerked athumb. "Get in the Jeep and drive.” | unclipped the car'stermina and thumbed it to life.
"Yesdr."

"McCan-"

"G

"Don't be arobot. Just be responsible.”

"Yes, ar." Thekid dropped in behind the whedl, snuck a sideways glance a me, then dropped hisrigid
manner.

He headed us back toward the main road while | balanced the terminal on my lap and logged the
destruction of the Vigilante. The kid waited until | wasfinished, then said, "Sir? Can | ask you
something?'

"Go ahead.”

"Well, it's about that spider. | thought those things were only supposed to kill worms.™

| nodded. "That was the original programming. But then we started losing units. Renegades were
knocking them out and dismantling them for their wegponry, so the army reprogrammed them againgt
guerrillastoo. All spiders now assumethat any humansin afree-fire area-regardiess of the clothesthey
wear or the ID signals received from their dogtags-are hostiles, until proven otherwise" | added, "And



aretreated accordingly.”

"Y ou mean-torched?'

"Only if you refuse to be captured.” | shrugged. " Some of the reprogramming must have been alittle
hasty. Even desperate.” The kid didn't speak for along time. He concentrated on his driving. The narrow
two-lane road was twisty.

After awhile, he asked uncomfortably, "Aretherealot of those things around?’
"McDonnell-Douglasis fabricating three hundred and fifty unitsaweek. Most of those are for
export-South America, Africa, Asatheresalot of wild country on this planet all of asudden; but I'd
guessweve got at least a couple thousand of them patrolling the West Coadt. It'sthe highway; 101 has
to be kept open. But not dl of them are Vigilantes-and it'saso very unlikely that the next one you run
into will bearoguetoo.”

"I'm not reassured.”

| grinned. "Y ou sound like me."

"Huh?'

"If you knew the statistics on the spiders effectiveness, you'd be even less reassured.”

"They don't work?'

| shrugged. "They do well enough.” Then | added, "And they do have one red advantage.

Thekid glanced over a me curioudy. "Y eah?"

"Yeah. You don't haveto write letters to their families when you lose one.”

"Oh." He shut up and concentrated on hisdriving.

Thered problem was that the worms were aready learning to avoid the spiders; and therewaseven a
rumor that they had begun to set traps for the machines. Like eephant pits. | didn't know. Therewasa
lot of materia | wasn't cleared to see any more.

"Hey," the kid asked suddenly. "Why'd you use limericks?

"Huh? Oh-" | was startled out of my thoughts. "It wasthe only thing | could think of," | admitted. "When |
get bored, | write limericks."

"You'rekidding."

"Nope"

Thekid pulled the Jeep onto the main road and headed us west toward US-101. "Tel me another.”
"Mm, okay-I'm gtill working on this one: There was ayoung fellow named Chuck-"

Thekid giggledin delight. Well, it was pretty obviouswhereit wasgoing. "Go on," he said.

"Who expressed a great fondness for duck. Whether gravied or roasted, pressed, sauced, or toasted-" |
stopped.

"Yeah?Yeah?Goon."

| shook my head. "That'sdl thereistoit, sofar."

"Thet'sdl?'

| shrugged apologeticdly. "I couldn't think of arhymefor thelast line.”

"Yourekidding!"

"Yep."

I?

Therewas ayoung lady named Susie,

Who everyone thought was afloozy.
Sheliked boy scout troops

and Shriners, in groups,

"What the hdl?* Shereplied. "I'm not choosy.”
?
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Mode: Day One

"Jesus only told us hdlf of it. Thetruth will set you free. But firdt it'sgoing to pissyou off."
- SOLOMON SHORT

Thefirst day of the training was about commitment. | stepped into the room-and stopped to Stare.

| hadn't known what to expect, but thiswasn't it.

Theroomwas very large and very empty. Larger than acollege gymnasium. Only college gymnasiums
don't have dark gray carpeting. The walswere pae gray. They were absolutely bare. They felt very far
away.

In the exact center of the space was abroad square dais. All four sides of the dais were faced by
precison formations of chairs; they were divided exactly into two squares, eight rows deep, eight chairs
to arow. The aide between the squares was three chair wide. On the dais was a podium, a music stand,
and adirector chair.

Hanging above the daiswere four large screens, one facing each section of chairs. There were
loudspeskers too.

There was a person just inside the door. She was wearing featureless white jumpsuit and a blank
expression. Her name tag said SEVEN. Without taking her eyes off me, she pointed at the chairs. "Take
the front-most, center-most seet, please.”

"Uh, thank you." | moved dowly toward the chairs. | didn't like the looks of this.

Another assstant was waiting for me hafway there. He was equally blank-faced. His name was
FIFTEEN.

"McCarthy?'

" e

"Take the front-most, center-most seat.”

"Uh, okay."

"And don' talk to your neighbors."

"Yes, gr."

| found a place in the second row of the north-facing section of chairs and sat down. The sections were
filling rapidly. | was between amajor and acolondl. | looked around. | didn't see anyone below the rank
of lieutenant.

| noticed that some of the peoplefiling into the room were carrying light brown jumpsuits. | wondered
what that meant. Perhaps they weren't in abranch of the service. They were coming into the room from
al four sdes. Their expressonswere. . . apprehengve. | wondered what minelooked like. Thisdidn't
seem like such agood ideaany more. How many of us were there anyway?

| craned my head to count the chairs. The rows were eerily precise; the blocks were absolutely and
impeccably square. There were 64 chairsto ablock. Two blocksto aside. 128 chairstimes Wr sides of
the square equals 512 chairs. The last of the chairs erefilling even as | watched. There were no empty
charsthat | could see. 512 trainees.

| stood up to look around. There were tablesfor the ass stants placed strategically around the room,
mostly dong thewalls, but there were aso tables not too far behind the last row of chairs on each sde of
the formation. The people gitting behind the tables were expressionless. They too wore blank jumpsuits
and numbered nametags. | sat down again, nervoudly.

| shivered. It was cold in here.

At the end of my row, two gray-haired colonds were talking quietly. Their expressonswere sour. |
didn't recognize either one of them, but it was obvious that they both had some reservations about being
here. They were dready trading their opinions. One of the assistants came up the row and stopped in
front of them. Shewas as blank asdl the others. She said, "Don't talk to your neighbors.”

"Why?" demanded one of the colondls.



The assistant ignored the question and continued up the aide. The colonel looked angry. She wasn't used
to being ignored. She folded her armsin front of her chest and glared. She exchanged an annoyed look
with her companion.

My watch beeped. It was precisdly 9 A.M.

The Very Reverend Honorable Doctor Danidl Jeffrey Foreman, M.D., Ph.D. strode to the center of the
room, stepped up onto the dais and began to look us over. He wore dark pants and alight gray swester.
Hiswhite hair floated around his head like ahalo. His expression was sharp and stedly. He turned dowly,
checking usout individually and asagroup. | had the sense that he was looking into every set of eyesin
the room.

When he finished, he looked to the back of the room and nodded. The screens above his head lit up.
They showed aclose-up of hisface. "Good morning,” he said. "Thank you for being here.” He smiled as
if hewere about to tell ajoke. "Y ou can say good morning back, if you want to."

There were afew mumbled responses, grunts that sounde vaguely like"G'mrmble.” | didn't want to
commit myself either. Foreman smiled to himsdlf, asif he were the only one who had gotten the joke. He
turned to us and said crisply, "All right. Let's go to work. The purpose of today's session isto create the
context for the course. In your language, that means that today is about preparing you for the rest of the
sessons. Thisisthe orientation. Today, we will answer your questions.” Almost as an aside, he added,
"Tomorrow, we will begin to question your ansvers.™

"Thefirg thing that we are going to do is make certain that you belong here. The results of this course will
be your responsibility so it hasto be your choice to be here. If thereis something you need to know,
don't St on it-because while you're Sitting there wondering, you're stuck. And while you're stuck, we
can't go on! Raise your hand and ask. Don't leave the room not knowing. If you have aquestion, there
are at least a dozen other people sitting on the same question, but afraid to ask. Do them afavor and ask,
sowecanal goon."

Foreman stepped crisply to the left side of the dais to face the section of the room. The overhead screens
cut to anew camaraangle; they dways showed him from the head-on angle.

"When you are clear about the purpose of this course and your reasons for being here, then we will ask
you to commit yoursdlf to completing the course. That meansthat you will promise to be here on timefor
every sesson, for no other reason except that you have promised.

"Therefore, you are going to haveto look at your ability | make and keep acommitment.

"If you choose not to make the commitment, you will have | opportunity to leave. That will bethe only
opportunity to leave. So before you make the choice to stay, you need to be absolutely clear that you are
going to be here until the end of the course-or not at al. Everybody got that?!

Helooked around the room expectantly. Again that soulpiercing Sare.

Nobody spoke. Everybody got it.

"Thank you." Foreman stepped over to the music stand next to the podium and opened the manual there.
Heflipped past thefirst few pages until he found what he was looking for. He studied it thoughtfully.
After amoment he nodded and then stepped to the third side of the dais, facing a new group again. Once
more the overhead screens cut to the head-on angle; | could look at his back or | could look up and see
hisface. It didn't matter which part of the room he was speaking to, the effect was that he aways seemed
to be addressing me.

Foreman's voice was resonant. It was clear and penetrating. He had avibrant quality, like aperfectly
tuned cello. "Firg of dl, itisno mistake that you are here. How many of you have been wondering about
thet?'

More than haf the people in the room raised their hands. | raised mine.

"Good," said Foreman. "That's normal. Wondering about it is part of the process. Now let metell you,
no mistakes have been made. Y ou are here because you are supposed to be here. Regardless of how
you think you got here. Some of you were invited. Some of you gpplied. Some of you were
recommended. And | know some of you think you were conned. How many of you think you were
conned into being here?’

A few peopleraised their hands. | thought about it and raised mine.



"Good. Thank you for admitting that. It's bullshit, of coursenobody was conned into being here-but thank
you for being honest about what you're thinking. It'sagood start. This courseis about telling the truth.
The truth about what you see, what you fedl, what you experience, what you know. In here-unlike the
rea world-thereis absolutely no penalty for telling the truth; on the contrary, we demand it. If you're not
willing to tll the truth, then please don't be here. Don't waste your time. Don't waste my lime.

"Thetruth isthat you're here because you want to be here. Regardless of whatever storiesyou told
yourselves about why you tlwught it was agood ideato be here, you're here because tmderneath those
goriesisagenuine curiosity and, yes, even the beginnings of acommitment. Not one of you was dragged
into thisroom. | know, | saw. | stood outside and watched you arrive. Y ou dl waked in of your own
volition. That was the test and you passed it.

"Y ou have now completed the hardest part of the course. Getting here. Congratulations.” He looked
satisfied. He amiled at us. The effect wasterrifying. ™Y ou can acknowledge that, if you wish." He
applauded us, so we applauded oursdlves-but not without some puzzlement.

Foreman said, "I mean it. Congratulations. It'sa privilege to be here. Most of the people on the planet
didn't makeit. Mot of them died rather than be here." He paused to let that sink in.

"There arefive hundred and twelve of you. Two hundred and eighty-two women, two hundred and thirty
men. In here, your job isto represent the entire human species. For the duration of this course, you are
the human species. At the end of this program, when you return to your previous occupations, or to your
new assignments as the case may be, you will be caled upon to make choices that will affect the entire
human species. So this courseis about that responsibility-and the way you handleit.”

A woman stood up then. She looked Chinese, but she had an African hair style. Fourth world?"Dr.
Foreman,” shesaid. "l protest.”

Foreman looked at his watch. "Hm. We're ahead of schedule." He stepped off the podium toward the
woman. She was one of those in a plain brown jumpsuit. "Yes, Dr. Chin?’

"lan't it presumptuous to assume that this group hasthe right to represent the entire human species? |
have eyes. | can seethat the representation of Africans and Indians and Chinese and Arabsiswell below
the globa percentage. How can you justify that this group should make decisions about peoplethey are
not qualified to represent? There are too many white facesin here.” She spoke politely, but she looked
angry.

"Mm-hm," he said. "Do you want aresponse to that?*

"Yes | do."

Foreman looked remarkably patient-or was it an expression of superiority? He said, "The only answer |
can giveyou isan unsatisfactory one. Y ou won' likeit."

"Let mebethejudge of that," she said.

Foreman nodded thoughtfully. He glanced around the room, asiif to confirm Dr. Chin's observation.
"Yes, it'strue. There are too many white facesin here. Particularly since the Chtorran plagues were far
more devadtating in their effects againgt members of the Caucasian and Asan races than they were
againgt Negroes. So you can certainly look at the proportion of skin colorsin thisroom and seethat as
evidence of discrimination-if you want to. And if that's what you want to do, then no assertions that race
was not a consderation in the sdlection processwill satisfy you. If you'relooking for discrimination, you
can dwaysfind evidence."

"Isthat it?' she asked. Her tone was accusatory.

He met her gaze directly. "I told you that the answer would be unsatisfactory.”

Hewasright. She didn't look satisfied. She said, "May | ask what justifications were used in the selection
process?'

"Y es, you may-but it's the wrong question. No justifications at al were used. We didn't select you. You
selected yoursdlves." Foreman returned to the podium. He looked a a page of notes. "The only criterion
that we-that is, the agency responsible for this course-established for your participation is that you speak
English and that you be willing to be here. After that, it wasal up to you."

Foreman stepped off the dais on the fourth Sde to whisper something to an assstant. When hefinished,
he turned back to Dr. Chin and spoke to her from across the formation of chairs, but he was no longer



speaking only to Dr. Chin. He was speaking to al of us. "Y ou are here, you were invited to participate,
because you have demonstrated your commitment to excellence. In some way you have made a
contribution to your species. Whatever it was, it was sufficient to attract the attention of the agency. That
was how you earned your invitation. That you have come here to this room of your own free will isthe
completion of the selection process. Everything dseisirrdevant.”

"Areyou saying that you didn't choose who got to be here?!

"Yes, exactly. We put out five hundred and twelve chairs, Dr. Chin. And we declared that five hundred
and twelve of the best asses on the planet would sit on them. It isin the nature of chairsto attract asses.
If you'll look around, you'll seethat's exactly what happened. Chairs attract asses like honey attractsflies.
Y ours are the asses that got caught. And yours are the best because we say s0."

There was a spattering of laughter in the room. Foreman ignored it. He said to Dr. Chin, "But | suppose
you want the four-dollar answer, right?*

"If you don't mind." Shesad it Hiffly.

"Not at dl. We cantake dl day for thisif we haveto. But it'sreally very smple. When you pour out half
acup of laundry detergent, you don't care which particles of detergent fall out of the box, do you? Y ou
just want to know that the particles you get will do thejob, right? We have ajob to do here, and you are
the particles of the human family that we expect to do the job. That's all. Next time we pour, well get five
hundred and twelve different particles.

He accepted a note from one of the assistants, unfolded it, glanced at it, shook his head and handed it
back. He moved around to the back of the section | was Sitting in. | had to turn around to see him; that
was uncomfortable, so | turned forward again and continued to watch him on the overhead screen. Dr.
Chin'simage was aso split-screened in.

Shewas il standing at her seat. She looked very angry. She said, "That'sall very clever, Dr. Foreman.
But | still don't agree with the results of the selection process.”

Foreman stopped smiling. "That's too bad. But we're not here to have an eection. We aready had one.
The bad newsisyou're one of the winners."

There was more laughter at this, even some gpplause. Foreman held up ahand to stop it. "Don't get
cocky;" hewarned us. "What you've won is custody of the biggest disaster in human history.” The
laughter stopped.

Foreman added quietly, he was speaking to al of us, "Now herésthe redly bad news-it may turn out
that you are not the very best qudified individuasto be here. Y ou may dl be fuck-ups and failures. We
won't know that until it'stoo late to changeit. But we have to start somewhere.”

Dr. Chin had remained standing. She till didn't look satisfied, perhaps she never would be. Foreman
looked across the rows and rows of interested faces at her. "Y es?"

"l don't know if | want to be here," she said.

"It'salittlelate for that, isn't it? Y ou're dready here."

"I'm having second thoughts.”

"l see," said Foreman. He came around the chairs and up the aide and stood face to face with Dr. Chin.
He had circled the entire room. He spoke softly. "Y ou're waiting to see how it works out, right? Y ou
have to know that you like it here, or that you agree with what happens here, before you'll participate.
That's agood excuse to keep onefoot out the door just in caseit gets rough. You'll leave yoursdlf a
judtification for quitting, right?'

"No!" shesaid, alittle too vehemently. Shelooked asif she were being attacked. Foreman merely
looked bored. "Y ou don't know what I'm thinking!" she said. "'l don't make decisionsuntil | think things
over-and I'm il thinking!"

"l see. Y ou don't make commitments-you think about them."”

"To make surethey'reright!”

"Uh-huh-that's very clear. Thinking things over is one of the best forms of denia-because it masguerades
asrespongbility. "I'm thinking it over' isthe polite way to say no, to put someone off: Y ou see, thereésa
liein that sentence. What you'reredly sayingis, | don't want to think about thisat dl. Please stop forcing
meto."" Helooked around the room. "How many of you have done that?'



At least half the peoplein the room raised their hands. | raised mine.

Foreman didn't even bother to look. He turned back to Dr. Chin. "But the Chtorrans aren't going to wait
for you to think thisone over, Dr. Chin. Nether arewe. Thereisn't any moretime. Y ou have to choose
now. Areyou going to be here or not?' He waited patiently.

"l don't like being browbeaten!" Dr. Chin snapped a him. Her eyeswere blazing.

"Terific. | don't like enemas. But what ether of uslikes or didikesisirrdevant to the commitment to be
made here." Foreman retained an easy control. "Now, are you going to be here, or do you just want to
dither?Let metell you, people who dither never finish dithering. They just find new thingsto dither about.
And it redly pisses off the other peoplein their lives."

Dr. Chin looked frustrated and closeto tears. If | hadn't been so annoyed with her for holding things up, |
would have felt sorry for her. Shewailed, "Why doesthis have to be decided now?'

"Because thisis the part of the course where Dorothy Chin choosesto be here. Or not. We cannot
proceed until each and every one of ustakes responsbility for hisor her participation. That meansyou
don't get to hide behind °I haveto think it over' any more.”

"Wait-" she said, holding up her hands asif to push him away. "Just one minute.”

Foreman stopped himself from speaking too quickly. He waited a moment and then asked politely,
v

"I want to know," she began dowly, "just what it isthat we're doing here. | mean, what's the purpose?’
"That'sagood question,” Foreman said, "and I'm going to answer it. But first | want you to notice
something. Thisisanother delaying tactic.” He turned around to face the rest of us, to include us. "I want
you dl to pay attention here. Because thisisabout dl of us. Thisisademongtration of what we do
instead of making choices. Thisisn't about Dorothy: It's about you. Dorothy'sjust acting it out for you."
Then he turned back to Dorothy Chin. "I'm going to answer your question now. Then I'm going to ask
you to answer mine.”

And then hewas back up on the dai's, addressing al of us again: "The government of the United
States-acting in conjunction with the governments of twenty-three other dlied nations-has authorized this
project. Its continuing purposeisto train the members of the core group.

"The core group isnot an official designation. It isnot asdect or aprivileged group. Itisadigtinction
applied to that class of individuaswho have demongtrated their ability to produce results and who are
committed to expanding that ability. The core group are those people who we expect to carry the
greatest burdensin the war against the Chtorr. Y ou do not have to do thistraining to be a member of the
core group. It is neither honor nor burden. It is a distinction which we have made only for the purposes of
large-scale project management.

"Thetraining is desgned to support you in succeeding in your various projects. Y ou are not thefirst
group of trainees, you will not bethelast. Thereisno honor in your participation, only in your results.
"L et me dressthat this courseisnot apolitica orientation. It isnot intended to be one; it should not be
approached as one. We are not interested in your various political belief systems. What we are offering
hereisacoursein management. Personal management. Management for results. What you are being
offered hereis the opportunity to become a part of acontinualy expanding body of individuals who have,
and | quote the course description, ‘committed oursalves to the essential human question.’

"What isthat question'?”

Foreman stopped. He looked around the room, looking to seeif we were following him. His eyes|ooked
sorrowfully down from the screens. He studied us like afather. We waited for him to go on.

Foreman stepped off the dais and crossed to Dorothy Chin. ™Y ou asked, "What isthe purpose?

"Very smply: How do we survive?'

Foreman turned outward to include the rest of us. " Sounds obvious, doesn't it? Indeed, it is deceptively
obvious. But the question would be the essentia human question even if our planet weren't under assault
by the Chtorran infestation. The only differenceisthat the infestation has forced usto confront this
Quedtion.”

Foreman turned back to Dorothy Chin and looked her Sraight in the eye. "Dorothy Chin. | makethis
assertion-do you know what an assertion is? It'sa starting point. It may or may not betrue, it hasn't been



tested yet, it'sjust aplaceto dart. | assert that what we asindividuals, and as a species, do in the name
of survivd isnot dwayswhat is necessary to ensure survival. | say that we do that because we, as
individuals, and as a species, are confusedhave made fal se connections-as to what redl survival is.”
Turning againto dl of us "We have confused surviva of the mind with surviva of theindividud. We have
confused survivd of the politica ideology with surviva of the nation. We have confused survivd of the
gpecieswith surviva of the world-view. And theimperativesinherent in dl of those various survivas have
destroyed the survivd of the sdif.”

Turning back to Dorothy Chin: "The larger purpose of the core group isto explore the options for
humanity. The group will be responsiblefor creating an operating context, so that humanity can choose
directions, commit to them, and implement them. Additionally, the purpose of the core group will beto
create an dignment of will throughout the scientific, political, and military branches of the human family.
This course-here, in thisroomisyour training for that respongbility.

"Thisisthe opportunity.” Foreman included al of usagain. "What we are up to hereis nothing lessthan
creating the future of the entire human species.” Abruptly, helooked back to Dr. Chin. "Isthat agame
you want to play?"

Dr. Chin looked troubled. She said dowly, "I find the whole idea preposterous. | find you, and this
group-and the conception behind it-aridiculous joke. No, aterrifying nightmare. Who gave you the right
to make decisonsfor the rest of the human species? Who died and appointed you God?"
"You'reright,” Foreman said, nodding. "1 am unfit. So are you. So are the other five hundred and eleven
people in thisroom. But so what? WEe're the oneswho aready have the job. | told you that you selected
yourself into thisroom. Y ou-all of you in here-are dready doing the job of determining the future of the
human race. Whatever it isyou're doing, that's part of the future were al creating. Some of you are
studying Chtorrans, some of you are trying to communicate with them, some of you are trying to control
them, or kill them-and &t least one of you has even spent time living among them. Asindividuas, you have
accomplished alot-an incredible amount. The only problem isthat it'sinsufficient. Becauseit's il not
enough to stop the infestation!" And suddenly, Dr. Daniel Jeffrey Foreman looked and sounded very
angry.

He strode back to the dais so he could speak to us as agroup, but again | had the sensation that he
knew who each and every one of uswas-and that he was speaking to each and every one of us
individualy.

"It'snot the ability that's missing! We know it'sthere! It'sthefocusfor the ability! We are, dl of us, il
unfocused! Commitment isthe focus for intention!

"If the human raceisto survive, we need to start kicking asses-our own!" He spoke with incredible
intengty now. "We need to move ourselves up to the next level of commitment, and the next level after
that, and the next leve after that. And thisisthe place where it starts. Thisiswhat thisgroup isfor. But so
far, you-the so-called movers and shakers-look like the Anarchists football team." He paused for effect.
"The truth makes you nervous, doesn't it? But it's il the truth. Y ou look like five hundred and twelve
hysterica assholes, each one of whom isrunning around with hisor her own ball toward hisor her own
god, obliviousto whether or not you're even on the goddamn field! What iswanted and needed before
we can play football isthe operating context of team. Y ou need to notice where the lines are painted on
the ground and who's wearing what uniforms and playing which positions.”

Foreman stopped abruptly, stepped over to his podium and took adrink of water. Helooked at his
notesfor amoment, then continued quietly, "The Chtorran infestation has put the human speciesin a
position that can only be described as precarious. Our language is insufficient to convey the magnitude of
the disaster. The scale of it isbeyond our ability to comprehend. Even our largest and fastest
information-processing facilities are sumbling over the great masses of confusing and contradictory
reports. We have no referents for the invaders. We have no way to assimilate what is happening, we
have no way to quantify it or measure it-we have no scale for the management of the task ahead of us.
Andyet . .. some of uson thisplanet, including some of you in thisroom, have accepted the
respongbility of the chalenge anyway. "

"Because we have no choicel” interrupted aman in the opposite section.



Foreman whirled to look at him. "Y ou think s0? | say we do. | say that we have an incredible choice
before us. Thiswhole course is about that choice.”

Foreman stepped of f the diastoward him. "I assart that our surviva isgtill apossibility. That assertionis
the sarting point for everything that will occur in here.”

The man who had interrupted had nothing further to say. Satisfied, Foreman began circling back toward
Dorothy Chin. "If we are to make it, then over the next few years, this speciesis going to have to make
some incredible adaptations, many of which we will not like. But whether we like them or not, they will
be necessary to our survival. It isclear that the very definition of humanity isgoing to be tested.”

Foreman had returned to his place in front of Dorothy Chin. Shewas till standing. Shewas asrigid as
stone. Foreman stood before her and spoke quietly and camly, "It isthissmple, Dorothy Chin. You
know it. Y ou don't need metotell it to you. But I'm going to say it anyway so that the peoplein the room
who don't know it can hesr it too.

"The fundamentd law of biology is Survive! If the organism doesn't survive, it can't do anything se.
"Now . . . we are going to see some of our fellow human beings, and very probably many of the
members of this group, creating some extraordinary operating modes in order to do just that. Part of our
job here will be to explore those modes-to see what they suggest for the rest of us. We need to know
what iswanted and needed for human beings to survive on a Chtorraninfested planet. We need to know,
what will human beings becomein the process?.

"Hereinthisroom, in this course, we will lay the groundwork for the job to be done. We will train
oursavesin the unexpected. We will prepare oursaves for theimpossible. In thisroom, we will begin the
task of creating the future. In other words, we will not only test the definition of humanity-ultimately, we
may have to redefine humanity. Not because we want to, but because that may very well be the ultimate
pricefor surviva.

"And | want you dl to know something,” Foreman interrupted himsalf suddenly. He stabbed the air with
hisforefinger. "We have dways had the opportunity to redefine ourselves as a species-but weve aways
avoided the confrontation with that opportunity by squabbling amongst ourselves over mates and bananas
instead. We don't have that luxury any more. The opportunity isno longer an opportunity. Now itisa
mandate.”
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Foreman turned back to Dr. Chin and looked her square in the eye. "So, | ask you again. Isthisthe
game you want to play? If you want to play, then sit down. If you want to leave, the door is behind you.
But be clear about your choice. There are no second chances. Once you're out the door, you can't come
back.” Hewaited. "So, what'sit to be?"

"You'reavery impressive speaker,” Dr. Chin admitted. "But | don't think so. | don't think | want to
“sdect' mysdf onto thisfootbdl team, if you don't mind.”

Foreman nodded. "I don't mind at al. It'savery clear choice. Y ou've been very responsible. You
listened, you chose." He started to turn away asif he were dismissing her, then abruptly turned back asif
he had just remembered something else. "l just want you to know one thing before you leave." Hisvoice
became very quiet, very cam. "When you wak out that door, you not only give up your placein the
game, you aso give up your right to complain if you don't like how it turnsout.”

"I don't agree with that either,” she said, and started working her way toward the aide. "Goodbye, Dr.
Foreman." She stopped and looked at him. "I'm going to fight you and your group. I'm going to organize
the scientific and political communities againg you. | think you're dangerous.”

Foreman turned to the rest of us. "Y ou have just seen ademonstration of what Dr. Chin doesinstead of
committing hersdlf. Dr. Chin doesn't act, shereacts.”

Sheglared a him-it rolled off him like rainwater-then she turned and strode up theaide. TWELVE
opened the door for her, and she was gone.

"Anyonedse?" invited Foreman.



Three more people got up and headed for the door.

Foreman waited until they were gone. "Anyone ese?' heasked. "Last cdll. "

| thought about it. I'd survived worse. | could survivethis. | remained seated.

Foreman's expression was hard to read. It looked like a challenge. He said, "Thisisit. There won't be
any more chancesto leave. If you stay, you're committing to stay to theend. . . . Nobody el se got up.
Theroom was painfully slent.

Foreman waited another moment. He returned to his podium and took another drink of water. He turned
to the manua on the music stand and flipped over two or three pages. He studied them thoughtfully for a
moment, then he looked up at usand said, "So

we're clear now? Y ou're here because you want to be here. There is nobody in thisroom who does not
want to be here?'

He smiled. "Good. Now, let'stalk about what happens after you make a commitment: the opportunity to
break your word. . . ."

"
A felow who lived in West Perkin
was adways ajerkin’ hisgherkin.
Said he, "It'snot fickle

to play with my pickle.

At leest my gherkin'saworkin'.”
"



? 3?
The Dome

"The game of lifeisaways caled on account of darkness."
--SOLOMON SHORT

Theday had turned gray and drizzly, and the March wind was whipping coldly into our faces.

| peered at the map on the screen. Yes, thiswasit. | poked the kid and pointed. "Bear to theright.”
Hedid so. We pulled off the main highway and onto a frontage road. He handled the Jeep with an easy
assurance. It was obvious that the kid liked driving.

But it bothered me that he was so young.

Everywhere | went these days, | found children handling the jobs of adults. They were getting younger
every day. And lesswell trained. | didn't like theimplications of that either.

Childhood was another casualty of the war. There wasn't time to be innocent any more. As soon as you
could take your placein the work force, you did. There were six million "most-urgent” jobs waiting to be
filled. Age was not a consderation.

It made mefed old.

Thekids| met now didn't seem to know that the world hadn't aways been like this. They carried guns
instead of schoolbooks; they learned to handle rocket launchers before they learned to drive. They spent
asmuch time a work asthey did at school-and maybe that was al for the good; maybe they shouldn't
know what had been lost. Maybe thisway would be easier for them. Certainly it was more practical.

| tightened my windbreaker againgt the chill. "I thought this place was supposed to bewarm,” | yelled.
"Itis," the kid hollered back. "Thisisthe frozen warmth that we have every winter."

"Oh"

The Jeep bumped across apothole and | gave up the attempt at conversation. The map showed we were
amogt there anyway: At the end of February, the president had signed into law the Military Jurisdiction
Bill.

Which effectively finished the job of dismantling thelast functioning local governmentsin the country, and
replaced them with digtrict military governors. Thiswas atemporary measure, the president said, only for
the duration of the ecologica emergency.

Which meant anywhere from ten to three hundred years. However long it took.

The president dso signed the Universa Service Bill-which effectively drafted every man, woman, child,
robot, and dog in the nation into the United States Armed Forces. The long-range plan was to restructure
the socia fabric of the country-from polyester to khaki.

"The Chtorran invasion,” the president had said, "is nothing less than a concerted attack on every single
oneof us, therefore, it isthe respongbility of every sngle one of usto resst.”

| remembered the speech. It was the "each and every™ speech. The president had begun by quoting an
obscure World War | doughboy named Martin Treptow. "I will fight cheerfully and do my-utmogt, asif
the issue of the whole struggle depended on me done.’ That-" said the president, "-isthe kind of
commitment that is wanted and needed today. Each of us must act asif the issue of the whole will be
decided by our individua actions.

"What isat sake hereis nothing less than the future of humanity on the planet. The shape of our
tomorrow will be | determined by the course of action that we undertake today. Each and every one of
uswill beapart of that tomorrow, and the future will answer this question: what were we-as a people,
and asindividuas-willing to commit to?

"I know what the answer is. If tonight, | were able to move among you and speak to you as
individuas-each and every one of you-and ask just this Ssmple question: “What is your commitment?
What are you willing to do? | know what your answerswould be. Y ou would tell me, "Whatever is
necessary, | will do what must be done. Nothing less than that will be acceptable.’ Because that isthe
kind of people we are. That isthe kind of specieswe are.



"We do not shrink from this challenge-we accept it. It isafire in which we will forge anew strength. We
will do what must be done.

"And so, my fellow Americans, let tonight be the turning point in this crisis, the moment of our resolve.
Tonight, let usjoin together, each and every one of us-not in fear, but in pride-in the commitment to this,
the greatest of dl human chalenges.

"Tomorrow, acting in your name, and asafocus for your will, I shal go before the Congress of this grest
nation and ask for atotal mobilization of the resources, the technology, and especialy the people of the
United States of America. | shdl ask the Congressto quickly and efficiently enact thelegidation
necessary to enable usto combat and defeat this ecological infestation!

"We shdl go forward! We shall unite together under anew banner! We shall have asingle nationa
purpose: unconditional and totd victory over theinvader. Anything lesswill beinsufficient and
unacceptable to us-not just as Americans, not just as members of the human family, but as children of
God'"

The president was interrupted forty-three times by applause. It had been a powerful speech, loaded with
al theright emotiond cues. And it had worked. The country had accepted the Mobilization Acts:

I'd heard there were only afew protests-not very large ones-and the organizers were quickly arrested.
(That wasatria 1'd beinterested in following.) But I'd also heard that most people were relieved that the
government finally had things under control. Or at least, gppeared to.

Otherwise, | didn't pay much attention to the civilian news. Within three years, there wouldn't be any
civilians. That was another of the things we were giving up. For the duration.

Thekid pointed. "Isthat it?"

Up ahead, amost hidden, nestled between two hills, were three gray domes. | recognized the
type-inflatables, hardened with shelterfoam. They were partially shaded by acluster of tall eucayptus
trees. The place might have looked friendly if the structures hadn't already begun to decay. There were
cracks and holesin the walls. We were going to need a harder foam.

Thedgnsad:

CALIFORNIA CONTROL STATION

SAN LUIS OBISPO DISTRICT

"That'sit," | said.

The stewas | eft over from the plagues. | wasn't sure what its purpose had been. My job wasto check its
suitability for our current operations.

The government's latest plan was to set up achain of fortresses, each no more than two hourstravel from
the next. Each "safe zone" would be totdly self-sufficient and able to withstand even the heaviest of
Chtorran raids. The assault on Bismarck, North Dakota, was till too recent in everybody's minds. Those
pictures were worse than the ones out of Show Low, Arizona

Right now, it al depended on the roads. We were still too vulnerable, and we had to keep the interstates
open and functioning. The northern Cdiforniainfestations were growing again, despite amost daily
flyovers by the Air Force, and we expected the worms to start expanding south again sometime this year.
The highways were going to be the backbone of our resistance; but first we had to worm-proof every
useful ingtallation on the route. We needed to establish caches of supplies and weapons. It wasgrim
work-with grimmer implications. We were digging in for the duration.

But we'd borrowed one good idea from the worms. The domes that we associated with worm nests
were redly only the entrances. Once the worms established themsalvesin an area, they tunneled in. The
greater part of the nest was aways underground. We didn't know how deep aworm nest could get, but
it had occurred to the Science Section that we could use the same technique. Now, we were looking for
locations.

We pulled up in front of the station and | reached into the back of the Jeep for my rifle. | took it
everywhere. | even dept withit. "Wait here" | said.

The first dome stood open to the weather. 1t looked like it had been the office.

The second dome had been some kind of processing plant, but | couldn't identify the machinery. One half
of the room was sedled off by adouble layer of glass. Therewas aloading bay behind the glassand a



conveyer bt leading into the next dome. On this side of the glassthere were alot of pipes. Two
generators. Severd control consoles. A bank of monitor screens. And, behind another glasswall,
showers and decontamination chambers and arack of isolation suits.

Therewere alot of these hagty little structures | eft over from the plague years. emergency shelters,
storage depots, distribution facilities, decontamination centers, and isolated research |absbut thiswasn't
any of those.

| passed into the third dome and the answer was clear.

Therewere ovens here.

The redization hit melike awave. My kneesturned to water, | amost collapsed. Dammit! | thought I'd
buried my grief! How many more times? Dammit! Dammit!

| pushed it down-again-and continued my inspection.

The plagues had killed more than seven hillion people, more than sixty-five percent of the human race.
More men than women had died, more white people than black people, more yellow people than white
people. There were till hundreds of thousands of mummified bodies waiting to be discovered.

One of the continuing jobs of the aftermath years had been to clean up the dead. The bodies were
deadly. They till carried spores.

There were hundreds of these sations al over the country. The fabrication of them was easy. The domes
could be inflated, sprayed, and hardened in aday. The equipment could be ingtalled and functioning by
the end of the week. Some of the stations had even been run entirely by robots.

If you found abody, you picked up the phone and punched DEADBODY or DISPOSAL, or any one of
ahaf-dozen other easy-to-remember mnemonics, and reported the location. The nearest retrieva van
would be notified and the body would be picked up within two to four hours. The vans delivered the
bodies to the nearest control station-an ingtdlation like this one-where they were burned.

The plagues till weren't over, but most of the dying was, so most of these stations had been shut down.
| could dmost fed the heat from the ovens. And the stench. And-I don't know why-but | could imagine
screaming too. Women and children and men. Why was | remembering that? | hadn't been near San
Francisco when they'd

Never mind.

These domes were cold and empty now.

The dust wasthick on the floor and achill wind curled it up in little puffs.

All right, so now we knew what was here. 1'd recommend that we not use thissite. It wasn't defendable.
Hidden asit was between two hills, it was agitting target for anything that came over either of those
crests. Maybe it was a good idea to keep a crematorium hidden out of sight, but not afortress. No, this
wouldn't do. | turned around-

McCain was standing in the door, gaping. "Wow," he said softly, looking around.

| lowered my rifleand said, "'l thought | told you to wait." Annoyance put an edge on my voice.

"Sorry, g, but you were gone along time. | got concerned.”

"Uh-huh," | said. | was beginning to understand McCain's rel ationship with orders. He didn't think they
gpplied to him. Right. That'swhy he was assigned to me.

Now hewastesting meto seeif | meant what I'd said. If | let him get away with this breach, held test me
again; and if | nailed him to awall for disobeying an order this minor, then | was a cruel martinet and he
would bejustified in subverting my authority whenever he could. Great game. Either way, | lose.

He stepped past me, his mouth hanging openin awe. "I heard about these," he said. "But | never saw one
before." Anideaoccurred to him and he turned to look at me. "Isit safe?!

| didn't answer. | wastoo disgusted. With him. With the operation. With mysalf. When we got back-
"Hi," shesaid from behind us.

We both whirled at the sametime

She couldn't have been more than six or seven. Shewas atiny thing, standing in the middle of the
doorway. Her dress had been yellow or orange once. Now it was brown. She had the biggest eyes.

| lowered my rifle, but only abit. "Don't do that. Y ou scared the hdll out of me."

Shelooked uncertainly from me to McCain, then back to me again.



"Hi, honey,"” McCain said. "What's your name?' He dung hisrifle over his shoulder and took a step
toward her. She edged backward. "It'sdl right. We're friendly. That's UncaJm and I'm Unca Jon."
"Jon what?' she asked. "Do you live here?’

McCain looked over at me. "She'sawfully thin, and probably scared to death. Can | give her some of
our rations?' He didn't wait for my answer. "Are you hungry, honey?'

She nodded dowly. Her eyesflickered back and forth between us.

"Wait aminute,” | said. We were miles from anywhere. How had she gotten here? "What's your name,
sweetheart? Whao're you with? Y ou're not here by yoursdlf, are you?'

"Isthisyour house? Do you live here?' she asked again. She took afew stepsinto the room, looking
around.

"No. And you shouldn't either.” | looked to the kid. "Get her out of here."

| waited till they were both gone before | lowered my rifle and let myself shake. My nerveswere shot. I'd
nearly shot him. Then I'd nearly shot her.

Damn.

What amess that would have been.

No, thiswasn't working. None of it. | dung my gun over my shoulder and started after them.

I'd haveto. ..

| heard gunshots outside-the spattering sound of an AM-280. And then | heard the kid scream.

| was dready pulling my gun off my shoulder as| ran.

I?

A proctologist name of McGee
once bent over doubleto seg;
aneyebdl of glass

he had shoved up hisass,

'-s0 | can see onethat looks back at me.'
?
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Mode: Day Two

"Commitment isn't achore. It'sachdlenge. "
-SOLOMON SHORT

The second day was about integrity, and the room was set up differently.

The 498 chairswerelaid out in five concentric circlesaround acircular dais. There were eight precise
adesdividing the chairsinto nest pie-shaped wedges. The aides pointed toward the high daislike an
dtar. | fdt like an acolyte at some holy ritud.

The screens over the dais were gone now. Instead there were larger ones mounted high above the center
of each blank wall. As| took my seet, | wondered why they had changed the setup. It bothered me, |
didn't know why. | felt uneasy.

The seatsfilled up quickly with the other trainees. Today we were al wearing identica brown jumpsuits.
No uniforms, no civilian clothes, no identifying garb of any kind could be worn in the training room. That
was part of the rules. no outsde identities. All we had to distinguish ourselves were the large-lettered
name tags we wore over our hearts; last names only-no first names, no ranks.

Some of the higher-ranking officers had grumbled about that. Foreman hadn't been interested. He merely
pointed out that they were demondtrating an investment of identity in their ranks, and that rank was not
only irrdlevant in here, it would eventudly get intheway. Leaveit outsde, he said. That's not who you
redly are. | didn't get that either, but Foreman wouldn't explainiit.

| wished | had my watch, but we'd had to turn those in too. | was certain that it was dready past time for
usto start, but not al the seats werefilled yet. | wondered what the holdup was.

| craned around to look. People were il filing in. | recognized the two gray-haired colonelswho had sat
at theend of my row yesterday and who seemed to think they had special permission to chat about the
proceedings. Finaly, because their chatter was such anuisance, they had been asked-no, told to it
gpart. They camein now, still talking; but instead of moving directly to their seets, they stopped just
insde the door and continued their conversation. | decided they were a couple of rude old ladies. Findly,
two large male ass stants came over to them and took each of them by the arm and guided them to their
Seets-on opposite sides of the outer circle of chairs.

But there were gill empty chairs. Where were the rest of us? | counted twelve empty chairs. What was
going on? Where were the missing trainees?

The minutes stretched.

The assistants stood quietly at attention, al around the perimeter of the room, at the logisticstables, at the
doors, and at the heads of the aides. There were at least fifty of them, al blank-faced and emotionless.
Acrossthe circle from me, alarge heavyset man got up and strode angyily to the table at the back of the
room where the Course Manager sat. "What's the delay?' he demanded. His face was ruddy, and he
looked upset.

Shelooked at him blankly. "Go back to your seat.”" Her voice could be heard al across the room.

"I want to know what's going on."

"Nothing isgoing on. Go back to your segt.”

"Weweretold that all our questionswould be answered,” he snapped.

The Manager stood up and faced him. He was much larger and wider than she was, but she met hisglare
with an impassive expression. She said, "What you were told was that al of your questionswould be
handled appropriately. Thisis not appropriate.”

"Why not?' heinterrupted her. "Tell me!" He put hislarge ham-shaped hands down on the table between
them and leaned way forward. He looked like he was used to bullying hisway to results. Hewasa
hulking mountain of flesh, and the way heleaned, helooked like he was threatening her.

It didn't work. The Course Manager was unbending. She could have been looking at arecalcitrant child.



"Thisisnt thetime," she said. "Y ou agreed to follow the ingructions, didn't you? Y our ingtructionsfor this
morning were to enter the room and take your seet. Have you done that?"

"But nothing's happening-!" His technique wasn't working. He looked frustrated.

Shelooked at him blankly. "Are you going to keep your agreement and follow the ingtructions?*

"l want to know what the delay 19" He was getting loud and belligerent. Every trainee in the room was
watching.

| had to admire the Manager's composure. She remained unruffled by the man's anger. She said, "All of
thiswas explained yesterday. The session doesn't begin until everybody isin hissest. There are thirteen
seats empty. One of them isyours. Y ou are the delay.”

The big man looked angrier. | could see hisfists clenching. But he didn't know what to say. It was asif he
could aready see dl of the answers he might be given. There was nothing for him to do but return to his
Seet.

He exhaled loudly, scowled in annoyance, shook his head and shrugged asif to say, Y ou can't fight
these tyrants,” then turned and headed back toward hisempty chair. He clumped loudly and resentfully
al theway. The gesture said it al: "Fuck you too." He sat down with arighteous expression and folded
hisarms across his chest.

Then, for awhile, nothing happened. We sat and waited.

We got bored.

And after we were through being bored, we got angry. We sat and stewed. We glared at the

ass stants-and each other. We hated the ones who hadn't shown up yet, who were keeping us waiting for
them.

| wanted to get up and protest, but | didn't. | was afraid to.

There were other people sitting in the room who were afraid, too. | turned around in my chair and
looked. Some of the people wouldn't meet my eyes.

One woman was crying quietly. She was weeping into her hands. Nobody went to her aid.

| started hating the assistants. And then | was bored again.

And then, suddenly, | redlized something! | knew what was going on! Thiswas atest! We were
supposed to St here and wait. We were supposed to discover something in the waiting.

| began to pay attention. | started looking around to see what everybody el se was doing. | wasn't the
only one. There were a couple of other trainees looking around with iriterest. They recognized me and
smiled. I-grinned back. Wed figured it out! Thiswas about the way we waited!

Somebody started giggling. Pretty soon, the whole room was laughing. | looked back at the Course
Manager. She was Sitting stony-faced. Or was she? She covered her mouth with one hand, and coughed,
then turned to face the wall.

Asthe giggling began to die avay, one of the doors opened and six of the missing trainees were ushered
into the room. Two assistants led them to their seats.

A moment later, Foreman strode into the room. He came straight up the aide opposite me and stepped
onto the dais. Today he was wearing a copper-colored tunic and dacks. "Good morning,” he said. He
looked at hiswatch. "It isten forty-five. We are starting an hour and forty-five minutes late. The
ingtructions were that no sesson would start until everyonewasin their seets. There are six of you ill
missing. Forty-two of you were late this morning. That's forty-eight people who didn't keep their word,
amost one out of ten! That'sthe integrity of thisgroup! Ten percent of the time you can't be trusted! And
you wonder why you don't produce results?’

Hewas angry. Or wasit a performance? | wasn't sure. He stepped off the dais and strode straight back
to speak to the Course Manager. They conferred quietly together for afew minutes, then he came back
to the dais and looked us over again.

"S0, you're probably wondering about your missing six members. It'sthissmple. They're out of the
program. They quit when they didn't show up thismorning. They failed thetest. They're untraingble. Their
commitment to fallureislarger than their commitment to success.

"There are no grades here. There's no right way, there's no wrong way to do this course. The only way
tofail isto not show up. Show up, and no matter what happens, you automatically succeed. It'slikelife.



The only way tofail it isto be dead.

"So we asked you to make a commitment to be here and in your seet, on time, every day for six weeks.
And each of you gave your word. Thisis how you kept it. One out of ten of you can't betrusted. Thisis
not an impressive sart.

"I want to demongtrate something,”" he said. He looked around the group asif he werelooking for
someone. "Who were the people who were |ate this morning? Would you stand up please?!

About thirty people stood up.

"There were forty-two people who were not in their chairs at nine A.M. If you werenot in your chair as
you agreed to be, would you stand up please?’

A few more people stood up, then another and another. Findly, forty-two people were standing at their
places.

"Good, thank you." Foreman circled the dais, looking them over. "Would you come up here please? And
you? And you? Stand in aline please." One of those he picked was the large red-faced man who had
made such a scene with the Course Manager, another was one of the gray-haired colonels who never
stopped talking.

"Therest of you can St down please. Thank you. Now, before we do this, | want al of you to know that
it could be any of you up here. I'm going to ask them some questions. | want you, in your seets, to look
at your own answersto these questions.”

Foreman turned to the line of trainees. They looked nervous. "Can you keep your word?' he asked them.
They looked uncertain. Should they answer?

Foreman started at one end of the line. It was the chatterbox gray-haired colond. He asked her, "Can
you keep your word?"

Shesad, "Yes, | keep my word al thetime.”

"That's bullshit. Y ou didn't keep your word this morning. Y ou weren't in your segt at nine A.M. No, the
evidenceisthat you don't keep your word. What | want to know isif you're able to keep your word.
Areyou?'

She hesitated, then nodded.

Foreman looked at her. "That'swhat you'd like meto believe, isn't it? Well, well find out inaminute.” He
looked to the back of the room, and signaed to the Course Manager. "Would you bring me the integrity
tester please?!

The Course Manager came up the aide carrying a flat wooden box. Foreman opened it and took out a
deadly-looking black .45 caliber service revolver. "Can you dl seethis?' he asked, holding it over his
head. He circled the dais, so everybody could get alook at the gun. The overhead screens zoomed in for
aclose-up. Out of sudden curiosity, | looked for the cameras. They were mounted behind glassdits at
thetop of thewdlls.

| turned back to Foreman. He was pointing the gun at the gray-haired colonel.

"If | pulled thistrigger, would you die?'

She couldn't take her eyes off the gun. "It'snot loaded,” she said. "Y ou're just trying to scare me."

"I'm not trying," said Foreman. "Redlly." He turned away from her and faced the distant wall of the room.
He stepped forward and took a stance. He spread hislegs dightly and gripped the gun in both hands,
raised it high and aimed for the farthest corner. He squinted and pulled the trigger. The gun popped likea
cannon! The bullet spanged off the ceiling, thwocked off the wall, spattered a small explosion of plaster
and dust, and then clattered to the shiny hardwood floor. The sound of the shot still echoed back and
forth across the room.

Foreman turned back to the lady. "Now, then," he asked her again, "if | pulled thistrigger, would you
die?'

"Y ou wouldn't,” she said. She didn't look certain. The other trainees beside her looked nervous.

"Y ou don't know that," said Foreman. "Areyou willing to bet your life on it?’

"You'rejust trying to make apoint,” the woman guessed.

Foreman turned to face therest of us. "Asamatter of fact, | have the written permission of the President
of the United States to take any actions | deem gppropriate-up to and including the termination of any



traineein thisroom." He glanced to the back of the room. "Would you put the authorization up on the
screens, please? Just in case anyoneis doubting.”

The screens flashed to display an official-looking document. | recognized the presidentid sed and
sgnature. "Thank you," said Foreman. "Now, | would prefer not to exercise that authority, for obvious
reasons, but that is one of the options available to me." He turned back to the gray-haired colond. "So
you might beright that I'm only trying to make apoint. The question is, how far will 1 go to make that
point? Y ou redly don't know if | would pull thistrigger or not, do you?"

"Uh, | would hope not."

"l didn't ask what you hope. Do you notice that you don't answer questions? Y ou comment on them.
That's how you avoid responsibility. All I'm asking from you are smple yes or no answers. Can you
handle that?'

"l think so-"

Foreman looked annoyed.

"-I mean, yes," she corrected, hadtily.

"Thank you." He pointed the gun a her again. "Now, if | pulled thistrigger, would you die?"

"Probably."

"Probably. . . 7" Foreman said it with as much amusement as startlement. He looked around at usto
share the joke. There was nervous laughter in the room.

"Well, it depends on where you hit me."

Helooked at her again. "Y ou see-you can't give me asmple yes or no answer, can you?"'

"W, you're not being precise. The chances are pretty good that | would dieif you shot me-"

"I'm not being precise-?" Foreman gaped a her astonished. "Thisisa .45 caliber servicerevolver. The
chances are one hundred percent if | shot you at point-blank range you would die. Do you seethat?"
Thelady il looked defiant. "Well, that's what you say."

"All right,” Sghed Foreman. "L et me make it even more precise for you-s0 that thereis absolutely no
doubt." He stepped abruptly forward and placed the barrdl of the gun firmly in the colonel's mouith.
Severd of the men in the room were suddenly on their feet, shouting--

Foreman turned around, bellowing. "Sit down! Y ou agreed to follow theingtructiond! If you don't follow
theingructions, you won't get the results! Now, it down!”

They st

| started shivering. | knew what was going to happen next. Foreman turned back to the colond, put the
gun in her mouth again and said, "Now, then-if | pulled thistrigger, would you die?!

The colonel's eyes were wide. She stared down the barrel of the gun and there wasterror in her face.
She nodded her head as best she could and managed to get out amuffled, "Umh-hmh."

"Good. That was avery clear answer. So now we're clear about the consequences, right?”

"Umh-hmh. "

"Good. Now-if | told you that you had to keep your word and be in your seat on time every day, or else
| was going to blow your brains out, would you keep your word?"

The woman hesitated. | wastrembling for her.

"It'sasmple question,” said Foreman. "But take your time. | want you to be certain of your answer.
Because that may be the agreement I'll ask you to make." He repeated it carefully. "If you knew that you
had to be here, in your seat, on time, every day-or else| was going to blow your brains out-could you do
it?'

The colond nodded and said, "Umh-hmh!*

"Sure, you could-and you would too. You'll do whatever is necessary to ensure your survival. If you
knew that keeping your
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word was absolutely necessary for your survival, you would keep your word, wouldn't you?"



"Umh-hmh!"

"Good. Thank you." Foreman took the gun out of her mouth. " So now we know that you can keep your
word. Thered questioniswill you?'

The woman didn't answer. She collapsed in afaint.

Foreman went down with her. He said quietly, "That won't work either, Colond Irving! Y ou don't get to
hide out in here. The question is, will you keep your word?"

Colond Irving was sobbing loudly. Two assistants started up the aide toward the dais. Foreman held
them back with ahand. "Y ou agreed to follow theingtructions. If you don't get up right now, Colonel
Cop-out, I will blow your brains out!" The sound of the hammer cocking on the gun wasloud in the
room.

Colond Irving scrambled to her feet so fast she looked jet-propelled.

"Thank you," said Foreman. He turned to the rest of us. "Do you see what it takesto get some of you to
keep your word? Are you beginning to see what some of you do instead?”’

| was shaking so hard now, | could bardly stay in my chair. Foreman put the "integrity tester” back in the
box. The Course Manager returned to the back of the room. Foreman turned to face the rest of us. "Do
you get the point? Y ou can keep your word-and you don't! Y ou'll only keep your word when your
aurvival isat stake. You think so little of the wordsthat fal out of your mouth that you'll say anything, you
don't care, just so you'll look good. Well, this course is not about ooking good-"

"| thought this course was supposed to be about the nature of humanity!" someone called ouit.

Foreman turned to face the man. "Y ou have an agreement not to speak unlessyou're called on. And this
courseis about the nature of humanity-but we can't even begin to have that discusson while you're ill
functioning at the level of chimpanzess.”

"l was here ontime!" the man inssted. He stood up. | craned my head to see. The man was on the
opposite sde of the room. He was thin and red-faced. And very angry.

Foreman looked unimpressed. " So you think your integrity is handled because you were on time? Well,
it's not. Because there's another whole level of it in here that you're not experiencing. It's no accident,”
Foreman said to him, "that you're in agroup that
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! can't be trusted ten percent of thetime. That's you-that's your integrity on the level of group.”
The thin man protested, "But | don't see how any of thisrelates 1 tothewar."

"It'svery smple," Foreman said. "If we're going to defeat the Chtorr, then we need integrity at theleve of
gpecies. Nothing less. Wewill not stop the Chtorran invasion by accident! If we do stop them, it will only
be by concerted, direct, sngle-minded intention. Results only come from integrity. Pay attention now.
Thisisso smplethat most of you chimpanzees are going to missit! Integrity is nothing more than keeping
your word-and supporting the people around you in keeping theirs."

Helet that sink in for amoment while he returned to his podium and put athroat |ozenge in his mouth.
When he turned back to us, his voice was easy again. The stridency was gone.

"S0," hesaid brightly. "This part of the courseis about telling the truth. Most of you don't know how to
tell the truth-because you can't recognizeit. There's a difference between what you believe and what's so
in the physicd universe. Y ou'll have the opportunity to experience that differencein here. For most of
you, that will be areveation. | mean thet; literally arevelaion-"

And that'swhen | came out of my chair screaming. "No! Oh, no-not again!”

They grabbed me hafway to the door. It took six of them to pin meto the floor. And even then, | didn't
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Jason Delandro

"A man isknown by the enemies he keegps."
-SOLOMON SHORT

| came out of the dome at arun--

--and nearly skidded into aworm, asmall one. Bright red. There's no such thing asasmal worm! This
one wasthree meterslong, only waist high-

Something tripped me-my gun went flying-1 skidded flat on the ground-

Somebody was firing amachine gun, right over my head! | covered my head with my handsand lay as
flat as| could, but the worm still hadn't come down on top of me.

But then, maybe it hadn't been attacking. Every worm I'd ever seen had raised itsdlf up high before
attacking. | had atheory about that, but I'd never tested it.

Suddenly, therewas slence. And | was il dive.

Maybe an upright stance was achalenge to aworm, the last opportunity to back down. Maybe because
human beings stood upright, the worms saw us as dways chdlenging, dways on the brink of attack.
Maybe that's why the worms amost dways attacked human beings on sight. Maybe that'swhy | was il
dive

| lay there face down on the ground, afraid to look up. What was the worm doing?

| heard it move. Toward me. | felt something brush against my hands. Fur? It tingled. | could hear it
breathing. Its breaths were long and dow and deep. | could fed the heat. It smelled . . . spicy?
Something was tapping me lightly along the back. Its antennae. No-itsfingers, itsclaws.

| waslaying thereflat, my face tightly scrunched, waiting for death-and still completely curious about
what the creature was doing. | wanted to look.

If 1 lifted my head, would it kill me?

| was dill trying to summon up enough courage to look when something trilled at it and it backed away.
A humanvoicesad, "Get up." Huh?

"Get up!" it repeated. | lifted my head.

Therewere six of them. Four men. Two women. And the worm. The worm was blood-colored; it had
pink and orange stripes rippling owly down its dark red flanks.

They were grouped in arough semi-circle before me. They were dl carrying wegpons. All but one of the
men were bearded. One was a huge monster of ahuman being. One of the women was pregnant. The
other was thin and dark and looked familiar.

| didn't see McCain. Or thelittle girl.

The leader of the group looked mid-thirtyish, but he could have been older. He was the one without the
beard. He wore hornrimmed glasses and he had long sandy hair with just ahint of gray at thetemples. He
wore an oversized white sweater, khaki pants, and heavy boots. He looked like a college professor on
vacation-except for the machine gun he had dung over one shoulder. He would have looked friendly-if it
hadn't been for the worm beside him.

Hegaveit ahand signd. "Stay." He nodded to me. " Get up. Orrie won't hurt you."

Orrie?

| started to get up dowly. | got asfar as my hands and knees when the thin woman said, "That's far
enough.”

| stopped.

| couldn't take my eyes off the worm. Had they tamed it? How? That was supposed to be impossible.
The man with the sandy hair nodded to the giant. " Search him." The giant lumbered over to melike
Frankenstein's monster. He was 600 pounds of animated mesat. He stepped behind me, hooked his
handsinto my armpits and yanked meto my feet. He started pulling things off me.

He unholstered my sidearm and tossed it aside.



Helifted my pant leg and pulled the knife out o€ my boot. He pulled the pack off my back. And my utility
belt. He patted my waist and my pockets. He emptied them and tossed the contentsto one side. |
thought about the pack. If | could reach my watch-1 probably wouldn't survive, but I'd take most of them
withme,

Now Frankenstein began to frisk me; so dowly and methodicaly that | wondered if he were mentdly
retarded. First hetook my right arm between histwo huge hands and patted and felt it all the way down
to thewrigt, then the left; he pulled my watch off my wrist and tossed it onto the pile with the rest. He
repested the process with my legs. His hands were the size of shovels, it waslike being pummeled by
beef.

He did his hands up around my torso and around in front of me and al over my chest. He emptied my
shirt pockets. When he found my dog tags, he grunted and broke the chain. He tossed the tags onto the
pile. Hefdt my crotch digpassonately.

| ignored his touch and stared Sdeways at the leader. He met my gaze directly. Yes, definitely acollege
professor. | wondered what subject held taught. Probably something flaky. Like American Jargon. |
shifted my eyes back to theworm. Deliberately.

Frankenstein finished searching me then. He seized my shouldersin his gigantic hands and pushed me
back down to my knees. Then, carefully, amost like a child, he placed my hands on top of my head.
Prisoner of war position. And then he backed away behind me. | heard him cock hisrifle.

Theleader of the group was till studying me. Debating my fate? His expression was unreadable.

The swest trickled coldly down my side.

The worm was cocking its eyes curiously back and forth to look at me, like amadman's big pink hand
puppet. The effect would have been comicd if it hadn't been so terrifying.

The worm began twitching its mandibles anxioudy. It looked like anervoustic, or atremble of
anticipation.

Were they waiting for meto beg?

| thought about it for half asecond. Would it make a difference? No.

The man with the sandy hair came over and kicked through my belongings. He picked up my dog tags
and looked at them. "United States Army. Too bad.”

"Kill him," said the thin woman. Shelooked familiar, but | couldn't place her.

Heignored her. He saw how my attention was riveted on the worm. "Orrie," hesaid to it, "patrol.” He
waved at the creature. It whistled in response and dipped its eyes, then it wheeled about and flowed off
siffling & the ground.

The sandy-haired man waved at the other two men. "Go with him. Seeif there are any others.”

The man turned back to me and jingled my dog tags. "Ladies," he said to his companions. "I'd like you to
meet Lieutenant James Edward McCarthy of the United States Armed Forces." He paused for effect.
"Recently retired." He dropped my dog tags to the ground.

Helooked down a me speculatively. His eyeswere very blue. "The question before us, Lieutenant
McCarthy, issmple. Isntit?"

"Am | supposed to have an opinion here?"

The sandy-haired man scratched his neck thoughtfully. He used the backs of hisfingers and made quick
upward strokes toward his chin. He asked abstractedly, "Why do you people always make things so
complicated?"

Then hetook astep forward. He folded his arms thoughtfully in front of himsalf, bunching up the thick
materia of his swesater, and focused hard on me. He was uncomfortably close; | had to crane my neck to
look up a him. The bastard was doing it deliberately.

"l am going to ask you aquestion,” he said. ™Y ou can answer it yesor no. | don't want repartee. Any
statement other than yeswill be considered ano. Do you understand that?' His gaze was uncomfortably
direct.

"Yes" | sad.

"Good." He studied me thoughtfully. "Here's the question. Do you want to live?' He cocked his head and
waited for my answer. | licked my lips. My throat was suddenly dry. | could hear the blood pounding in



my head. Thiswas no casua question. The man was mad. If | said anything but yes, he would kill me.
"Yes" | said. My voice sounded like a croak.

"Good." A flicker of amusement crossed hisface. He turned to the women. "It's lways so difficult for
them to Sate the obvious, isn't it?’

The women tittered.

The man turned back to me. He was abruptly crisp and businesslike. "Those are your only options. Live
or die. Do you understand that?"

"Yes" | hated him. "'l understand that.”

"And that it will be your choice-no one eses?"

| hesitated, then somehow managed to get thewords out. "Yes. . . | understand that too."

"Very good, Lieutenant McCarthy. Former Lieutenant McCarthy." He squatted down before me and
faced me eye-to-eye. "My nameis Dr. Jason Delandro. And | am in charge here. Do you understand?*
"Yes"

"Y ou have been liberated from your previous condition of servitude. Do you understand that?*

"Uh, no."

He picked up my dog tags and held them up in front of me. "Thereisagroup that calsitsef the United
States Government-"

"I've heard of them," | said.

"Don't be cute," Delandro said. "Too much cute can make a person dead. Do you understand?’

"Yes "

"This group-the United States Government-claims to represent the people of this continent. Have you
had an education, James Edward McCarthy?"

-

"Did they teach you that agovernment must be accountable to its member population?'

"y es"

"Did they teach you that if agovernment is not, then the people have the right to replace that
government?'

"It'sin the Declaration of Independence,” | said.

"Did you learnit?" he asked with elaborate patience.

"Yes" | sad.

"Did you learn that asafact?' Delandro repeated. "Or as aresponsibility?"

"Uh...aresponghility."

"| doubt that," said Delandro, "I doubt it very much.”

"Maybe some of usinterpret respongbility alittle bit different than you,” | offered.

"On that we arein absolute agreement,” he said, smiling for thefirst time. "There are people on this
continent who are no longer willing to allow the so-caled government of the United Statesto claim to
represent us or act in our names. Do you understand?’

"Yes"

"Doyou?' Helooked at me asif he could seeinto my soul. "Or are you just saying yesto avoid hearing
what I'm redly saying?'

| took abreath. | returned hisstare. "Yes," | said. "'l understand.” My knees were beginning to hurt. My
arms were beginning to ache. The sweat was carving ariver down my sde. And | wanted to know what
had happened to the kid.

"Can| get up?'

"Inaminute. First we need to establish the ground rules.” He stood up and pulled apistol out from under
his swester. It had been stuck in hisbelt. "Do you know what thisis?' It was a silver-plated Walther
PPK. | wondered whose body he'd taken it off of .

"It'sagun.”

"Do you know what it does?"

"It kills people.”

"Very good." He brought it up very closeto my face, so close | couldn't focus on it. He held the end of



the barrdl under my nose. " Smell the gunpowder?*

| managedto say, "Yes"

He shoved the end of the barrel into my mouth. " Taste the metal 7"

| tried to nod. My heart was banging in my throat. "Want to fed the bullet?!

| shook my head, very dowly. My eyesfdt like hard-boiled eggs. | was afraid to blink.

"Good. James McCarthy has chosen to live. Now you're ready to hear the ground rules. I'm going to ask
you to give me your word. If you break your word to me, I'll kill you. I'll blow your fucking brains out.
Do you understand?

"Mm-hmh!"

"What was that again?' Hetook the gun out of my mouth.

"Yes!" | nearly shouted it. | wasterrified. | gulped and added, "I understand. If | break my word, you'l
kill me"

Delandro grinned toothily. "Very good, James. There may be achancefor you after dl." He sarted to
turn away, then suddenly he turned back and squatted down in front of me again. Hisface was very
close. Helooked me gtraight in the eyes and his expresson wasicy. "Y ou don't fool mefor aminute, you
dimy motherfucker. Y ou'd kill mein asecond if you thought you could get away with it. You're just
waiting for the opportunity, aren't you?"

| didn't answer. | just glared a him.

He held up hispistol meaningfully. "Tel the truth, James."

"Right," | said. It wasthetruth.

"Thank you." He smiled disarmingly, asif we were longtime friends. ™Y ou see, there's no punishment for
telling the truth, James. Y ou can tell me anything you warnt. | can takeit."

"You'reright," | said; | didn't careif my hatred showed. "That's exactly what 1've been thinking."

"Thank you," Delandro said. Suddenly, hisvoice took on an intensaly earnest quality. "I appreciate your
honesty. It'savery good beginning.”

"You seg" headded, "it'sonly your military programming that wantsto kill me. Y ou've been
brainwashed. Y our mind has been turned into anadty little military machine. But | don't listen to what that
machinery spits out. Because | know whereit comesfrom. And | aso know that thereésareal person
under al that programming. Thetruthis, you don't redly want to kill anyone a al."

"Youreright. | dont want tokill," | said very carefully and very evenly. "But | will kill you if | get the
chance.”

"That's very courageous," Delandro grinned. "That's a perfect example of how amilitary mind works." He
patted me on the shoulder. "Y ou can be proud of yoursdf. Y ou told me off."

"I meantit," | sad. "l will kill you."

He studied me quietly. "Do you see how you're stuck in that?' he asked.

"It may tekemeawhile" | said. "But you can count onit."

Dedandro straightened up. He was unimpressed. "If | felt that wastrue," he said, "1 wouldn't even bother
continuing.” He reholstered his pistal in hisbelt and pulled his sweeter down over it again. "Did you get
the ground rules?"

"y es"

"What are they?'

| saidit acidly. "If | bresk my word, you'l kill me."

"So, therefore.. . . 7' he prompted.

"Whether | live or diewill be my choice.”

"Very good! Say it again, please. All of it."

My lipswere so tight | could hardly speak. The words came out like bullets. " The choice between living
and dying isentirdy mine. If | break my word, you'l kill me."

"Very good, Jm. You may stand up now. Y ou may put your hands down."”

| did s0.

"Now," hesad. "l am going to ask you to give me your word that you will answer my questions truthfully,
that you won't try to escape, and that you will cooperate to the best of your ability."



| hesitated.

"If you're thinking about your name, rank and seria number, forget it. | dready know those things. And
you're not a prisoner of war, Jim. Quite the contrary. Y ou've been liberated. But you don't seeit as
liberation, do you?'

"No, | dont," | admitted. "If it'sredly liberation, you shouldn't have to thresten me."

"Quite," he agreed. "Do you know how to train amule?’ | shook my head. "You hitit witha
two-by-four. Then, after you haveits attention, you can begin to train it. Do you understand the
andlogy?”

"y es"

"Good. You don't seeit asliberation. Not yet. Don't worry, you will. Until that time, | want your word."
Stll | hesitated.

Delandro looked confused. "Is there some problem James? Didn't we make oursalves clear?' He put his
hand ingde his swesater-on his pistol butt.

| gulped. ™Y ou have my word."

"Thank you," he said. He waved to someone behind me. "All right, relax.”

| looked to my rear.

There were two more worms there. Bigger than the onethey caled Orrie.

They had been there the whole time.
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? Mr. President

"A lot of what | say comes off aspolitica satire. Inthat, | have alot in common with Congress.”
--SOLOMON SHORT

There were fourteen of them altogether, eight men and six women. And three worms. And a scattering of
dogs, sniffing and growling. | noticed that the dogs kept their distance from the worms.

Therewasaso . . . abunnydog. A bunnydog-thing.

But it wasn't fat and cute and pink and it didn't look friendly. It was ameter high, thin and weasdly and
brownish red. It looked like alittle naked thing that had lost its bunnydog suit; its hands were bony like a
rat's and its eyes had areddish cast. It moved freely among the dogs and the worms and the humans,
sniffing and chittering like asquirrel, occasondly pausing to examine objects on the ground; rocks,
plants, whatever it chanced upon. Its curiosity wasinsatiable. It hop-waddled up to the pile of my

bel ongings and began sorting through them. It picked up my dog tags and sniffed and bit at them.
Deandro leaned over and took the dog tags away from the naked bunnydog thing. "No no, Mr.
President. Not good."

Mr. President looked annoyed, but chittered an acknowledgment and returned its attention to the rest of
my things. "James, comewith me. " Delandro led me away from the dome, leaving Mr. President and the
others. Aswe passed the Jeep | noticed there was alot of blood all over the ground, but no bodies.

Not McCain. Not thelittle girl: Worms don't leave bodies. Delandro et me look, but he kept me moving.
He had his hand firmly on my elbow.

We circled around to the back of the station. Incongruoudy, there was a picnic table nestled under a
grove of tal eucayptustrees.

Ddandro nudged my arm. "Sit down," he said. | sat.

Delandro sat down opposite me. "All right, James. Where do you keep the food, the weapons, the
gasoline, the medica suppliesat thiscamp?”

| shook my head. "I don't know."

"James. . . | thought we had an agreement.”

"Honegt," | said. "I don't know. | was exploring it mysdf when you arrived.”

Delandro put on athoughtful expression. Was he trying to decide whether to believe me or not?

| added, "My job isto check out abandoned sites like this one. Thisis acrematorium. There's nothing
here. Not even fue.”

Delandro considered the information. ™Y ou have amap?"

| nodded.

"It showsthe other Stesin this sate?'

| hesitated.

Dedandro's expression tightened. | nodded.

"Thank you."

| said, "Accordingtothemap . . ." | stopped and swallowed and cleared my throat. | was having
difficulty speaking. "According to my map, there are supposed to be local stations of one sort or another,
al up and down the coast. Some of them are supposed to be distribution facilities, but not this one.”
"Where'sthe nearest?"

"I don't know. The records are incomplete. There might be a couple near Atascadero. | know there are
three around San Luis Obigpo, and onein Budlton-but | don't know what condition any of them might be
in. They were only supposed to be temporary, just until the plagues were contained.”

"Hm," said Delandro. "Would any of these be heavily guarded? The onein Budlton, for instance?"

"I don't know. Budllton's aruin--mostly abandoned. The station might be mothballed, or
robot-maintained.” | didn't like doing this. My throat hurt with every word.

"Would there be anything of vaue |eft?"



"Maybe. | don't know. It'shard to say. They're moving everything they can into the bay area, behind the
wall. They might have cleaned the station out, or they might have overlooked it."

"Hm. Very interesting,” Delandro said. He scratched his neck again, that same gesture with the back of
hisnails. He got up and walked away from me, leaving me gtting there alone.

| looked around.

Nobody was paying any attention to me at al. Delandro's people were systematicaly exploring and
looting the camp. There was no sense of urgency in their movements. They wereascam asif thiswerea
trip to the local supermarket.

Every s0 often someone would step out of the office dome and haller, "Look what | found!” Usudly it
was some domestic item. Apparently there were living quartersin the back of the building. Onceit was
one of the men holding up someone's pink negligee-there was alot of sniggering and good natured
bantering at that. "Take it out and get it filled." Another time, it was afood processor that one of the
women had discovered.

They had forgotten al about me.

My throat il hurt. | swallowed and looked around.

The three worms were snuffling around like dogs ingpecting a strange yard. Orrie was the smallest and
had the clearest markings. Its stripes were ripples of pink, purple, orange, and red. The other two had
smilar patterns, but nowhere near asdistinct or as variegated.

| was about twenty meters from the trees; nobody was watching me. Suppose | got up and casudly
garted gralling . . .

No. Thiswas atest. Delandro wasn't stupid.

Somewhere, somebody was watching me to see what | would do-to seeif | could be trusted.

| looked around again. More carefully thistime.

Therewas alookout on top of the roof. But he wasn't looking in my direction. If there was somebody
watching me, | couldn't seehim.

| had to think about this.

The renegades began to stack their booty on the picnic table, or on the ground besideiit. | guess|
qualified as booty too. Nobody asked meto help.

The pregnant woman strolled over then and tossed her machine gun on the table between us. She sat
down sideways, pulled a package of cigarettes out of her shirt pocket and lit one between her cupped
hands. Her hair was adull sandy color; it looked stringy; and there were tiny age lines around her eyes,
but she looked hard. | didn't want to fight her. She noticed me studying her and offered me asmoke.
"Want one?'

| did acigarette out of the pack. | leaned toward her so she could light it with the same match. | could
have grabbed the gun...

| leaned back and puffed on the cigarette. | blew smoke at her. She looked back at me. She grinned and
said, "You're not so supid, are you?"

"Not termindly, anyway." | shrugged, | waved ahand to indicate the people moving around us. " Just
because | don't see him doesn't mean somebody doesn't have agun pointed at my head somewhere.”
She smiled and blew smoke to one side. She studied me. One of her front teeth was missing. She said,
"There's nobody watching you. Y ou overestimate your own importanceif you think that. Y ou can get up
and wak away if that'swhat you're thinking of doing. In fact, | know that'swhat you're thinking of doing.
Soif youwant to, doit.”

"I wouldn't get ten meters, would 17!

She shrugged, puffed on her cigarette, and said, "I don't know. Y ou might. Y ou might even makeit to
your Jeep. But Orrie hasn't eaten yet. Not today. And he's sitting in your Jeep, waiting for you. Or
anybody. He's been given permission to eat anyone who gets near it. So if you're going to rabbit, you'l
haveto doit onfoot."

"And for sure | wouldn't get far that way. | hear worms are better trackers than dogs. Isthat true?"

"I know how you can find out." She laughed. "My nameé's Jesse. "

"How long have you been with Delandro?’



"Almost ayear now. Jason isthe best. He's a genius, you know."

"No, | don't know."

"Heisyou'l see. But he's dso something more than that, something specid. He'san Alpha. Do you
know what that means? It means power. Jason isa Source. | know you don't understand that. It's all
right. Just let the experience of him flow into you." Her eyeswere very bright. "Youll find out.”

"Y ou think very highly of him, don't you." It was as noncommittal a statement as| could think of.

She turned to face me. She took a drag on her smoke. She said, "Listen, when Jason found me, | was
one of the walking wounded. Y ou know about the herds, don't you?”'

| nodded. "I've seen the onein San Francisco.”

"Y eah. But that onés artificid. They gather dl the walking wounded into one place, because they think
that's the easiest way to handle them-two thousand at atime. | wasin,one of theredl herds,” she said
candidly, "down in Los Angeles. There were only thirty or fifty of us-that'sthe best Sze. We were aloose
pack, just wandering around like a dazed bunch of zombies. I don't remember much about it. | remember
being hungry and | remember feeding on whatever there was to feed upon. And then, therewas
Jason-and he wouldn't let me be azombie any more. He brought me back to life. I'm dive now. I'm part
of the future." She patted her belly proudly. "I have ajob to do."

"Congratulations,” | said dryly. | took alast puff on my cigarette and flicked it Sdeways acrossthe
compound. A shiny black millipede darted across the dirt, grabbed the butt, and ate it, glowing ember
and al. One of theworms did over, grabbed the millipede and popped it into its mouth.

Jessie stubbed her cigarette out on the bare table top. "Let metell you something-" She was suddenly
deadly serious. "We represent anew order, anew way of operating in the universe. Welivein atotaly
different domain of human experience than you. We want to bring you up to that level-and we will too,
eventually. But right now, you gtill think you have an alegiance to the robber barons, and you'll kill for
that supposed allegiance. Therefore, you represent adanger to us. We need to neutralize that danger.
We don't want to kill you. But wewill, if it's necessary.”

"Yes, of course” | said flippantly. "It's part of your surviva programming, right?"

She looked surprised. "Asamatter of fact, yes." And then she added intensdly, "But the difference
between us and you isthat we'rein control of our programming. That's Jason's gift. Redl freedom. We're
not trgpped insde the fal se dlegiances and inaccurate connections that you think are your life. Y ou want
to live, Jm?WEell teach you to live-and more than that: well give you afreedom that you've never
experienced before! But the jokeisthis: everything that's going to happen to you-especidly everything
we do to destroy your inaccurate allegiances and fal se connections-is going to look like athrest to your
surviva. Do you understand what I'm telling you?!

| looked at her. "Y ou're not just a chatty little mad lady, are you? Y ou're the palitical indoctrination
officer. Right?"

Shedidn't blink. "I asked you aquestion,” she said. "Do you understand?’

"Oh, yes. | do understand.” | could fed my hogtility rising again. "Maybe more than you think."
"Bullshit,” shesaid. "Y ou don't understand anything. Y ou're still part of the unawakened.”
"Unawakened?

"Youreazombietoo,” shesaid. "Y ou're waking around in your own kind of trance. Y ou think you're
aive?You don't know what livingis. Yet."

| looked away from her. | looked at the sky, the trees, the distant buildings. Anything but her. She waited
patiently. Findly, | met her gaze again. "May | have adrink of water?'

She handed me her canteen. The water waswarm. "Areyou dl right?" she asked.

"No," | sad. "Did you expect meto be?'

"Areyou scared?’

| took another drink. | looked at the ground. | shook my head. | wasn't answering her question, though
she must have thought | was. No, | was thinking: Oh, MammaM cCarthy, what has your baby boy
gotten himsdf into thistime?

Without looking at her, | shoved the canteen back in her direction. Shetook it from my hand and said,
"Don't worry. You'll get over it." And then she got up and waked away.
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A daisy chainisntariddle,

just somefolks who are happy to fiddle,
by twos and by threes,

on their backs or their knees,

and it'sfun getting caught in the middle!
?
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Lodlie

"Paranoids tend to persecute free men.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

They had three motorcycles, two canvas-topped army trucks, and avan. And, now, my Jeep.

"Do you want to ridein the van with us?' Jessie asked. "Or in the truck with Orrie?"

| thought about the choice. At least | knew what kind of adanger Orrie represented. "I think I'll ridein
the van, thank you." | climbed into the back of the van. Thelittle girl was sitting there, quietly working on
acoloring book. Shelooked up as| climbed in. "Hi," she said. "Are you coming with us?"

"He'sour guest, Loolie" said Jessie, climbing in after me. "Sit there,” she pointed.

"Oh," said Loolie. "Would you like a sandwich? Would you like something to drink?

"Uh, no thanks." Suddenly, | wasfedling very very bad. I'd been stupid. Loolie was the decoy.

"I made the sandwiches mysdf,” she said.

| gave her awesk amile. "No, thanks."

It wasn't her fault, | told myself. She'stoo young to redlize. How old was she anyway? | couldn't tell.
Never mind. That didn't matter. McCain was dead. She must have known. How could she have not
known what she was doing? | forced myself to unclench my fists. | wanted to grab her and shake her as
hard as| could. Till her eyes bulged and her tongue gagged and her bones broke

Goddammit! | flung mysdf back against my seat and stared forward, arms folded angrily across my
chest. | wasgoing crazy. No. | wasaready crazy. | was going crazie.

One of the men climbed into the front of the van to drive. The very thin girl with the dark brooding eyes
climbed in beside him. She had my gun on her lap. | wondered if she till wanted to kill me. | redlized
why shelooked so familiar.

| had to know. | swallowed my anger. | leaned over to Loolie and whispered, "Is her name Marcie?!

| pointed &t the girl. "Uh-huh. "

"| thought s0."

"Do you know her?

"l did once."

Marcie had been in Denver three years ago. Sheld lost her dog. Rangle. An unkempt-looking, shaggy,
white dog-he'd whined and tried to escape; he screamed when the worm came down on him. She never
knew. | never told her. Instead, | dept with her. Did she remember? Was that the source of her anger
toward me?

Loolie wasflattered by my attention. She asked, "Would you like to see my zoo?'

"Y ou have azoo?"

"Uh-huh! We got a porkly-pine, and avampire, and a baby got p-,,

"Looliel" Jesseinterrupted sternly. Shewas just climbing back to join us. Y ou know the rules about
talking to guedts.”

"Yes, Jesse. I'm sorry." Loolie turned toward me and solemnly put afinger across her lips.

The driver started the van then and the convoy formed up. | turned to look out the window; maybe |
could memorize where we were going.

Two of the cycliststook the lead; obvioudy, they were scouts. The truck with the two bigger worms
followed, then the van, then the truck with Orrie and Delandro followed after. Frankenstein's monster
followed with my Jeep, loaded with the loot from the camp, and Mr. President riding in the back. The
naked-bunnydog thing was peering curioudy into the wrong end of my binoculars. Thethird cyclist
brought up therear.

| looked at Jessie. "Can [ ask you some questions?’

Jessie was rummaging around in the cooler. She pulled out afresh gpple. "Y ou can ask." She crunched



intoit. "I don't promiseto answer."

"How did you-or Jason-tame three worms?"

"Wedidn't. Thereé's no such thing as atame worm.”

"Uh, but . . ." | glanced back at the truck following us. "Y ou've got three of them.”

"Orriedidit. He enrolled the other two."

"Oh?"

She nodded proudly. "Orrie's very special. He'sayoung god.”

"Wél, how did Jason tame him?'

Jessielooked a me coldly. "Y ou don't tame agod, James."

"Sorry."

"That'sdl right. That's your inexperience talking. | supposeit looks like he's been tamed, if you don't
know any better. | could just as easily use your dog tags as evidence that you've been tamed.”

| didn't answer. | didn't want to encourage her to explain. She went on anyway. "In order to tame
something, Jm, you haveto disrespect it-you have to seeit asathing or an animd; and that will diminish
you even more than it, becauseit's one more denid of thegod in al of us. But if you can learn how to
look deeper, how to see the soul inside, then you can form a partnership with any soul on the planet-any
piece of Godregardless of what kind of body it'sliving in. Y ou don't tame a partner, Jm, you train a
patnership.”

"I'm sorry. | don't seethe difference.”

"Youwill," shesad. "After you finish your training.”

"My training?'

"Mm-hm." She said over amouthful.

"Um...whatif | don't want to be trained?’

"Y ou've dready made that choice," she said. "Or rather, your machinedid.”

"I'm sorry, | don't understand that either.”

She reached over and tapped my forehead with one finger. "That's your machine. In there. Y ou've been
programming it Since the day you were born. Y ou didn't know you were programming, but you were.

Y ou've been making connections, decisons, judgments, analyses, and evaluations-and al without any
regard for accuracy beyond the boundaries of your own skull. The only criterion you've ever used for the
appropriateness of any connection was whether it hurt you or not. Up till now, al that programming has
been unconscious-and unconscious programming is dways about surviva. Y ou've dready demongtrated
it. But if you could be awakened, Jim, you could see how dl that surviva-based programming keeps you
trapped.”

"And you're going to avaken me?'

"No. You're going to awvaken yoursdlf. Or you won't." She chewed her apple thoughtfully. " Jason gave
you the only choice you're capable of right now. Do you want to live or do you want to die? Y ou said
you want to live. That was your choice."

"And what if I'd said I'd rather die? What then? Would Jason have killed me?’

"James," she sad patiently, "listen to yoursdlf. If you were truly awake, surviva would not be an issue for
you. You flunked the test.”

| thought about that. | said, "I'm sorry. | find that hard to believe.”

Jessie shrugged noncommittaly. In fact, she seemed emotiondly detached from the whole conversation.
"What you believeisirrdevant. "

"Not tome," | said. Shedidn't reply. "Okay. So, what happens next?"

"You'll be our guest. WEell give you the opportunity to contribute whatever you can. And after that, well
give you the opportunity to be awakened. And after that, you'll have the opportunity to join the Tribe. Or
"And what happensif | fail somewhere dong theway?"

"Youfal."

"That'sit?"

"Uh-huh. "



| was confused. "Theré's something you're not telling me, isn't there?”

"Nope. "

"Nope?'

Jessie stroked Loolie'slong brown hair. She kissed the child affectionately. Then shelooked up a me.
"Y ou see, you think failure means something. It doesn't. Failure isn't degth. If you fail, well giveyou
another chance to succeed. Well give you as many chances as necessary. We want you to win.”

"What about the threats on my life?"

"We haven't threatened your life at al, Jm. Nobody has. We asked you to give your word. Y ou gave
your word: Jason told you the consequences of breaking your word, so you gave your word. Since
then-haven't you noticed?-nobody has held agun on you, nobody is guarding you, nobody is threatening
youa dl. That'sdl inyour mind."

"But if | tried to run away, you'd kill me, wouldn't you?'

"If you ran away, you'd be bresking your word, wouldn't you?"

"l wasn't given achoice-" | was sarting to fed alittle frustrated and annoyed.

"Y es, you were."

"But therewasagun a my head!"

"So it wasn't ared choicel™

"Yes, it wasl The gun madeit very red. And you're the one who chose-you chose to run your program.
Y ou're upset now because you think you didn't make that choice, but you did." There was no arguing
with thewoman. | shut up.

She continued. "The frustration you're feding now isthe very first step in your awakening. You're
beginning to recognize the trap of being stuck in your own program. That's what that annoyanceis.”

She waswrong. | wasn't annoyed. | was positively hogtile. 1'd given my word, she said-but it had been
under duress. And the law doesn't recognize contracts that are made under duress. All right, yes, it had
been my "surviva programming” spesking. So what? Thet ill didn't give them theright to hold me
prisoner. Except they weren't holding me prisoner, were they?1'd given my word I'd stay. | could just
walk away, but that would be breaking my word-and the agreement wasthat if | broke my word, Jason
could blow my brainsout. So: if | followed my surviva programming, | would haveto say. Or: if | chose
to keep my word, | would haveto stay.

| was confused. And | wasangry. And | waslost in my own admiration of the nest little philosophical
puzzle they had trapped my mind in. | could dmost fed the circuits locking up in endlessloops,
hopelesdy looking for away out. Just like the spider.

And thistime | knew that dirty limerickswouldn't work.
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A lad with amarvelous bend
has no need of alover or friend.
What he doesto himsdf

would fill up ashdf,

but alas, he has cometo hisend.
?
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Liveor Die?

"It'seasier to believe in God than to accept the blame ourselves.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

They held me down while| screamed at them.

| raged and roared and struggled to break free. | wasn't going to let it happen again. Never again! |
cursed at them until 1 wasincoherent. An eephant was Stting on my chest, two grizzly bearswere holding
my arms. Godzillawas cracking my legslike awishbone. | broke free one arm and punched at one at the
bears. It said "Ooff." and fell back. | clawed at the eephant, and | wastrying to reach Godzillawhen the
mountain collgpsed on top of me again. | fill didn't stop struggling.

"I'm not going to be brainwashed again! I'm not going through that another time!™ | clawed my way
upward. "I'll kill you! I'll kill you dl, you mindsuckers!”

Therageturned red and | disappeared, screamingintoit. . .

... anhd came out the other side, gasping for bregth, too weak to move, tears streaming down my
cheeks, cryinginfailure,

"That'sgood, Jm. Bringitdl up."

"Fuck you."

"Good. Keep bringing that up too. All that anger. Get it dl out.”

For some reason that enraged me even more. | called him everything | could think of-in three different
languages. | couldn't get him angry. He just stared at me impassively and waited. | gasped and croaked
and gave up. | was defeated. Again. Too limp to move.

The mountain got off of me. Godzillaand the bearslet go of my arms. The eephant got off my chest.
They knew they didn't have to worry any more. | didn't have enough energy |eft to hate them. They'd
won again. What would they turn meinto thistime?

| looked up and there was Foreman, knedling over me. | couldn't read hisface.

His expression was neutral, but his eyes were sharp and penetrating. Like Jason Delandro's had been.
Foreman waved away the ass stlants who stood gathered and waiting around me. He said softly, "What's
the matter, Jm."

"I'm not going to be brainwashed again!"

"Why do you think thisis brainwashing?"

"Because-l've been brainwashed!”

"And that makes you an expert?"'

"No-Yes! | don't know! But I know what's going on inside my own head! And | don't want to be here
ay more.

"The door's not locked," said Foreman.

"l can go?" | sat up and looked.

"Any time." His expression was unreadable. "Except you gave your word that you'd complete the
course.”

"I gave my word to Delandro, too-and | know how that turned out. "

"Yes, | know dl about that. May | work with you for amoment?’

| wiped my nose with the back of my hand. | looked to the doors. | knew thistrap. "Y ou're going to
anyway, no matter what | say. That's how thisworks."

"Wasthat ayesor ano, Jm?| need your permission.”

"l don't want to be worked with,” | said.

"All right." Foreman stepped back away from me.

"Huh?lsthat it?1 can go?'

Foreman nodded. "All | want to do is ask you some questions, Jim, questions that might help you see
what's going on here. But if you don't want to, then you shouldn't be here."

| thought about it for amoment. Thiswas very confusing. Part of me wanted to head straight for the



door. And a part of me wanted an answer.

"Can | leave when we're through?”

"If you still want to,” Foreman said, "you can leave." | decided to go for the answer.

"Allright," | said."Yes™

"Thank you. Would you come St up on the dais?' He offered me hishand. | didn't takeit. He didn't seem
to notice the dight. He just pointed toward the high director's chair and patted my shoulder. "Just go on
up there and sit down. Do you need atissue?' He handed me abox of tissues, then turned to whisper
something into the ear of the Course Manager who was waiting quietly to one side. | took the box with
me up to the daisand sat down in histal director's chair.

Five hundred people stared a me. | ignored them and wiped my eyes. They were adistant wall of faces.
Foreman came up to the dais and stood beside me. He took the box of tissues off my lap and put it on
the podium.

"How do you fed?"

"Limp," | said. Then | added, "I'mfine. Just alittle. . . week. "

"Do you want somewater?' | nodded.

Foreman turned to the podium and reached insde it for apitcher and a plastic cup. | took the water and
drank it thirdtily. | handed it back. "Thank you."

"All right, Jm," he began. "What we're going to do hereis demonstrate something. I'm going to ask you
some questions, and Al | want you to do isanswer them truthfully. All right?"

"Yes, fine"

"Now you said that you don't want to be brainwashed again, right?"

"That'sright."

"Where were you brainwashed before?!

"Y ou know where. | was captured by renegades|ast year."

"Yes, | do know. But | want everybody else to hear thistoo. There's apoint to be made here, Jim, so
you need to tell the absolute truth about everything. Understand?”

| nodded.

Foreman paused to phrase his next question carefully. "Isthis course the same as the Tribe training you
had with the renegades?’

"Uh-partsof it are.”

"Wheat parts?' "Well-the gun in Colond Irving's mouth. And the choice.”

"What choice?'

"Y ou offered her achoice. Didn'tyou. .. 7"

"No, | didn't. Think back. What did | do?*

| thought back. | replayed the moment in my head. | started to trembleagain. "You. . . asked her if she
could keep her word about being hereon time.™

"Right. But | never told her that | would kill her. The point of that whole demonstration wasto find out if
shewas physicaly ableto keep her word. Not if shewould, just if she could. And we found out that she
can. If her survival was at stake, she could be here on time. She said so. That was dl we wanted to
know. Did you follow that?"

"y es"

"So there wasn't any “choice' in the matter at al, wasthere?"

"No, there wasnt."

"Good. Y ou're doing fine. Now what was the choice you were given by the renegades?”

"Liveordie

"Liveor die?'

"Uhrhuh.”

"Nothing more."

"No."

"So therewas surviva involved init, wasn't there?!

"y es"



"In fact, there was nothing but survivd involved init, right?
"That'sright."
"And you choseto live?'
"y es"
"There was "choice' there-and surviva was connected to that choice-and you choseto survive, right?”
"Right. Yes"
"And thereby demongtrated that you would do anything that was necessary to guarantee your survivd,
right?'
"Uh...right."
"So you gave them control over you, didn't you?'
"They aready had control over me. They had the gun.”
"Y ou could have chosen death. That would have put you beyond their control, wouldn't it?"
| shrugged. "It, uh . . . didn't occur to me."
There was mild amusement in the room. Smiles. Chuckles. Thewall of faces shifted and became a
roomful of people for amoment, then they retreated again.
"Of course not; you werein surviva mode.” Foreman said, quietly. "But you did give them control over
you, didn't you?'
"Uh..." I didn't want to admit it.
"Tdl thetruth, Jm," he prompted.
"Yes"
"Thank you. That's very good: Honest." He turned away for amoment, poured himsdlf a glass of water
and drank it. | had amoment to look out at the room. The faces weren't hostile. They were

with me. Thiswasther question too. | wasthem. | redlized | wasn't as scared as | had been
before.
Foreman replaced his water glass and came back to me again. "So now | want you to look and see, Jim.
That choice you were given-was that the same as the demonstration | did up here awhile ago?"
"It looked likeit."
"Yes, it looked likeit. Wasn't it the same?”
"It looked thesame. . ." | sartedto say, . . . but no, it wasn't." | was clear about that.
"Thank you. Now, was Jason's “training' the same asthis?"
"l don't know."
"Look and see, Jm. What's the same? What's different?'
| was remembering the taste of Jason's gunin my mouth and | felt angry. The words came hatingly at
first. "Jason cheated . . . because he didn't explainit-at least, not until afterward.” | had to stop for a
moment, therewere tearswelling up in my eyesand | didn't know why. My throat hurt. "What Jason said
wasthis: theré's no point in explaining the choice between life or death when you're trapped insde your
surviva programming, because you can't seeit. So-s0.. . . " My voice brake then and | couldn't continue.
| wiped a my eyes.
Foreman handed me aglass of water and | drank it quickly. "It'sdl right,” he said quietly. "Y ou're doing
fine"
| handed him back the glass; | wanted to go on. | wanted to get it said and out of my head. "Helied! It
wasn't the choice he said it was! The choice that Jason wasredly givingme. .. " | could seeit clearly
now; | felt so lightheaded | was dmost giddy. "He was asking meif | wanted to survive so much | would
let mysdlf be reprogrammed. Only, he didn't ask it clearly!™
"Of course not," said Foreman. "Y ou'd have rather died than been reprogrammed-and he wanted you
dive"
"Yes, | seethat now." | rubbed my hands across my foreheed, al over my face. "But it was il
dishonest.” | looked up at Foreman. "Wasn't it?"
"Not by their rules," remarked Foreman. "By their rules, only the “awakened' are capable of
understanding real choice; "guests need to be handled-that is, manipulated. Y ou stepped into a
philosophica bear trap there, Jm. But that's another discussion, for another time. How are you fedling



now?"'

"I'mfing" 1 said."l redly am."

"Good." Foreman looked satisfied. Hiswhite hair floated in ahalo around his head. "Y ou're doing fine.
We're damogt to the end now. Just keep telling the truth.”

"I will," | sad.

"So: areyou clear that what we're up to hereis not the same?”

"I don't know." | looked to Foreman, confused. " Jason had avision too. And he was just as passionate
about it as-as you are abouit this core group. And he talked about commitment and responsibility too."
"Mm-hm," Foreman nodded. "What you're seeing, Jm-what you're realizing-is that the technology to
produce results can be used for good aswell asfor bad. And that the judgment of good or bad isvery
often nothing more than the amount of agreement people can create for aspecific position. Jason said he
was creating a partnership with the worms. Y ou saw how that worked out. We're not looking for a
partnership with the invaders here. A few years ago, | interviewed you about another choice-do you
remember? | asked you what you wanted to do. Do you remember what you told me?"

"l said | wanted to kill worms."

"Right. Isthat il true?'

"Y es. Now more than ever.”

"Good. Very good." Foreman put ahand on my shoulder and leaned close. When he spoke again, his
tone was calm and straight forward. "Now, listen to me. It doesn't matter if thistraining isthe same as
Jason's. It may very well be. | don't know what he did, and | redly don't care. And ultimately, it's
irrdlevant-because thisisn't about the training at al; it's about what you're going to do with it after were
done. So, heresthe real question: Isthe purpose the same? I's our purpose here the same as Jason
Delandro's?!

"No."

"It'snot the same. Y ou're clear about that?"

"y es"

"Absolutely clear?"

"Yes "

"Thenwhy did you react asif it were?"'

"Huh-?'

Foreman's voice pressed in hard. "THEN WHY DID YOU REACT ASIFIT WERE THE SAME?'
"l...1..." | could fed my throat congtricting painfully. There was pressurein my chest. | couldn't
bregthe

"It'sdl right," said Foreman. He touched my shoulder with hishand. "Tel mewhat you'refeding."

"l can't breathe. It hurts."

"Where doesit hurt?'

"In my--chest." | touched my breastbone. "There's pressure.”

"Likeyou're being squashed?'

"Yes"

"Mm-hm. | want you to notice something, Jm. | asked you a question-and instead of answering it, you
came up with alot of strong physica fedings. There's something going on here that you're not yet telling
the truth about, but it's il trying to communicateitself. You'retrying to hold it in and it'strying to get out,
S0 it'sbeing expressed as a physical pressure. So thistime, when | ask the question, | want you to let the
answer out, dl right?'

| gulped and nodded.

"Why did you react asif thistraining were the same as the other one?’

"Because it looked the same and | was afraid | would end up the sameway-" | blurted it out so fagt, the
words stumbled over each other. It was easier to say than | thought. "I was scared. | don't want to give
up control of my mind again.”

"I have bad newsfor you," Foreman stage-whispered in my ear. "Y ou can't.”

"Huh?'



"It'syour mind. Can anyone else but you be responsible for what it does?”

"Uh, no. Areyou teling me | was never brainwashed?'

"I'm not telling you anything. I'm just standing here asking questions.”

"Y ou're saying thereé's no such thing as brainwashing, aren't you?' | could fed my panic risng again. | was
on aroller coagter. | felt trapped. "I know what you're suggesting. Y oure going to tell methat I'm
copping out-that my saying | was brainwashed ishow | avoid being respongiblefor what | did, isn't it?"
"Isit?’

"That'swhat youre saying!" | was shouting now. "At leadt, youreimplying it! But | wasthereand | know
what happened! And | didn't know how elseit could be worked out! All | know iswhat happened last
time. Thislooked the same! And | got scared!”

"That's perfect,” said Foreman. "That's absolutely perfect.”

"Huh?" | was suddenly confused. "What is?"

"What you just said. Say it again.”

"It looked the same and | got scared.”

"Right." Foreman seized onit. "It looked the same to you-so you reacted asiif it were the same Situation,
even when it wasn't. Do you see that?'

"Oh, yes™"

"It was dl automatic, wasn't it?'Y our button got pushed and your machinery went off, didn't it?'
"Uhh..." | sagged inthe chair. "Oof." | put my hands over my eyes.

"What's on thet tape, Jm?"'

"Uh,anger...?"

"Areyou asking me or tdling me?"

"Anger," | sad. "I'mtdling you."

"There's something ese, Jm. That wasn't just anger. What €lse was there?'

| swallowed, lowered my hand and said quietly, "Rage. | mean-I wasn't human for awhile, | wasan
animd. | wanted to kill. | would havekilled then. If | could have."

"Uh-huh." Foreman nodded. "That rage came up very clearly. Can you see how automatic it was?'
"Yes" | admitted. Hewasright. | fet like | wanted to tremble and cry, but a the sametime | wasfedling
lighter too.

"That'savery old tape, that one-you inherited it from your umpty-great grandfather-you know, the one
who climbed down from thetrees. It's called fight-or-flight. It's part of your operating system. It'salways
watching, judging, and burping up reactions. Thistime, it burped up the concept that your surviva was
threatened and it plugged in the appropriate response. Y ou went into fight-or-flight mode, didn't you?'
"Yeah, | did." | felt embarrassed.

"How long have you been carrying that rage around?"

"Uh-at least ayear.”

"Oh, no; much longer than that. How about, most of your life. .. ?How old are you?"'

"Twenty-five"

"Uh-huh. It takes along timeto build up that much rage. At least three billion years. That rageisyour
whole evolutionary history; you've been angry since the day you got kicked out of mommy's nicewarm
baby-maker. Only you just don't let yourself admit it. Do you let your rage out often?”

"Um, more now than | used to."

"Mm-hm. Doesit work?'

"What do you mean?"

"When you go into fight-or-flight mode, you plug into your rage. Does it handle the Stuation that triggered
the fight-or-flight mode?"

"Oh, | see. | had to think about thisone. "No.. . . not really. "

"Mm-hm-but you've kept on doing it, haven't you?"

"l ...l didn't know what elseto do."

"That'sright. Y ou didn't know what €lse to do. That rage was one of your primary operating modes. Y ou
shiftinto it very easly-because you don't know that there are any other modes available to you, do you?



Y ou'll spend your whole life trying to find the right operating mode; the one that can handle every
gtuation you fal into. What's driving you crazy isthat thereisn't one.

"Thereisn't aright way, Jm. There's only gppropriate and inappropriate. VWWhen the renegades captured
you, what you did was appropriate. Y ou surrendered. Y ou shifted into another mode, another operating
date, that'sal. Y our problem isthat you don't like knowing that modeis part of your spectrum of
operating modes. Right?' He fixed me on the point of his stare. "Right?"

| nodded. | swallowed hard and admitted it. "Right."

"Good," Foreman said quietly. He patted my shoulder again. "Thank you, Jm." He turned around to
include the rest of the room again. "Listen up! Thiscourseis not about finding the right mode. It's about
the person who makes up the operating modesit's about mastering the technology that operates the
piece." He patted the top of his head to indicate what "piece" he was talking about. "So here's how it
works. It'svery smple. In this course, you are going to experience as many different operating modes as
you can make up. We will keep doing that day after day after day after day. Well doit for aslong asis
necessary-until you get thejoke.”

Foreman started to turn back to me, then caught himsdf. "' Oh-one more thing. Jim raised some points
here about brainwashing. Let me handle that right now." He completed histurn and looked me straight in
the eye, again. "Jm, do you know the difference between brainwashing and training?"

| shook my head. "Obvioudy not."

"It'sredly very smple. Y ou get to choose to be trained. Y ou don't get to choose to be brainwashed.”
Foreman turned back to me and said, "Did you choose to be apart of Jason Delandro's tribe?”

"It looked likeit-but no, not at first. Not at the beginning, | never did.”

"Right. Did you chooseto be here?’

| looked at the memory. "Yes, | did. | want thistraining. | sgned up because | thought it would help
me-get better.”

"Yes, | know," said Foreman. "Now, then: you said you wanted to leave. Do you till want to?”

"Huh?'

"Remember? Y ou were on the floor, screaming a me. Y ou said you didn't want to do thisany more.”
"Oh," I said. "But | didn't meanit. | mean, | did-but | don't any more." | had to laugh. "That redly was
fight-or-flight, wasn't it? No, | want to say."

Therewas loud laughter now. And applause. The wall of faces suddenly disintegrated. | wasn't done any
more. And thistime, the tearsin my eyes were tears of happiness.

| didn't know why, but | was happy. Again.



?

‘i’here was an old bastard named Jason,
whose horrible death | would hasten.
|'d feed him to worms

just to see how he squirms---
?



? 9?
A Rhymefor Jason?

"A limerick isaprimitive art form; it gartswith apair o'dactyls.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

The problem was, | couldn't find a second rhyme for Jason. Basin? Pacin'?

Just south of the Dixon and Mason?

No. Thiswas obvioudy not going to be one of my more noteworthy efforts.

Disgracin? Maybe:

- but | doubt that he would be chastened.

Dammit. Why couldn't Delandro have been named Chuck? Chuck, | could rhyme.

Thiswasthewors part of being captured. The waiting. The boredom. At least Loolie had acoloring
book to keep her occupied.

| had given up trying to keep track of where we were going. We had wound around through so many
twisty back roads, up and down so many rumpled brown hills, that | was beginning to wonder if we were
il in Cdifornia-or even on Earth. Large patches of ground were covered with red ivy-like creepers and
purplish vines hung from many of the trees we passed. Blue and white tufts of something furry clustered in
shady patches. The higher we climbed into the spiny mountains, the more pronounced the Chtorran
vegetation became. There were siff black spiky things, growing tall and dender; their trunks were
smooth and naked-looking; | couldn't name them. Thereweretal puffy mounds dotting amottled
pasture-nests of nerve-burners; bright red insect-things the size of crabs. There were fields of mandala
bushes and broad dopes of tal gray grass. There were curling hedges of purple and orange thorns. And
there were bat-like things the size of eagles gliding high in the sky. We were leaving the human world
behind.

It amost could have been pretty, except-somehow, the Chtorran life formslooked stark and maevolent;
their growth was malignant. Cancerous. Where the infestation was at its thickest and reddest, the
landscape looked diseased; it looked sick. The alien ecology leeched at everything it touched: the purple
vines encircled the treeswith spiky tendrils and sucked at the life within, the red ivy on the ground was
bordered with brown patches of dying grass, and there were dead cowslying in afield of rust. Pink
puffballs the size of tumbleweeds rolled across the hills, bounced acrossthe highway.

The disaster was complete. The sky was yelow and smoky. Even the clouds were tinged with blood.
The air smdled sulfurous---except when it was worse. Aswe climbed higher, the pungent and cloying
odorsthat came in through the windows of the van were so thick asto be nausesting.

After awhile, | couldn't look any more.

| closed my eyes and tried to make up limericks. They might control my body, but | was till in control of
my mind.

Therewas an old witch, name of Jesse

whose crotch was al smedlly and messie.

um....

Jessie was even harder to rhyme than Jason.

No. | had to find arhyme. | wouldn't be defeated. My sanity might depend on this. | had to have away
toress.

She enjoyed agood squirm with an dienworm

But if | used that, I'd have to make up something else for Jason. Jessie. Jesse. What rhymes with Jessie?
- and got stains dl over her dressie!

All right, so now what could | do with Jason?  : What | redlly wanted to do waskill him, Painfully. With
my bare hands, if | could.

| thought about that for awhile.

It was much more satisfying than limericks. For awhile.



The convoy jolted off the pavement onto adirt road that twisted impossibly through dirty black brush. It
was dmost dusk. We'd been traveling half aday.

"We'redmost there!” said Loolie. My gut began to tighten again.

It was the not knowing that was driving me crazy. Were they going to torture me? Feed meto the
worms? Put mein a sensory deprivation tank? 1'd heard stories about the Tribes.

We rattled across awooden bridge over adry gully, up an incline and down into a sheltered bowl of
land, shadowed by leafy willows and black oaks. The only obvious sign of Chtorran infestation were
purple and red veils hanging from some of the trees. They looked like cobwebs, or silk. They had a
shimmery look wherethe sunlight still sparkled off of them.

Aswecircled down into the clearing, | could see that the camp itself was aragtag collection of vehicles,
motor homes, trucks, trailers, and collapsible dwellings scattered around the parking lot of an old
abandoned motd. Some of the buildings showed signs of recent repair work.

The Tribe was dready pouring out of the woods and the buildings, shouting and rushing to greet us. It
was joyous pandemonium! | heard someone calling, "Come on! The young god is back!™ A pack of
children and dogs came scrambling and running out ahead of the rest, dl screaming and yelping likewild
baboons-and there were chittering bunnydogs, and those other naked-bunnydog things too, bouncing
and careening along with them-followed by at least thirty or forty adults and teenagers, many of them
carrying wespons.

The children were dirty, and many of them were naked, but none of them looked hungry or unhappy;
they varied in age from toddlersto pre-teens. They came charging like warriors, the dogs barking and
yapping around them. The dogs were amixed assortment of unpleasant-looking canines; they looked like
|eftovers from the pound, the dregs of the species.

The various bunnydogs and bunnydog-things were just as varied; there were a least a dozen of them
caught up in the rush, waddle-hopping like crazy asthey tried to keep up. They bounced acrossthe
ground like an avadlanche of rats and rabhits, yipping and squealing and gobbling like the children, but no
two of them shared the same size, shape, or color. They ranged from a deep ruddy brown to apale,
amost-white shade of pink; there were even a couple of blue-purple and orange-yellow bunnydogs.
Some were as small astoddlers; otherswere at least aslarge as Six-year-olds, a meter or more. Most of
them looked like parodies of the bunnydogs | had met last year. There were severd small
weasaly-looking ones and a couple of very fat drunken-looking ones, and onein particular-aghastly red,
ratty-looking creature, haf the height of a man-looked like acat's nightmare.

And the humans too werejust as assorted: tall, short, fat, thin, black, white, yellow, old, young.

Even before the convoy had cometo afull stop, the chattering people and animals-and things-were
dready surrounding the vehicles, clustering excitedly to help unload and hear the news. All of them were
abuzz with questions-buit first they backed up palitely to give Orrie room to dismount. The back of the
truck dapped down into the dirt to make awide ramp and Orrie flowed down and into the cheering
crowd. They surged in close, oohing and aahing and patting a him affectionately.

"Whhhhrrrr!" said Orrie. "Whhrr-whhhhrrrrre!™

It almost sounded like apurr. I'd never heard aworm make that sound before; but then, I'd never seena
worm that had acted like this one either. Delandro jumped down out of the truck next and the crowd
surged in to hug him and kiss him too, men and women alike. Loolie and Jessie and Marcie burst happily
out of the van to join them. | stayed where | was, trying ashard as| could to beinvishble.

"All right, dl right,” said Jason, caught up in the crush, laughing with delight at being the center of so much
attention, "let's get some of this gear unloaded first, okay!" But hiswords were svept away in the roar of
gredtings.

Theyounger children were dl squealing in deight. | heard cries of "What did you bring us?* and "Did you
get any candy?' The adults were also shouting back and forth, exchanging greetings and good-natured
jibes.

| wanted to be afraid, but | couldn't. Mostly, | felt-left out. Most of the people here looked
disgppointingly mundane, and they acted as solid as acommunity of New Chrigtian farmers. Many of the
men wore beards, and most of the women had their hair pulled back in neet efficient ponytails, or



close-cropped like the men. They al wore jeans and T-shirts, or jeans and flannel shirts, or jeans and
sweatshirts, or jeans and no shirt at all-but al the adults|ooked clean. For some reason, that seemed
important. The other two worms were climbing down from their truck now. The crowd greeted them
enthusiadtically too. Their affection and respect was obvious; but it was equally obviousthat Orrie was
held in specid regard.

| could understand their enthusiasm. Orrie may have been one of the smallest worms I'd ever seen, but he
was a so one of the brightest. | couldn't take my eyes off of him. It had been my previous experience that
the older and larger aworm was, the brighter and more distinct its stripeswould be, but Orriewasjust a
baby and aready his colorswere vivid. His stripes were more sharply delineated than I'd ever seen
before on aworm. His proud patterns shifted back and forth acrosshissideslike the letterson a
billboard. The crowd pressed in closer.

And the worm seemed to like the attention! He even lowered his eyes, so the children could reach up
and scratch behind the thick fleshy stalks that supported them. Two of the smaller boys weretrying to
climb up on his back.

| could fed my fists clenching in my lap: | felt naked without awegpon. A flame-thrower.

A couple of the teenagers noticed me Sitting in the back of the van then and started calling to the rest of
the crowd. "L ook, look-Jason brought back anew guest! H'ray!" They started waving affectionately to
me. "Hi! Come on out! What's your name?"

They climbed in and took me by the hand and pulled me out to join the crowd. The people gathered
around melike | wasalonglost cousin. | was hugged and kissed by al of them, mae and femae, young
and old, everyone who could get to me. "Welcome, welcome home! What's your name? We're so glad
you came! Welcome!™ They dragged me out in front of the vehicleswhere alarge, raucous, and informal
gathering was coming spontaneoudy together. Everyonewas linking armsin ahugecircle. The
bunnydogs and naked-bunnydog things were joining the group too, but they did not link arms; instead
they squatted attentively just ingde theline of humans.

Just before thelast few individuas linked up, Orrie flowed into the center of the circle, purring loudly. He
swiveled hiseyes around to look at everybody. People cheered and applauded and hollered with
good-natured whoops of encouragement.

| found myself between a skinny adolescent girl and a nervouslooking boy, but they seemed proud to be
next to me.

And then Jason Delandro stepped into the middle of the circle.

He turned around dowly, so everyone could see him laughing and smiling and waving, and the wild
cheering broke out again. What were al these people so excited about? Did they do thisal the time?
They applauded, they screamed, they stamped their feet and hollered.

Delandro grinned and raised hishands high. "Hello!" he shouted.

"Hello!" they shouted back.

"l want to share with you!"

Another burgt of wild enthusasm. My military mind decided they were mindlessidiots. But | knew these
people weren't supid. There was something else going on here.

"Asyou can dl see" Delandro pointed, "we have anew guest with ustonight!"

They looked at me and cheered again.

"His nameis James Edward McCarthy. Until this afternoon, he was alieutenant in the United States
Army."

Facesturned to me. More smiles. People looked and waved and hollered, "Hello!" and "Welcome!™
"He's our guest,” Jason continued. "We gave him the choice and he chose to be our guest. | know | don't
haveto tdll you to give him al thelove you can, because | know you will; but | want you to make a
specia effort to cherish Jim because he's still carrying agreat dedl of fear and he needs to know that
therés nothing in the world to fear here, isthere?’

They hooted and stamped and clapped again. The girl on my right put her arm around my waist and gave
me asqueeze. The boy on my left-he wore thick glasses, he looked half blind-patted my shoulder
warmly.



"All right now, I've got alot of other newsfor you. There are some very exciting things happening! And |
know you want to hear dl about everything!"

"Y eah, Jase!" someone shouted. "Tell ug”

"But if | started to share dl of it tonight, we'd be heretill tomorrow!" He looked ecdtatic. He said, "But |
will tell you the big surprise right now."

"Doit, Jasel"

"Goforit!"

" want you al to look at Orrie! Doesn't helook terrific! Orrieisvery very pleased! Because we did
"Yesh!"

"Yay, Orriel"

The cheering and stcomping started to become a steady roar. | wondered if these people were about to
erupt into afit of collective hysteria. They were delirious with joy!

Orriewas circling and turning in the center. He was dmost writhing. His excitement was growing with the
crowd's.

"Wedid good!" Jason was hollering now to be heard. Someone shoved amicrophonein hishand. He
took it and shouted into it: "We did very good! We found what we were looking for!"

The crowd went crazy. They started jumping up and down, screaming and yelling, hugging and kissing
each other.

Jason was screaming now. "We are going to add the fourth corner!"

And they screamed and cheered again. They started hollering, "When, Jason? When?"' It turned into a
chant. "When, Jason? When?"

Jason held up his hands and waited for silence. The crowd hushed quickly. As Jason lowered his hands,
he was abruptly illuminated by two bright spotlights. They were mounted on the cabs of two of the
trucks. Jason had to squint his eyes againgt the glare. Orrie's eyes went sput-phwut. Jason lifted the
microphone to his mouth and whispered dramaticaly into it, "That's the big news. It lookslikeit'll happen
before summer!”

Thistime, screaming wasn't enough. The circle broke ranks. They charged Orrieto hug him. They
charged Jason to hug him. | was |left standing and watching.

Suddenly, people were grabbing and hugging me. "Jm, it's great for you to be herel”

"You're 0 lucky! What aprivilege!"

"I know thisis confusing for you, but it'san incredibly joyoustime. Not just for us, but for al humanity!"
Somebody turned me. | was looking into Jessi€'s face. Her eyes were glowing. She waswreathed in
amiles. She hugged me and kissed me. She said, "Jm, thisisbigger than Chrisgmas! Somethingis
happening here that is going to transform the human racel And you're going to be part of it!" She kissed
meagain. | stared at her.

| stared at dl of these people. | was too dazed to be horrified. "Please! Everybody!" That was Jason,
screaming into the microphone. The sound was desfening. "Everybody, listen! | know you're happy! This
iswhat weve been waiting for! But theres still alot of work that hasto be done. We need to build a
birthing pen, and welll need to lay in alot of supplies because we won't be ableto travel for awhile, and
we're going to have to be very careful; well have to set up extraordinary security measures-and al the
other day-to-day things that have to be done. But, | know | can count on you to get the job done. | just
want to caution you: now that were this close, we can't get careless! Theréstoo much at stake. Right?”
"Right!" They roared back.

Jason beamed. "Now | know you al want to celebrate Orrie's return tonight. And our triumph! And we
will! Well celebratein the biggest way possible! But we still have alot of work left to do, so let's get it
donejust asfast aswe can, and a midnight tonight, well gather together for the biggest damn Revelation
we've ever had!”

Oh, my dear God in Heaven. Revelationists.

With three tame worms.



?

A lady who favors coition,

has invented the spaceship postion.
She liesdown with ease

and pulls up her knees,

and hallers, "Lift off!" and "Ignition!"
"



? 10?
Vderie

"A gentleman is one who doesn't demand alady provethat sheis.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

"Thiswill be your room," they said. It was an ordinary motel room except for two things. There was no
terminal. Therewasno Bible.

They apologized for not letting me participate in the reveation. "It wouldn't be appropriate.” And then
they left meaone,

| wondered if they had locked mein. Probably not. | was aguest, remember?

| opened the door.

A big fat worm sat there like agigantic crimson meat |oaf. 1t opened one of its eyes and stared at me.
"Prowrt?" it asked. "Uh, just checking. Sorry. Go back to deep. " | backed into the room and closed the
door. "Jeezis, who needs locks?'

So that answered that.

| took ashower. At least they hadn't forsworn the pleasures of hot water. | stood under the steaming
goray and let it run down through my hair, down my face, down my shoulders. | stood there and let the
sobswel up in my throat. The fear choked at my heart. How could | keep my guard upinan
environment like thiswhen everybody around me was continudly trying to seduce meinto rdaxing? This
wasingdious.

| could only admire the beauty of it.

Therewas no defense. They would be so nice to methat | wouldn't be able to work up even agood sulk
without fedling like an ungrateful bastard.

And oneday | would get tired of greeting joy with hodtility, just tired enough to let my guard down just a
tiny bit, that'sal it would take-and then they'd have me. | could aready imagine how it was going to
happen. . . .

"No, goddammit! No!" | pounded on thetile walls of the shower. "No! No! No! No!"

And when the rage had passed, | stood there and et the water run off of me again. My silent tears
washed down the drain. When the water went cold, | turned it off and stood there dripping Dammit.
There had to be away out! Somehow. No. | had to stop.

| was driving mysdf crazy with this. | stepped out of the shower, dowly toweled myself dry, and padded
off to bed.

She couldn't have been more than sixteen. She was Sitting cross-legged on the bed waiting for me. She
wasn't wearing any clothes. She had small pretty breasts. Very tan. Her nippleswerelarge and dark. She
had long brown hair and soft gray eyes. Shelooked friendly.

"Uh-" | lowered thetowe drategicaly. "Hi?"

"Hi," she said back.

"Um...amI inthewrong room or you?"

"No, thisistheright room. I'm here to deep with you."

| scratched my nose. | looked at the floor. | looked at the door. | looked back at her. "Uh, there's
something I'm missing, right?"

"| don't think so. Lift that towel and I'll have another look."

"Uh, that's not what | meant. Why are you here?"

She got under the coversthen and did over in the bed to make room for me. She turned back the
blanket so | could get in. | didn't move from where | stood. She said, "Y ou're going to get cold standing
there”

"I'm dready cold. Uh, listen-I don't know what your nameis..."

"Vaerie" She stroked her hair down over her breasts. It was very distracting.

"Vderie. Well, ligten, Vderie, | don't need anyone to deep with, thank you. | appreciate the thought, but



you can go.”

"Would you prefer aboy?"

"No, | would not prefer aboy, thank you."

"There's nothing to be ashamed of. Billy thinksyou're cute, | could cal him-"

"I'm not ashamed. And you can thank Billy for mein the morning. | just want to deep done.”

"Oh, I'm sorry. You can't.”

"l can't?'

"Wel . . ." shelooked gpologetic, "no."

"Why not?'

"Because Jason says 0."

"Jason says 0."

"y es"

"l see" | sood thereindecigvely. | was shivering.

"Will you get in bed please?’

Part of my mind wasracing. Thiswas exactly what | used to fantasize about in high school-and ever
snce: to have abeautiful and friendly and very naked girl encouraging meto join her in bed. The obvious
thing to do wasydll, "Banzai!" and leap.

| took a step back and looked for the bear trap. "I don't trust thissituation,” | said.

She shrugged and did under the covers, then studied me with an absolutely innocent gaze. " So? What's
the worst that can happen?”

| thought about it. The best that could happen would bethat I'd have aterrible time. The worst that could
happen would bethat 1'd have aterrific time and lose my individudity. | thought about the
dternatives-there redly weren't any-and got into the bed. Sowly.

Welay there Sde by side, not touching. | studied the ceiling. She studied my profile.

"Do you want to talk?' she asked.

"Do| haveto?'

"No. Do you want to deep?’

"Uh--I did, but I'm wide awake now.

"Should | turn out the light?"

"All right."

Sherolled over and touched the switch on the nightstand. The room was | eft shaded in moonlight. The
venetian blinds made lavender streeks on thewall. The night felt slent.

Sherolled back toward me. The bed squeaked with the movement.

Somewherein the distance, | could hear yelling, agreat many voicesdl ydling together.

"What'sthat?" | asked.

"That'sthe Revelation. It'sjust starting. It getslouder. Don't worry about it. Around here, celebrations
can get pretty rowdy."

"Oh." I turned on my sideto look &t her. "Vderie" | said. "How long have you been here?"

"Here? Y ou mean this place? Or do you mean with Jason?"

"With Jason."

"Um, let me seeit'll be eleven monthsin May.”

"Where were you before?

"In Santa Barbara."

"And how didyou. . . join?

"The same way everybody does. | wanted to be here, so | created the opportunity for them to find me.
Nobody gets here by accident. | didn't know | wanted to be here. | didn't know | was creating my
opportunity, but that's how it worked out-and now | know that there aren't any accidents; thisis the way
it's supposed to work out. Jason saysit the best way. He says, "God doesn't make mistakes.™

"Of coursenot. If hedid. . ."

"Huh?'



"She. God'sashe."

"Oh"

"What were you going to say."

"Uh, I was going to say, if God did make mistakes, she wouldn't be God anymore, would she?

"That's very good."

"Thank you. What did you do before?’

She shrugged. "Same as everybody ese. | survived." Shelooked at her fingernails. They were short, like
aman's. "That's what the ordinary world is about. Surviva."

"Uh-huh. Wdll, uh, let me ask it thisway. How would | have known you in the ordinary world?’

"I wasawhore." She said it matter-of-factly, asif she were describing what she had had for dinner.

"At Sxteen?"

"At thirteen."

"Uh. | see”

"l didit to survive. | didn't know that | didn't need to do it to survive. Jason gave me the spaceto find
that out.” She turned on her sideto face me. "See, Jm, when | sold mysdlf for money before, | wasn't
sling my body. That wastheform of it, but what | wasredlly doing was selling pieces of my soul. Jason
told mel didn't haveto do that. Now, | only give mysdlf to people who are willing to give themselvesto
me. So | get back what | give awvay. Only now it's-oh, | wish | were better with words-now, when |
share mysdlf with someone, what happensisthat | transcend mysalf. When two people trade pieces of
themsdves, they're transformed.”

"I'm sorry. | don't understand that."

"It'sdl right,” shesaid. "It took me along time to understand it too." She reached out and touched me.
Her hand was warm and gentle. Shelet it dide down to my hip. | stopped her hand. | held it in mine.
"You'l probably hear thisasan insult,” | said, "even though | don't mean it as one; but isthat why you're
here to deep with me? To seduce me? | mean-are you whoring for Jason now?"

She pulled her hand back. "Oh, that's not an insult. And the answer isno-and yes. No, I'm not whoring
for Jason. But, yes-1 was chosen to deep with you first, before anyone el se, because I've had the
experience. | know how to use mysdlf to reach you, to give you the opportunity to reach back. That'sall.
Do you understand? It'saskill. | can useit-1 can useit to be sdlfish, or | can useit to share. | want to
share mysdlf with you tonight. *

"l guessI'm old fashioned, Vderie. | don't understand it.”

"There's nothing to understand. | don't want to be done ether,” she whispered. "Will you share yourself
with me?'

| looked at her face. In the moonlight, al | could see was the soft gleam of her eyes againgt the paleness
of her skin.

"l don't know," | said.

"You havetolet go of your mind," she whispered. "Let yoursdf betheanimd.”

"Theanimd?'

"Yourean animd, Jm. A maeanimd. I'm afemaeanimd." Her touch became acaress. "L et go of your
mind and just experience the physicalness of it. Isthat so hard to do?'

"l don't..." Butl did. | knew exactly what she meant. And | wanted to do it.

| moved toward her, just abit. | redized | was till scared of her. But she smelled good. Let go of your
mind, she said. But how? Her hand came back to me again.

Her fingers strayed. | let them.

Even though | knew it was amistake.

Andthen. .. oh, hel, | scopped ressting. | told mysdf | could handlethis. Redlly.

| let it happen.

Shewas good. Sowasl.

She wasfrenzied, amost out of control. And after awhile, so was 1. She smelled good.

The mae anima mounted thefemde. Wedid it. And my mind was|os.



?

| saac the famous seducer,

will meet ayoung lass and conducer

to let him get fresh

with her quivering flesh,

but if thereian't thetime, helll just gucer.
"
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Falgaff

"Onionsdon't cause heartburn; they only makeit interesting.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

Someonewas singing to me.

When | woke up, Vderiewas dready gone. But | could still hear the Singing

| opened the door.

Theworm was till there. It was facing away from the door, toward the morning sun. Itsfur glistened
pink.

It was the worm that was singing-humming, redlly. The sound was coming from deep insdeitsthroat.
Weasit brooding, or what? The creature's eyes were closed and it looked preoccupied. Thetrilling was
softer than apurr, but it had the same kind of deep satisfying rumble.

| stood in the doorway and listened. The worm crooned and warbled quietly to itself. Its song was
tuneless and etheredl; it sounded like an expectant banshee-like adistant murmuring chorus. . . likethe
echo of someone weeping. It was one of those just below the horizon sounds, and it was asominous asa
hot desert wind. | felt uneasy. | felt like an invader just for listening.

But | wastransfixed. It was beautiful. | must have moved or made a sound.

Abruptly, the worm stopped itstrilling and swiveled its eyes around backward to look at me. They were
the size of searchlights. It blinked. Sput-phwut. Then it turned to face me. It yawned. It looked like it had
three million teeth. " Grrp?’

"Uh, good morning.” | gulped.

"Wrorr?' the worm asked.

"Uh, yeah, | dept okay-thanks for asking."

Theworm blinked at me-and blinked again, refocusing its eyesto sudy me. It was afat, pink,
blimp-shaped creature, with pale stripes of purple and red and pink flickering along its sides. It huffed
and it puffed and it made ruminative noises degp withinitsgut. "Platt!"

"Gee-thanksfor sharing." | waved the stench away from my face. My eyes were watering. "Uh, listen,
what does a person do about breakfast around here?

Sput phwit.

"Food? Y ou know, food?'

"Brurrp!" said the worm. It backed away, swiveled, turned and flowed down toward the center of the
compound.

| shrugged, swallowed my heart, and followed.

The creature moved with arustle and swoosh that made me think of an asthmatic elephant carrying a
steam engine on its back. | hadn't redlized that Chtorrans might have respiratory problemsin Earth's
atmosphere. Maybe they were biologicaly suited for athicker, heavier soup.

Breakfast was a great communal meal served under a spreading canopy of oak trees. There were pink
shrouds hanging from the branches; they looked like festive curtains. There were thick strands of

blackvine too, just starting to blossom with bright blue flowers. | could smell the rich perfume from here.
It was all too gay-in the middle of awar zone, it made methink of the mad tea party.

Adults, bunnydogs--cute ones aswell asthe bigger skinny-ugly ones—-and children, al sat chattering and
gobbling together at six huge tables arranged in a broad U-shape under the shrouds. Only small children
and bunnydogs sat on the ingde of the U, everybody else sat on the outside of the tables. They cheered
when they saw us coming; | didn't know if the cheers werefor me or for the worm.

The worm flowed off in another direction then, off on some business of its own. Somebody caled my
name and waved, a badheaded man with afull beard and a bright red lumberjack shirt. He stood up,
grinning and waving, then bounced gladly up the dope to meet me.

"Welcome, Jm. I'm Ray." He grabbed my hand and shook it; he clapped mewarmly on the shoulder and
guided me down to the table. "Here, we saved aplace for you. Loolie wantsyou to Sit by her.”



| smiled weakly, nodded to Loolie-the little girl looked ecstatic-and did sideways onto the end of the
bench. Somebody handed me a plate, somebody else handed me afork and a spoon.

"Would you like to come and see my zoo today?" Loolie asked.

"Your zoo? Uh, sure. If it'sal right with . . ." | looked around, "-whoever."

"Oh,it'sdl right,” Looliesaid. " dready asked."

"Here," said Ray,"have some of these; and try this; it's Jessi€'s new recipe!” Heraised hisvoice and
cdled, "Hey, Brownie-" One of the kids came bouncing up to the front of the fable. "-We have aguest
here. Let's have some of those hot plates passed around.”

"Right." Brownie bounced off. Service was provided by severa of the older children and severa of the
larger, skinny bunnydogs. Loolie called them bunnymen. The children carried in the full platters; the
bunnymen carried off the empty ones-often pausing to lick them thoroughly first. Sometimesthey had to
compete with the dogs, or with three or four pig-like creatures that were snuffling around, looking for
garbage. They were adark reddish-brown color and looked like tapirs-or giant libbits, a sausagey
Chtorran rodent.

| filled my plate cautioudy. | didn't recognize some of the foods and even the familiar oneslooked and
tasted different. The bread was pink, and sweeter than | was used to. The jam was almost a fluorescent
shade of red and | didn't recognize the flavor. The eggs had an orangey color, but the flavor wasrich and
full.

A little brown sparrow landed on the edge of the table in front of me. It had something pink and fleshy in
itsbill, something that looked like achubby little naked man-it squirmed and peeped. Ray poked me.
"The birds love the finger-babies. And for some reason, we get alot of 'em around here." Thebird
cocked an eye at its surroundings, decided it didn't like the company, then took off again, up and past my
shoulder..

Almost immediately, there was afrantic rustling behind me. | turned around and looked upward: thelittle
sparrow was caught and struggling wildly in thefolds of one of the velvety pink shrouds. The moreit
struggled, the moreit wrapped itself up tight. A glittering haze of sparkling fairy dust flurried up around it,
and then afat red hairy claw-shaped thing came scuttling down the curtain from above.

The sparrow peeped once and was silent. "Y ou'll seethat alot,” said Ray. "Wecdl it evolution in action.”
"It'snot evolution-" | started to say, "-it'san invasion!"-but shut up quickly instead. No, | wasn't going to
argue with these people. Not about anything. | wasn't going to give them the opportunity to . . . explain
thingstome.

| turned my attention back to my plate, pushed my fork into a gold-colored mash of some kind and took
an unenthusiagtic bite; it tasted alittle bit like mashed potatoes and allittle bit like fresh bread, but it was
crunchy and it had awarm buttery aftertaste. | sudied aforkful; it looked like some kind of grain, but |
couldn't be sure.

"Wetry to use as many new foods aswe can,” Ray said. He put a bright red tomatoey-looking thing on
my plate. "Here, youll likethis

| took a cautious bite. It was sweet and fruity and tasted amost acoholic. | looked at Ray, surprised.
"It's Chtorran," he nodded. "And no, it's not alcohalic. Not quite. But it will give you avery pleasant
glow."

Brownie returned then, carrying two serving dishes. "Uh, no, thanks." | passed on the fried finger-babies.
The other plate was piled high with hot Sizzling strips of . . . | didn't recognize the mest. It was redder
than | was used to. "What isthis?" | asked. "Those pig-things? The big libbits?"

"Try itfirg," Ray grinned. He forked acouple of stripsonto my plate.

"My mother used to say that. What isit?"

"Takeabiteand I'll tell you."

"My mother used to say that too."

"And you hated her for it, didn't you?'

| didn't answer that. It was none of his damn businesswho | hated or not. Or maybe it was his business. |
knew what they were doing here; trying to get meto lower my guard.

"Go ahead, Jm. Try it. We don't poison our guests any more." | wasn't reassured, but my knife and fork



were dready dicing off apiece of the red mest.

It looked likeit should be as crigp as bacon, but it wasn't; it had the chewiness of beef jerky, but it wasn't
tough-and it had arich, sweet flavor. | cut asecond bite. "Reminds me of lamb,” | said, chewing.
"Nope. Bunnydog. Good, huh?*

| gulped---and swallowed in spite of mysdlf. ™Y ou mean, like Mr. President?’

Ray turned to the woman on the other side of him. "Isthis Mr. President?’ He pointed at the plate.

She shook her head. "Oh, no; that's Pinky. Orrie ate Mr. President last night, at the Revelation. Were
going to pick anew president tonight.”

"Agan?' asked Loolie, chewing loudly.

"Loolie, don't talk with your mouth full," Ray cautioned her, then turned back to me. | must have been
looking alittle green, for he said, "I know, Jm. | went through the exact same thing just afew months
ago. Look . . ." He put hishand on my arm and his expression went serious. "We're designing the future
of humanity here. Change causes upset. But were willing to have upsets along the way, because the
changes are so important.”

| swallowed hard. | took adrink of purplejuice. It wasn't grape, but it was sweet and it was cold-and it
gave me a chance to choose my words carefully. | looked at Ray and said, "What if | don't like the
changes? What if | don't want to be apart of the process?”

He shook hishead. "Y ou're already part of the process, Jm, because these changes areinevitable. The
only choiceyou get iswhat part you want to play. Y ou can be apart of the processthat ressts-that is,
you can be one of the pebbles that gets rounded smooth by the action of the stream-or you can be part
of the stream.” He patted my arm. | thought about decking him, but it wouldn't accomplish anything. "Jm,
let go of everything you think and know and look and see what'sreally so. Y ou might be surprised.”

| didn't answer him. | didn't look at him. | stared at my plate and wondered what else | had eaten. The
orange mash, for instance? Crushed insects? | pushed my plate away. | wasn't hungry any more.

"Can | be excused now?" Loolie asked. One of the bunnydogs was aready taking her plate away. "Jm,
you want to see my zoo now?'

"Jm's not through egting yet, honey."

"Yes, | am." | handed my plate to another of the bunnies. It sniffed at the strips of mest, then gobbled
them enthusiagtically and scampered off.

| stood up dowly. | fet like | waswalking on razor blades. | chose each word carefully. "Yes,
Loolie-please show me your zoo."

| had to get out of here. Now.

I?

An old man of Texas named Tanners
was notorious for his bad manners.
When he noticed the art

of animminent fat,

he'd announceit with bullhorns and banners.
?
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Never trust agrapefruit
-SOLOMON SHORT

Five steps from the table and | had aworm on my tail. Two more stepsand it was at my side.
Sput-phwut; it blinked. Its eyes were huge. "Grruppt?" it asked.

| looked at Loolie. | looked at the worm. | looked back at Loolie. "He's my bodyguard, right?’

She nodded solemnly. "Hisjob isto keep you from getting hurt. "

"Why am | not reassured by that?'

"Huh?'

"Never mind." Sarcasm was not meant for six-year-olds. "Come on, Wormface, Wormfoot,
Wormtongue, whatever your nameis.”

"Hisnameis Fagaff," said Loodlie.

"Fdgat?'

"Uh-huh."

"Why ishe named Falgaff?'

"Jason saysit's ‘cause hefartsalot.”

"Ohredly?' | looked at the worm.

The worm blinked and made a noise from its nether orifice: Platt!

| took a step back and waved my hand in front of my face. "Jeezis!" My eyeswere watering. "That's
incredible!" | said. "That could bligter the paint off awall."

"Yeah," grinned Loolie. "Hisare the sinky kind."

"Whyn't wejust cal him Wormfart?"

"I wouldn't call him that,” Loolie said, her eyesround.

"Why not?'

"He doesn't likeit." There was something about the way she said it.

"Oh." I looked at theworm again. "Uh, well . . . dl right. Come on, Falstaff.”

The worm chuggled and humphed and followed after us.

As soon as the worm saw where we were headed, it settled itself peacefully on a sunny patch of blue
lawn and became abig purple mest loaf. 1t would watch from there.

Loolie's zoo was insde a building marked Shangri-La Recreation Room. It was set gpart from most of
the other buildings. As Loolie started to open the door, one of the libbits pushed itsway in past me. It
wasalarge, pig-like thing; most of its face was snout. It snuffled around the room like avacuum cleaner,
ignoring both Loolie and mysdif.

"That'sHoolihan," said Lodlie. "She goes wherever she wants and does whatever she wants. She doesn't
listen to anybody. She likesto come in here and sweep the floor. Come on.”

The zoo filled the recreation room. It was obvious that these people revered everything Chtorran. There
were three long worktabl es supporting arow of unmatched terrariums. There were also two rows of
potted plants and shelves with wire cages dong two of the walls. Somebody had spent alot of time
etting thisup.

Loolieturned on alight and I moved from cage to cage, peering in curioudy. There were threefurry
blobsin one of the cages. One was purple, one was brown, onewas red. They huddled together in one
corner of the case.

"If you put your ear closg, or if you put your hand in, you can feel them purring.” Loolie put her hand
againg the case,

"I know. They're caled meeps.”

" 'Cause they go "meep meep'-right?' Loolie asked.

"Right."



"They don't do anything,” said Loolie. "Just eat and deep and purr. They eat lots of everything. They're
not real fussy. They don't taste read good, but you can eat 'em if you put ketchup on 'em. Y ou gotta cook
‘em first. They make |otsa babies though-like mice. We feed 'em to Orrie and Falstaff and Orson.
Orson'sthe biggest. He eats everything, but he likes meeps best.”

"Of course. They'rebite-sze"

Loolielaughed. She thought that was afunny joke.

In the next cage were severa night-stalkers of various sizes. They looked like little vampires, the
old-fashioned Draculakind, not the Chtorran kind. "We keep 'em heretill they get big enough,” explained
Loolie. She held ahand off the ground to indicate how high they would stand. Knee high. "That one's
Bela, and that one's Christopher, and that one is Frank. Once they're em-printed, Jessie says, they'll stay
rea closeto hereto hunt. Jessie sayswe need to have more night-stalkers than we have 'cause they're
good at catching rats and gophers. They like meepstoo.”

"Y ou said you had avampire?'

"Oh, yeah; but you'll haveto wait and seeit at night. It deepsin the day. Maybe you'l be lucky soon and
you'll get chosentofeed it." Shesad it asif it wasan honor.

I'd heard about vampires. | hadn't seen one yet. They were shroud-like creatures-silken veils that floated
on the wind. They dropped from the sky onto cattle and horses and attached themselves to the poor
creatures skinsto feed. Somehow, they became part of the animas circulatory systems. They would
feed for awhile and then, when satiated, would float off again into the night. In return for the med, they
would leave the victim's bloodstream full of alien parasites and organisms. Cattle usualy sickened and
died within aweek of avampire attack. Vampires had been seen as big as bedshests.

"Thisisjud alittleone" Loolie said, holding up her hands. Little? Loolie was holding her hands about a
meter apart. "We gottagrow it bigger aforeit can be any real useful. | got to feed it once," she bragged.
"What an honor," | said drily.

Looliedidn't hear me. Shewas pointing. "And over here, we got a baby gorp. He eats garbage.” She
wrinkled her nose. "He stinks, doesn't he?' It was hard to tell what the gorp looked like; it was curled up
in one corner of its pen, deeping, but Loolie was right: the cresture had astench like an outhouse.

"And we got some toe-hoppers and lollapa oozas and screaming meemies and hair-pullers. . . ." These
were dl insectlike things. The latter looked like moths with claws. The screaming meemies were noisy
little insectswith air bladders. They sounded like cockroach-sized fire engines. "They pop red niceif you
step onthem,” said Loolie.

"Ugh!" | said, pointing. "What'sthat?" It looked like a piece of red dimewith abad cold.

"Those arefugglies. Thered oneisafemae.”

"The speciesisdoomed,” | said, shaking my head. Or maybe they mated in the dark. No. Nothing could
be that desperate to reproduce.

"They don't taste very good ether,” said Loolie. "We don't know what they do yet, but Jason saysit's got
to be important. Otherwise they wouldn't look so awful.”

"Right. It makes perfectly good senseto me.”

"And over here, we got some wormberry bushes and mandaa flowers-have you seen mandalas?!

| nodded. I'd seen them in the wild, dripping from the forest like acrown of gaudy jewels.

" Jason wants to cover the whole camp in mandalas someday. Only it can't befor awhile yet, 'cause
therés till too many people who gill believeinthe Y ou Assof Hey."

"Uh-huh." | was magtering the art of the dry, noncommittal response. It would be stupid to do anything
else. Loadligs|oyatieswere obvious. So was her enthusiasm. | didn't know whether to fedl sorry for her,
angry at what Jason and Jessie had done, or jeal ous because she at |east knew what her life was about.
"Oh-and,over here, Jm, over here. Have you seen this? We got a baby shambler bush. Soon'swe can
build acorra, were gonna put it outside; but Jason doesn't want it wandering off yet, ‘cause it might get
eaten. Or raped. Or worse."

The bush was standing in alarge, square, wooden enclosure; it was two metersto aside, nearly a meter
high, and filled with earth. The bush itself was rooted near the center. It wasn't much larger than a potted
geranium and it looked very small and out of place Sitting in such abig pot of earth. It looked harmless.



Hell! It looked cute!

When they grew bigger, shamblers could be astdl as eucadyptus and asleafy aswillows; in fact, most
shamblerslooked liketal hulking clumps of waking ivy. They were dark silhouettes of fear, dripping with
clusters of wide, purple-black and midnight-blue leaves; their branches were streaked with pink and
white and blood-red veins. They were terrifying to see even when they were standing ill.

But thisone-it just looked slly. Itsleaveswere dill fuzzy pink clusters. Thelittle bush looked like it was
wrapped in fluffy feather boas. It looked like ageranium playing dress-up in mommy's best furs and
rhinestone shoes.

I'd seen shambler bushes from adistance. We'd aso seen pictures of a shambler colony exploding, or
swarming-or whatever it wasthey did. We'd seen what happened to the men that had been attacked as
well. We'd found their remains with the cameras. And Jason wanted atame shambler!

For what? A weapon?

Why bother? If you had tame worms, you didn't need anything €l se.

Besides, how do you train awalking tree? For that matter, how do you train aworm?

Loolie was saying, "Jason thinks this shambler will be atal one. Thetall onesare best, they cango as
much as akillo-mereaday. But thisun'sjust ababy till. It doesn't even have any tenants yet. Jason says
we gotta get it outside soon. It's okay, you can come closer. It won't hurt you."

She pointed. " See here? The leaves|| get bigger and darker when it gets bigger. We saw aherd of
shamblers once, but Jason wouldn't let us go near ‘em, 'cause they didn't know who we were."

"Mm," | said. | squatted down low to seeif | could see the roots of the bush, see how it balanced itsdlf,
walked, took nourishment from the ground-anything. | wished for avideo setup. We could have made
time-lapse studies of the shambler to see exactly how it walked.

| realized | wasjedous of Looli€'s zoo.

"Jm?" Looliewas calling me. | turned to face her and nearly jumped out of my skin. Shewas holding a
very large, bright red-bellied millipede. It was crawling dl over her, up her arm, across her shoulders,
down her other arm and back up again

"Uh, Loodlie" I hdd my voice cam. | didn't want to larm her or startle the millipede.

"Don't worry, Jm. It knows me. But you shouldn't come any closer. Not yet. You gill smell like Earth. In
afew weeks, though; after you've been egting tickleberries and softcorn and everything, you'll smell right.
Thisis Gimmee. We call him that ‘cause he dways wants more. Jason says he'sagimmee pig, so that's
how he got hisname.”

"Ah, | see. Yes. Youre making me very nervous with that, Loolie. Would you put it back?"

"Okay. " Shereturned Gimmeeto alarge wire cage. There were several other millipedesin there aswell.
She paused to let them sniff her fingers and then she stroked them and called them by name. "They're
redly very friendly, once you get to know them," Loolie said.

"Uh-huh,” I nodded nervoudly. No problem. | could change my shorts later.

There was a sudden rustling and grunting noise a the far end of the room and Loolie went to investigate.
"Ahha" shesad. "l caught you!" She waswaving her finger a something.

| came up behind her to see one of the skinny red bunnymen energetically mounting Hoolihan and
pumping away at thelibhbit like afrenzied little sex fiend. Its-his?-eyes were glassy.

"Lenniel" Loolie shouted. "You're disgusting! Youreapig' Don't you ever sscop?' Shelooked to me and
made a gesture of great exasperation. "Lennie fucks everything he gets near.”

"Maybe he'straining to be alawyer," | said.

"What'salawyer?' Loolie asked.

"Never mind. They're big and ugly and mean and they don't have any friends." Hmm, maybe thiswas
paradise.

Loolie wasn't paying attention. "Lennie, you stop that!" She stamped her foot. "Lennie! Y ou remember
what happened to Casanova, don't you?"

Lennie was beyond hearing. He was having too good atime. Thelibbit didn't look al that unhappy either.
Loolie sghed loudly, "Now, I'm gonnahaveto tell Jason, so he can decide.”

"What to do about Lennie?" | wondered if Lennie was going to be e ected president soon.



"No. What to do about Hoolihan." Loolie pointed at the libbit. "We gotta decide whether to mate her
again so shell have baby bunnies, or whether to keep her corralled so shell have baby libbits.”
Loolielooked impatient. "Don't you know anything? Bunnydogs like to fuck each other, but some of ‘em
grow up to be bunnymen and then they like to fuck libhits. If abunnyman fucks alibbit, it makes baby
libbits"

| was il trying to pick up my jaw when Loolie added, "Well, that's not actudly correct. Jason says|
gotta spesk correctly. If one bunnyman fucks alibbit, it makes ababy libbit; but if two bunnymen fuck a
libbit, it make baby bunnies."

"Oh," | managed to say.

| wished | werein Denver. | wished | werein Oakland. | wished | could talk to Dr. Fletcher right now
and tell her what Loolie had just told me.

How stupid we'd been!

Wed been keeping all the creatures separated from each other. No wonder they'd never
reproduced-bunnydogs and bunnymen and libbits were al the same specied!

Libbits were fema es and bunnymen were maes-they were such disparate animas, they couldn't possibly
be related, but they were!

How did Jason discover dl this?

How much more did these people know? And how could | get them to teach me?

And-how could | get out of here to get the information to those who most needed to know it?

?

A woman who wanted to see,

if she stood up, how far she could peg;
had pardon to beg,

when it ran down her leg,

and formed icicles off her |eft knee.
?
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Definition of aMonster

"I've known for yearsthat | have no humility. It'savirtue, to be sure, but | can livewithit."
-SOLOMON SHORT

Ray told me | had the freedom of the camp. | could go wherever | wanted, look at whatever | wanted.
The only congtraint was asmple one, but effective. Falstaff, the Chtorran who sat by the door was my
constant companion. Hewas afeat flabby cresture, even for a Chtorran, with an annoying tendency for
ruminative noises and questioning chirps. He followed me everywhere, grunting and wheezing, blinking
and farting; he was a symphony unto himsdlf, amovable feast of dark intestina noisesand incredible
purple smdls. | hoped to God that wasn't hislanguage. Some of those smells could uncurl your hair.

To his. credit, though, Falstaff was aremarkably patient mongter. ;,He stayed with me dl afternoon while
| prowled the range of the camp.

My explorations were not entirely random. | was trying to estimate how many people there werein this
camp, how many vehicles, how many wegpons and what kind. | didn't like the numbers| kept coming up
with. Thiswastoo well organized aband. And there were too many referencesto other bases of
operation and hidden caches of supplies and weapons.

| guessed that there might be thirty or forty adults here and maybe half that many children. Bunnydogs?|
wasnt sure. 1'd seen at least thirty. And at least a dozen bunnymen: Vehicles? Two more jeeps, at least,
and another couple of trucks and abus.

Wherever | went, people waved and smiled to me and asked me how | was getting along. | felt guilty for
hating them and gave them cautious waves and token amiles.

The weird thing was that none of these people seemed to have any intention at al of reprogramming me,
or awvakening me. Or whatever it wasthey caled it. They just wanted to befriends with me.

| just didn't know what their definition of friend was.

| was Sitting under atree, watching two millipedes chewing at what looked like a hambone-something left
over from the last president?-when Jessie waved to me from across the yard and called, "How're you
doing, Jm?"

| didn't know whether to answer or not. It was probably rude not to, so | shrugged and waved
halfheartedly back. She came over to me then and put her hand on my shoulder. "Relax, Jm. | promise
you, nobody wantsto hurt you."

"Mm-hm. Sure. Y ou're not going to hurt me. Y ou're just going to reprogram me."

Jessie sighed and rolled her eyes heavenward. "Jm, we're not going to do anything. You'regoing to do it.
We can't make you do anything you don't want to do."

"I don't want to be reprogrammed.”

"That'sthe army talking, that's not you. When you know what's available to you, you'l fed like ajerk for
having waited so long to take the plunge. And we don't reprogram people here, Jm. We unprogram
them. But you're going to have to be willing to let go of al that old programming before anything can
happen.” She patted my arm and let go. "Don't worry about it-and don't be impatient. It'll happen when
you're ready for it to happen. Y ou'll let usknow when you'reready. Y ou'll ask to join the Tribe."

"Not bloody likely," | said.

Jessie laughed. "Obvioudy, you're ftill not ready yet. Why don't you go and help Vderie and Loolie pull
the weeds out of the garden. At least you can make yourself useful that way."

"What if | don't?"

She shrugged. "If theré'sno food, we al go hungry.”

"I've seen what you eat. That's not athreat."

"Try being hungry-redly hungry-for awhile, Jm. Then well see how you fed about it."

Shewasright.



| went and pulled weeds. Falgtaff followed me. At one point, Orson joined him and the two of them
spread out across the grass like big fat hairy water balloons. They crooned and farted and waited for me
to do something stupid.

| was just starting on the second row of weeds when Jason came looking for me. "What are you doing
that for, Jm?You'reaguest. "

| straightened up, brushing the dirt from my hands. "Jesse said if | don't work, | don't eet.”

Jason shook his head, frowning. "1 doubt she said it that way, Jm. But I'm sure that's the way you heard
it. Forget that for now. Come take awalk with me."

Hetook me by the elbow and we walked aong a shaded lane that circled the main part of the camp.
Fastaff followed grumpily behind a adistance.

"I know thisisrough for you, Jm. It's dways roughest on the military mind-set. Ask Ray about it. He
used to bein the service. Let him tell you how he cameto thelight.”

| shrugged. | probably would talk to Ray. How could he violate his sworn oath to uphold, protect and
defend the Congtitution of the United States?

"You have aquestion, Jm?'

"No," | said.

"Don't bealiar, Jm. You have alot of questions. Listen to me. All we have-the only thing we have-is our
language. If you use the language with precison, you'll be astonished at the results you can produce. If
you use the language for imprecison-to hide behind, to befuddie, to confuse, to justify, rationalize, or
excuse-then what will happen will be frustration and upset and hurt, for yourself aswell as everybody
around you. Of dl the waysto misuse the language, lying isthe most obscene misuse of dl.” He looked at
me with intense blue eyes. His expression was very hard and very cold. There was no place to hide from
that look. "Please, don't ever lieto meagain.”

| didn't answer. | forced mysdlf to meet his gaze.

"Don't worry about hurting my feglings, Jm. | don't have any. If you have anything at dl to say tome,
ever, thendl | ask isthat you tell methe truth.”

| nodded. "All right."

"So, what's your question?' he probed.

| looked around, | looked at my shoes, | looked back at Falstaff, | looked back to Jason. | shook my
head. "I don't like being held prisoner. "

"You'ro not aprisoner. Youreaguest."

"If I'm aguest, then | should be ableto leave whenever | want, shouldn't 1?7 What would happen if | just
sarted waking away from here? What would Fastaff do?!

"Try it and see," said Jason. "Go ahead.” He pointed toward the road. "Go on."

"Okay," | said. "Come on, Falstaff. Let's go to the road.”

Fdgaff said, "Browr, " and followed me. His body humped and flowed.

We got hdfway up the doping dirt drive when Falstaff decided that was far enough.

"Nrrrt," he warned.

| kept waking.

"Nrrrr-Rrrrt,” hewarned me again.

| glanced back at Delandro. He was watching with an amused smile. He waved. | waved back and kept
walking.

Fdgaff sad, "Brrrrattt,” and flowed up beside me. One of hislong gangling arms unfolded from his body,
reached up and over toward me. The claw at the end of it came down and clamped gently, but firmly,
around my shoulder. Still being gentle, Flstaff turned me around to face him.

He held me before him. | could have reached out and touched hisface. He cocked his eyes, one up, one
down, in ahdf-familiar, lost-Muppet expression. It would have been ludicrousif it hadn't been so
terrifying.

Hesaid, "Nrrr-Rrr-Rrrt.”

| didn't understand the phrase, but | sure understood the tone. He was telling me no.

Hedid his caw-hand down my shoulder. | thought it would fedl cold and metallic, but it didn't. His hand



felt like the soft pads of adog's foot; alittle rough and leathery, but warm.

| sad, "'l got it, Flstaff. Thank you."

| reached up to my arm and took his claw-hand in mine. He let me. I looked in his eyes, then | looked at
his paw. It was aremarkable piece of biological machinery. | touched the soft part of it with my finger.
There was pink fur growing between the pads, just like on adog's paw. | spread two of the pads and
looked at the dark flesh between. It was smooth. Falstaff giggled.

At least it sounded like agiggle.

"l beg your pardon?' | said. | looked at him. His eyes were huge and black and remarkably patient. He
was afascinating creature. If | had ever doubted it, there was no question about it now; the Chtorran
gastropedes were far more intelligent than any of us had given them credit for. The best guess of the
scientists at Denver was that the gastropedes ranked just above apes or baboons or dolphins. |
suspected we'd been underestimating them. Again.

Fataff took my hand then. He turned it over between histwo claw-hands and examined the pads of my
pam the sameway | had examined his. He stroked the sengitive part of my pam with atouch asgentle
asafeather-and | giggled at the softness of it.

| dmost wanted to hug him. He smdlled spicy.

And then the moment was over and | redlized | was playing handsy-footsy with ahaf ton of man-esting
worm, and | pulled back. "Comeon,” | said. "Let'sgo back."

Fastaff burped and purred and followed me.

At the bottom of the hill, Delandro was smiling proudly. "Y ou did good, Jm. The very first sep isthe
hardest, but it's the most necessary. Y ou have to stop seeing the worms as your enemy.”

| said, "And seethem instead asmy jailers?’

"Oh, no. Falstaff stopped you for your own protection. There are wild worms out there. They don't
know that you're friendly. They'd kill you. Falstaff would let you go if he thought you'd be safe, but he
knows you're not. His job-and Orson's too-is to protect the camp from marauders. Y ou're our guest, so
that protection includes you. Y ou should talk to him more often, Jm, like you just did. Tl him thank you.
Helikesit. Good job, Falstaff. "

Deandro turned to the worm. "Gimmefive," he said, and held out his hand. Falstaff dapped it gently with
hisright claw. Ddlandro laughed and hugged him fondly. He began scratching the beast vigoroudy just
ahead of his brain-bump. Falstaff arched his back and made arumbling sound.

"Go ahead, Jm, he lovesto be skritched. Try it." He stepped out of the way.

| stepped up beside Falstaff. Helooked as big asahorse. | began scratching his back gently. One of the
claw-hands unfolded then, took my hand and moved it forward, just to the base of the eyestalks.

"He's showing you where helikesit," Delandro said. "Helikesyou, Jm."

"I'm-uh, flattered.” | started scratching again.

"Harder. Y ou can't hurt him: Helikesit hard.”

| was skritching Falstaff as hard as| could. He rumbled and burped. | recognized the sound as one of
pleasure. Falstaff's flesh was thick and firm and felt like corded muscle. | began working my way up the
eyestalks. The skin here was aloose furry envelope enclosing the two eyestalks-thusthe silly
hand-puppet effect of the eyes asthey swiveled back and forth. | could feet the thick cartilage and
supportive musculature like aframework benesth the skin. Both of the eyestalks were enclosed in this
warm pillowcase of fur. There was an dmost sexud fedling to the strength and stiffness of them, the way
they were enclosed in thissilky wrap.

One of Fagtaff's eyesturned sdeways and looked straight down at my hand. | had the fedling he
gpproved. The eyeturned and looked at me, studying-memorizing my face. Falstaff's arm unfolded and
wrapped around my shoulders. It rested there while | skritched.

"All right, Falgtaff!" Delandro dapped hisflank. "That's enough; next you'll be wanting to climb into his
bed, and | don't think he'sready for that yet." Falstaff unwrapped himself from me and pulled himself
back to form abig pink meat |loaf. He said something that sounded like "Barrruuupp.”

"Helikesyou, Jm. Y ou should be complimented.”

"l am," | gulped. "I'm hysterica with joy. Or something.”



"I know," Delandro said. "It's confronting at first. Therésalot of beliefs you have that you don't want to
giveup. You'vegot alot of surviva invested in those bdliefs. It's not easy to discover that everything you
know iswrong."

"Well, if somebody had told methat it's possible to play huggy-face, kissy-body with a Chtorran | sure
wouldn't have believed it. | don't know how | could tell thisto anyone e se who hasn't seen it and have
them believe me."

Deandro nodded. He put his arm around my shoulders then and began to lead me down toward a
sheltered clearing. Falstaff huffed and puffed and followed us. "Jm," he said. "'l know that alot of what
we do hereis confusing to you. Because you're trying to filter it through abelief system that doesn't alow
for the possihilities you're actualy seeing. Look, | want you to understand just one thing." He stopped
and looked into my eyes. His gaze was direct and penetrating. | felt impaled. "What happens out there-in
what we cdl the real world-that's ordinary. People live ordinary lives. And what they call
communication-that'sliketwo TV sets yammering at each other. Both are making noise, but neither is
hearing what the other is saying. What we're up to hereisfunctioning on the extraordinary level. Do you
know that results are produced only by functioning on the extraordinary level?"

"No, | don't know that."

"Y ou go through life, from day to day to day, and you live your lifein an ordinary way. Will you produce
results? No. Youll just get older. But if you take astand, if you commit yourself, if you create a context
out of which to operate, then results are inevitable. That's the extraordinary level, aleve that most people
hardly ever reach, except in rare moments of anger and even rarer moments of joyousness that some
people cal love. What we're up to here is keeping oursalves committed to the deliberate and continuous
crestion of the joyousness of life. That'sthe level out of which extraordinary results are produced.”
Hewasincredibly sincere. | couldn't hold onto my anger and hodtility in the face of such sincerity.

"l guess. .. | don't know," | said.

Helooked delighted. "That's good. Because that's honest. Most people don't admit it when they don't
know. They make something up instead. Y ou just crashed that program. Listen, heré's what you need to
know. Y ou're dready functioning at the extraordinary level. Ordinary people don't have thiskind of
conversation. Ordinary people don't talk about extraordinary experiences-so even talking about it isan
extraordinary experience.”

| was beginning to see what he meant. And something ese. | was beginning to redize that | was going to
have to become a part of thisgroup if | wanted to learn the secrets they knew about the Chtorrans.
Jason must have seen the shift on my face, for he said, "Jim, I've been waiting for you for along time. |
didn't know who you'd be when you showed up, but | knew 1'd recognize you when you did. I'm so glad
that you're here now. Y ou can make an incredible contribution here. | know it takestimeto give up that
filter of beliefs. | can wait. Timeison our Sde, the Side of the new gods. Heré'swhat you need to know.
Y ou're responsible for yourself. Nobody else. Y ou probably learned that in Globa Ethics, right?!
"Right."

"Y ou bdievethat, don't you?'

| shrugged. "Sure.”

"Of course. Here, Jm, we don't believeit. We smply experience it. There's a difference between belief
and experience. Y ou'll see. Once you can experience your own responsbilitythat you are the source of
everything that happensin your experience-then you will begin to demand results from yoursdf.
Incredible results.

"That's what's happening here. Weve upped the ante on ourselves. Weve increased the gradient. Weve
made the challenge harder, so that the satisfaction can be that much more profound. When you can begin
to recognize that what you believeisirrdevant, that the universe doesn't care what you believe, then you
have the opportunity to put aside those beliefs and actually begin to live out of your natural ability to
experienceliving. Y ou see, belief---0f any kind-isalie. It'slike an out-of-date road map. And using your
beliefs asa set of rulesby which to operateislike ingsting that the road map is il true, even when the
road isno longer there."

"What if theroad istill there?" | asked.



He grinned. "Y ou know the answer to that one dready. The map is not the territory.” He put hishandson
my shoulders. "l have an invitation for you. Every evening, we have acircle. Sometimesit'saseminar,
where we go over data. Sometimes we play games or do exercises or processes. Sometimes we share
oursaves. All of these circles have only one purpose: to keep usfunctioning at the extraordinary levd. I'd
liketo inviteyou to join the circle tonight.”

My naturd reaction wasto resist. | could fee my body beginning to stiffen under his grip. Jason didn't
seem to notice. He kept looking into my eyes. It was asintense asif he were making loveto me. Andin
fact, | wonderedif . . .

"Do you want to join us?' he asked.

| hesitated. "I'm alittle scared.”

"Uh-huh. Y ou have fear. What's undernesth that?"

"I don't think | can trust you."

"Thanksfor being honest. Anything else?' | might have told him he had two eyesfor dl thereaction he
showed. He didn't seem to react to anything. It was asif dl of hisingtinctive reactions had been somehow
disconnected. It was dmost mechanicd, the way he maintained that unfailing good nature. It was
annoying. And it wasterrifying.

"Y ou're-too smooth.”

"Uh-huh. Good. Thanksfor acknowledging that too. Anything else?'

"I've seen what Chtorrans can do.”

"Thewild ones?'

"Yesh"

"So you have abdief about what al Chtorranswill do, right?*

"Uh, yes. I'm scared of the Chtorrans. | hate them."”

"Yes, | know. Anything els=?'

"No. | think that'sit."

"Good: Thank you. Do you want to join the circle tonight?*

"| thought | just told you al my reasonswhy not."

"Yes, you did. You told medl your reasons. Now, listen carefully. I'm not asking you if you will join us.
I'm asking you if-in addition to having al those reasons, al those fears and cons derations-you also have
acuriogity or adesireto participate? Y ou still don't haveto, but I want to know how you fed about it.
Do you want to?!

"Uh, yes, I'm curious™

"Good. Curiogty isinterest. It'sthe mildest form of want.”

"Oh. So, you're saying | sort of want to?"

"No, you said it. Tell thetruth. Do you want to?"

"y es”

"Good. So there's your choice: Y ou can Sit in your room tonight and practice al your reasons, al your
fears, dl your consderations, al your excuses, al your explanations, al your beliefs, dl your
rationaizations, al your judtifications, and play patty-cake with dl that bullshit until you bore yoursdlf to
desth. Or you can get off your ass and come down to the circle-which iswhat you want to do
anyway-and find out the truth.”

"Do | haveto answer now?'

"No. I'll know your answer when you show up. Or not. Let mejust give you this one question to
consider. What's the worst that can happen?”

"l could die

"Y ou could die anyway, and your curiosty still wouldn't be answered, would it?"

"Yeah." | had to laugh. He might be a scoundrel, but he was a charming one.

Hesaid, "I know you still have the thought that I'm some kind of a cult leader, some kind of aManson,
don't you?'

| admitted it with anod.

"Y ou think that underneath all my wonderfulness, I'm redly amonger, right?"



It was hard to look at him. He glowed. "Uh, right,” | admitted.

"Let metdl you thetruth, Jm." There was an honesty in hisvoice that was undeniable. "I am amonger.
By any human standards. | don't fit into any of those old belief systems, so you can't help but seseme as
something inhuman. I'm athreat-not t0 you, but to what you believe. Y our mind has so much identity
invested in the belief system that it has to destroy any threst to that system. That's me. | am that monster.
And | know it.

"Do you know what makes me amonster? The fact that I'm committed to excellence. Most of the people
on thisplanet are still committed to surviva. They'll do anything to survive. That'swhat's monstrous:. the
things that people do to survive. Thereés adreadful conspiracy for mediocrity in the world; the unwritten
agreement isthat mere survivad isenough. But it's not enough, Jm. It'sinsufficient. I'm committed to
excdlence. I'm committed to human godliness.

"Jm-look a me. Can you honestly tell methat in theworld you wereliving in yesterday, you were
surrounded by people who were committed to the next step in human evolution? Or were they Smply
committed to surviva? Come on, Jm; don't fade out on me. Isyour experience of the United States
Army that they are committed to human godliness?"

"Uh..." Thishurt. My throat tightened painfully. "Some of them are very good people!™

"That's not what | asked you. I'm not denying that they're good people. What | asked you about was
their commitment. What are they committed to?

"The eradication of the Chtorran infestation from Earth." "Right. Surviva."

"Uh"

"Right?"

"Right."

"Think about it, Jm. Have you been treated like agod in training? No. I'll bet my right arm that you
haven't even been treated like a human being. Y ou've been treated like a machine, haven't you? Admit it.
Y ou've been abused, betrayed, lied to. Y ou've probably been put in life-threatening Situations afew
times, without anyone taking the time to explain why it was necessary. Y ou haven't been dlowed to be
responsible for yourself. Y ou haven't been alowed to do your best or live up to your potential, have
you?"

"How do you know that?"

"Because that's the way they treat everybody.” He laughed. "But you took it personaly, didn't you?'

| laughed right back. "Doesn't everybody?' Two could play at this game of enlightenment.

Jason clapped me on the shoulder. "Look; you're our guest, Jm, likeit or not. Let'smakeit easy for dl
of us. Hereésthe dedl. Y ou stay with usfor awhile; see what were up to here. | promise you, no one will
hurt you or force you to do anything you don't want to. Well treat you aslovingly aswe know how."
"But | can'tleave”

Jason looked sad. "Under other circumstances I'd let you goinaminute, if | could. If 1 thought you really
wanted to. And if | thought | could trust you not to betray us. But we can't move for awhile, and we
both know that you'd be back here with choppers and flame-throwers so fas, it'd just prove everything
I've been saying about the army mind being committed totally to surviva. But | have an equa
respongbility to the surviva of this Tribe. So, we redlly can't let you go right now; not until were ready to
move to our next location. When we do, you can choose if you want to stay with us, or go back to that
old mind-st."

"How long?' | asked.

Jason congidered it. " Two, maybe three months. That should give you more than enough time to discover
for yoursdlf what we'reredly up to here”

| thought about it. | frowned.

"Annoying, isn't it?" Jason asked. "Y ou'retrying to seeme asavillain, and | keep refusing to cooperate,
right?’

"Do you read mindstoo?' | snapped, but it was hard to stay angry at Jason.

"After afashion. Besdes, yoursisn't that hard to read.” He grinned; he made it sound like ajoke between
friends



"I want to know about theworms," | said, findly.

"I know," he said. "I've seen how you watch them." He looked off into the distance for amoment, then
looked back to meagain. "Jm, | invite you to test me. | invite you to test yourself. | invite you to usethis
placeto find out what you're up to. Thisisabout our humanity, Jm. Y ours, mine-al of ours.”

"Then why the Chtorrans?’

"The Chtorrans are part of it."

"l don't seethat."

"l know you don't. That'sal right. Hereé's all you need to know right now. There's an incredible amount
of love availableto you. All you haveto doisletitin. If you let inthelove, you canlet in dl the other
answerstoo." He studied my face with interest and compassion and dedication. He wastotaly with me.
His hands were gtill on my shoulders. | allowed mysdlf to reach up-and put my hands on hisand look
back in his eyes. Welooked at each other for so long that time stopped. We just stood there, being with
eech other. | felt mysdf disgppearing. | felt mysdlf dissolving into him. | felt the tearswelling up in my
eyes. | wanted to trust thisman. | had this sudden sense that he redlly did love me. | wanted to let go of
myself and let the rush come.

Andit did. It sarted asatickling sensation in my groin, that swept up my spinelikefire, growing and
exploding out my eyesin tears.

Hetook meinto hisarmsand held me and let mecry.

And when | wasfinished crying, he dried my tearswith his handkerchief, and he smiled at me and kissed
me. He said, "1 know the truth about you, Jm. It'sthe sametruth for al of us. All you realy want isto
contribute. All you redlly want isto love and be loved in return. So, | want you to know that | love you.
All of ushereloveyou. Test us. Seethat it's S0. Because we know that underneath al that other stuff,
you want to love ustoo."

| nodded. Hewasright. All | realy wanted wasto be apart of the right family. | gulped and thanked
him-then impulsively, | grabbed him and hugged him. Hard.

"Thanks" hesaid.

| went back to my room confused. | felt wonderful. | felt terrified. My thoughts didn't make sense. | was
going crazy here. | wanted to know what was happening to me. | loved Jason and | hated him for making
melovehim.

The Chtorrans were my enemy. Weren't they?

Outside, Falstaff burped and rumbled. Weren't they?!

?

A promiscuous sort was dear Laurie.
(Yes, thisisthat kind of story.)
Shedidit with Joe

and Larry and Moe

and Curly and Howard and Morrie.

And Johnny and Richard and Pritchard and Kerry
and Lonnie and Horace and Boris and Barry

and Donad and Harold

and Ronald and Gerald

and Tommy and Dicky and Harry.

And. . . Peter and Paul and Teddy and Todd
and Matthew and Mark and Simon and Rod
and Brucie and Mark

and Bobby and Clark

and she dill isn't finished! My God!



And David and Dennis and Huey and Ken
and Dewey and Louie, then David again,
and Willy and Ben

and David again

and again and again and again.

And Danny and Manny and Gary and Fred
and Mackie and Jackie and Dougie and Ned
and Harvey and Len

(then David again)

and-hold on just a second, she's dead!

?
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'i'he Cirde

"If "Thou art God,' then praising the Lord isan act of conceit. And praying isjust talking to yoursdlf."
-SOLOMON SHORT

| went to the circle that night.

And every night after that.

Wedid threethingsincircle.

Fird, there was Definitions.

Jason said that we didn't use our language as much aswe were used by it. ™Y our language channels your
thinking. Theway you use language demongirates how your mind works. A skilled observer will be able
to make such pertinent observations about you that you'll suspect he's reading your mind-and in away,
heis. He'sreading the way your mind isexpressng itsalf." Jason then said that the way to bresk out of
the trgp wasto learn how to communicate beyond language; but unfortunately, because that was
impossible for most of us (so far), wed have to do it the hard way. We'd have to learn how to make our
language serve us.

That is, wed have to sart learning how to use our language with precision. "L earn the precise concepts
that the words represent. Learn the true definitions of the words, and language will be transformed. So
will your communications. And so will your thought processes.”

So thefirgt part of the awakening was definitions. We'd spend hours, sometimes whole evenings,
discussing what various words redly meant, what was behind them, undernesth them, insde them. What
were we trying to say-and what were we saying instead? Amazingly, most of the discussonswerealot
of fun, athough one or two, particularly the discussions of want and need and love, were very
uncomfortable.

And once, we spent aweek just talking about integrity. "Integrity istotal,” Jason said. "Y ou can't havea
hole anywhere in your integrity or you don't have any integrity at al. It doesn't matter how good the rest
of thebaloonis, theair still goes out the hole.”

The second thing we did was Exercises.

Therewere dl kinds of different exercises. Sometimeswe sat in abig circle and closed our eyesand
Jason would tell usto imagine things; or think about things; or not think about anything at al, just notice
how we were reacting to what was happening. That was the point of the exercises-for usto become
conscious of our reactions to phenomena. What memories or emotions came floating up to the surface?
"Don' try to figure out what it means,” Jason would say. "It doesn't mean anything. Just notice that's how
you react. That's the memory you came up with. Notice the emotions you have connected to that

And so on.

Sometimes the exercises were done with our eyes open. The exercises were aways about the way we
experienced oursalves and our lives, or as Jason puit it, "Before you can flush out your head, you haveto
know what kind of shitisfloating around iniit first. "

Y uck.

But he got the point across.

One of the most frightening of al the exercises was the one about being naked. Jason divided usinto
groups. One at atime, each group had to stand up before the rest of the Tribe-naked. We were
supposed to notice how uncomfortable we were being naked in front of other people.

Thefirst timewe did the exercise | thought I'd pass out. Later on, it got easier.

Jason said that clothes were the way we lied about our bodies; we presented ourselves to each other as
apackage of clothes and hair and makeup, instead of presenting ourselves as beings who lived in bodies.
| didn't get the ditinction, but | sure got the panic.



"Thepoint is," Jason said, "most of you are afraid of other peopl€e's disapprova of your bodies." And
after we worked our way through that, Jason told us, "And what's underneath that is your own
disapprova of your body. Y ou're angry because you haveto live insde that body. Y ou don't want to live
inside that body; it'stoo old or too fat or too short or thin or too ugly or too light or too dark or too
something. So you resst living insde your body; you won't let yoursalf experience your own body. Thet's
why people do drugs and acohol. That's why you turn into compulsive eaters and compulsive fuckers
and compulsive anythings-because you're afraid to come out and smply be with the other members of
your own species. Y ou disapprove of your body, and you know that everybody else will too."

That was an angry evening. | didn't know exactly what had triggered it; apparently one of the little boys
had been modest in front of one of the girls and Jason had seen. M odesty angered him.

For acouple of weeks after that, Jason had us al go naked. A lot of us got sunburned, but the point was
made. After awhile al tits and asses and cocks and pussies dl looked the same. Different, but the same.
Variationson atheme.

Never mind. Y ou had to bethere.

Thethird thing we did was Feedback.

Jason said, "Most of you are unconscious to the effect you have on the people around you. Y ou have no
ideawhat you are doing to everybody else. Or, let me put it another way: you are pissing on each other,
you are shitting on each other, you are bludgeoning each other to death with your words! All thelies! All
the bullshit! All thelanguage games! All therationdizations, excuses, judtifications, explangtions-dl the
things you do instead of smply telling the truth. The cost of it isyour aiveness.

"That's why we do feedback. It's a chance for you to share what's going on insgde your experience, and
discover the effect you're having on the people around you. Look out at the group and see how they
react-that's what you're putting out into the world."

Therewas so much. Thefunny part isthat most of it wasjoyous. We amost dways | eft the circle feding
fulfilled and ingpired and enthused about the next day's work. Even when Jason yelled &t us, it was only
until we got the joke. Therewas dwaysajoke. "Lifeisajokeweve played on oursaves,”" Jason would
say. "What makesit so tragic isthat most of usrefuse to get thejoke, so we go around letting lifebe a
burden, achore ingtead of an interesting chalenge.”

Hedidn't talk about the worms very much. That wasn't the point of the circle. The circlewasfor the
people. The Revelations were for the worms.

Therewasalot | didn't understand. | kept asking for explanations. People laughed when | did so. Jason
sad, "No, don't laugh. There's no such thing as a stupid question. The only stupid question is the one that
isn't asked. And, Jm, what you need to know isthat they're not laughing at you. They're laughing
because they remember their own confusion. They're laughing because they're on the other sde of the
question now.

"What you need to know isthat the explanation isirrelevant. True understanding only comes after you
have experienced something. | could explain how to ride abicycle al night, but that wouldn't teach you
how to ride abike. That wouldn't even give you the experience of it. But once you learn how toridea
bike, you don't need the explanation. Do you see that the explanations are irrdlevant?”

"Uh..." | blushed. | wasembarrassed. "Yes." | sat down. Everybody applauded. We applauded
everything and everybody. We created our own excitement, Jason said. "Lifeis not what happensto us;
it'swhat we cregte it to be. Here, we create our own enthusiasm.”

| wished they wouldn't. It seemed so artificidl. | didn't want to Sit withit. So | stood up and announced,
"I'mupsa.”

Thecircle cheered. "H'ray! Jm's upset.” Jason said, "Thanks for acknowledging it.”

| said, "What are you going to do about it?*

"Nothing. It'syour upset. You handleit."

| said, "Don't you even want to know why?"

"No, not redly. But you fedl aneed to shareit, don't you?'

"Yes, | guess| do."

"S0, go ahead. We have space for you to share your upset.”



"I dont like dl this cheering and ydling and hallering. It feds phony.”

"I gotit. Anything dse?"

"No." | sat down. Everybody applauded. | felt foolish. But the upset was gone. Somebody |eaned over
and clapped me on the back. Other people smiled their love at me.

Jason said, "1 want to talk about transformation tonight.” Everybody cheered. Thiswas afavorite subject.
Hesaid, "Actualy, | need to talk about experiencefirst. Because I'm going to use the word experience a
lot and we need to be clear what we're talking about. When | talk about your experience, I'm not talking
about your history. I'm not talking about the rules and the beliefs and the stories you carry around. That's
al bullshit. That'sdl over. That'sthe past. Thisistoday. Now." He sngpped hisfingerstoillustrate the
point. "Now, now, now, now, now-and so on. Now isaways now. That's where you live." He paused
and grinned & us. "Now, now, now, now." Almost ingtantly, the whole circle was chanting with him,
"Now, now, now, now-" until heraised his hands and cut us off laughing. "Right. Y ou got it. That moment
of now-that'swho you redlly are. Y ou are the place where the experience of now occurs. Y ou are not
the ideas or the judgments that you create. And you are not even the raw experiences. Y ou are the place
where it happens, nothing more. Y ou are not your body. Y ou are not your name. Get it! You arenot a
thing. Y ou are not your attitudes, you are not your judgments, you are not your beliefs. Those are just
concepts that you create and that you hold and have. But you are not your concepts. Y ou are Smply and
only the placein which dl of thisoccurs. Y ou are the place where you create your life.

"WEe're going to do an exercise now, to give you the opportunity to experience your ability to create
yourself asabeing. Thisisagame where everybody wins. There's no way to do it wrong. So don't
worry if youredoing it right. Y ou are. The purposeisto experience yoursdf playing. It isin your play
that you creste yoursdlf. So et yoursdlf experience whatever comes up for you. It'sdl right. Everybody
stand up. Now, firgt, we've got to shake you out of your heads. Y ou're al with your thoughts, so were
going to shake you into consciousness. So everybody find apartner. . . ." Hewaited till we had done so.
My partner was Frankenstein. "Now, grab each other's hands-and start jumping. Up and down, up and
down, around and around . . .

It was ashock to see Frankenstein's monster smiling and grinning and laughing and jumping up and
down. | had to work to keep up with him-1 was afraid he was going to rip my arms out of my socketsif |
didnt.

Jason kept calling. "Come on, jump! Jump! Jump! Dance with each other! Dancel Shake yoursaves
loose! Shake yoursalves awake." Everybody was laughing now. | couldn't keep up with Frankenstein, so
he grabbed mein abig bear hug and held meto him like a child and started bouncing around the circle.
Everybody was hooting and pointing. We collapsed in asilly hegp on the grass and Frankenstein kissed
me and told me heloved meand | felt so happy that | kissed him back and told him | loved him too. And
then we got up and did the next part of the exercise.

"All right," Jason said. "Y ou need to start getting in touch with your bresthing now. Everybody put your
hands on your knees. Lower your head. Close your eyes and just breathein dowly. Hold it. Breathe out
now. Hold it. Breathein dowly. Let yoursalf experience your breathing. Just concentrate on your bregth.
Hold it. Breathe out now. Let yoursdf be your bresth. Hold it."

At first | was annoyed: Then | wasfrustrated. After awhile, | was bored. How long was this going to go
on?| started concentrating on my breathing. | stopped listening to Jason'swords and just let myself count
and breathe, count and breathe, let mysdf livein my lungs. After awhile, the rest of the universe
disappeared. | could hear Jason's voice asif from adistance. He was my guide back, if | wanted to
come back. | didn't.

"All right now, good. Y ou're doing fine. It'stime to stretch. Reach up and touch the sky. Everybody.
Come on, Jm, reach up and touch the sky. Asfar asyou can.”

After we stretched, he had us sway. He transformed usinto trees. We swayed in the wind. We fdt the
breeze move through our leaves. We stood there, a grove of human pines, turning to face Jason, the sun,
ashecircled around us. There were small trees, clambering to see hisface. There were tall trees, stately
and cam. There were male trees and female trees. There were stiff trees and supple trees, brittle trees
and quiet trees. We breathed in and out. We swayed. The days passed. The seasons. It was spring and



we blossomed. We showed our sex in our flowers.

And then we were birds, gliding above the trees. We sailed on the currents. We watched our leader and
sailed with him. We caught the updrafts and rose lazily. We circled and dove. We whedled and coursed
across the blue and white ocean of air.

And then we were water. It was cold and we were snowflakes drifting softly onto the grass. We tumbled
gently down, one on top the other. We melted where we fell. Werolled into each other, we became one
another.

And findly, we were monkeys, naked and squatting and bouncing and making monkey noises at each
other. We huddled together againgt the night: There was no language except pats and grunts. Words
hadn't been invented yet. We were gpes again. We were animals, being animals. The puppieswere
aready curling up and falling adeep. Two of the monkeys had begun to quietly copulate. The female was
old enough to be thick in the waist. She had pendul ous breasts. The male was an adolescent. He
mounted her eagerly and enthusiastically. | watched in gppreciation.

| was sitting next to ayoung female with large breasts. | reached over and patted her. She patted me
back. We nuzzled. It was nice. | thought about mating with her. It would have been nice. | patted her
somemore. | started touching her breasts. She laughed and pushed my monkey-hands away. | shrugged
and turned and looked at what was happening on the other side of the cluster. Thetal monkey, our
leader, was making sounds. Oh, he was inventing words. "All right, now, it'stime to come back. Let's
invent centuries. Let'sinvent alot of them. Let'sinvent this one, the twenty-first one. Let'sinvent human
beings. Let's be human beingsfor awhile.”

| looked around. We were agroup of naked human beings sitting on the grass. Some of uswere too fat
or too skinny. Some of uswere dirty. Some of us looked unkempt. A boy with pimples on hisasswas
pumping away a an older woman who had no shame. | felt embarrassed. | invented embarrassment.

| didn't like being human. | wanted to go back to being an ape. | stood up and shared it. Everybody
laughed and applauded. Jason grinned proudly. ™Y ou see what happened. Y ou went back into your
judgments, your attitudes and opinions-and it automaticaly separated you from the rest of your family.
So, what's more redl: the experience of the monkey colony or the judgment about this group of human
beings?'

"They'rebothred,” | said. "Aren't they?'

"Insde your head, yes," he said. "But oneis experience and one is the story you made up about your
experience. Which gave you the mogt satisfaction?”

"The experience.”

"Right. Judgments and beliefs do not produce satisfaction. So, | want you to notice, Jm, that what we are
hereisa colony of monkeyswho have invented language and technology and awhole bunch of other
stuff, including judgments and beliefs. Now, we have the choice to stay true to our experience or get lost
in the machinery of our inventions. What do you want to do?"

"I think I'll beamonkey." | jumped up and down and scratched my side and made grunty noises through
my nose to emphasize the point.

Jason laughed and led the applause. | sat down, satisfied. "That's perfect,” he said. "That's a perfect
example of the point | want to make here. Experience produces transformation. Look at Jm'sface. He's
not the same person. See the divenessthere? The sdlf that ishomeis now more availableto us.” They
cheered and applauded and | felt good.

"That'satransformation, Jm-and you can fed it, can't you?' | nodded enthusiasticaly.

"S0, you see: the experience of yoursdlf playing, creating yourself-that's the experience of yoursdf as
cause. Y ou have each of you now experienced yoursdlf asthe source of your own experience. That
experience of sourceisthat source of transformation. Isthere anyone who doesn't get that? Because we
need to talk about transformation, and until you are clear about the source of it, we can't go on.

"S0, here'sthe abstract. Experience of salf as source produces transformation. That's how you can creste
your own transformations al day long. When you are the source of the experiences you create, you are
the source of your transformation, and you can create any transformations you want.

"Now. Let'stalk about creation for amoment. Isthere any way to control creation? In one sense, no.



You cant gart it. You can't stop it. Y ou are dways creating-until you stop. And when you stop, you aso
stop doing everything else too. We have atechnica term for someone who has stopped creating. We cal
him acorpse.

"But what you do have control over iswhat you create. Y ou can create joy and enthusiasm every bit as
easly asyou create misery and despair. But most of you are expertsin misery and despair and you've
made it up that joy and enthusiasm are beyond your reach. Something has to happen outside you before
you can have joy and enthusiasm. Y ou say that, So you can be happy being miserable and depressed.
"Listen," Jason said. Hewastotdly adive and on fire now, "Y ou are creating even when you don't know
it-and that's unconscious creation, and that's creation that's separated from source. Get to your source
and trandformation follows naturdly. It isanatura condition. It'sthe natura function of experience, to
transform, transform, transform-and that's how you live a the extraordinary level.

"L ook, people: I'm talking about the quality of your lives. Y ou can be like the unawakened-the people
out there-or you can be like gods. Gods are responsible. Gods are sources. When you forget who you
are, you know what happens? Y ou sink. Y ou stop transforming. Y ou go southward!" He pointed down.
"Toward anger, grief, and despair, right?"

"Right!" we cheered back.

"And when you're being responsible for what you creete, you will transform yoursdf upward-toward joy.
Right?"

"Right!" we screamed joyoudly.

"That'sal thereis," Jason said. "Joy and despair. And all the gtationsin between. Y ou're either headed
toward one or the other. Y ou're either creating your life, or destroying it. So which do you want to do?!
"Createit!" wewhooped and hollered.

He held up hishandsto stop us. "Great," he said. "'l got it!" We applauded and yelled and made monkey
NOISES in appreciation.

"Enough!" Jason screamed. Hewas laughing too. "I got it, | got it!"

We camed down.

"All right. Now, were getting to the punch line." ™Y ay, punch lines!" someone called.

"We need to have a conversation about creation here. Weve dl just said that we want to create our
lives, right? We want to create joyousness? Well, why?'

| raised my hand. "Because it feds better.”

Everybody laughed. Jason said, "Y es, it does, Jm, but that's not al of it. Y ou see, joy and despair are
not just fedings. If thiswas dl about our fedings, then we'd be nothing more than the victims of our own
fedings. Wed do anything just to fed good. And infact, alot of people out there-in what we call the
read world' . . ." Laughter at this. . . . function in exactly that way. They do whatever they haveto just to
fed good. They usether fedingsto judtify alot of very selfish and shortsighted actions-like drugsfor
ingtance,

"Let me give you the bad news. Y our fedings are not redly fedings. That's just the way you experience
them. Y our fedlings are redlly the points on your spiritual compass. Do you know that?
"Theresacondition-well call it absolute truth. We can experience it as human beings. We can't dways
comprehend it. In fact, we can't ever comprehend it. But we can experience it. Now: what's the word for
absolute truth? Anyone?'

"God," said Frankepstein quietly.

"That'sright. God istruth. I'll give you avery smple piece of logic. It doesn't matter if thereisaGod or
not, by theway. If thereisaGod, then God would be absolute truth, wouldn't she? Right. And if thereis
an absolute truth anywhere in the universe then it would be congruent with God. We would experienceit
as God, wouldn't we? So when we have an experience of absolute truth, it's also an experience of God,
intit?"

| found mysdlf nodding in agreement. It all made perfect senseto me.

Jason went on. "And whether God exists or not doesn't matter, because in that moment, in our own
experience, we are creating God, aren't we?'
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| picked my jaw up and kept on listening. Thiswasimportant. " Such an experience-the experience of
God, of absolute truth-would be the most joyous experience possible, wouldn't it?"

Yes, of course.

"S0, you see, your fedings, your emotions, are your barometer of your relationship with God, or with the
truth. Whatever word you want to useisfine. Thisisn't areligion. It'sadiscovery. Y ou choose how you
want to experienceit. Y ou're the source of your own experience, aren't you?"

Right.

"So, when you are cregting joy, you are moving yourself closer to God-closer to the truth. The more
joyousyou get, the more truth you are creeting."

People were cheering now. | wanted to cheer. | started cheering.

"And that,” Jason finished with aflourish, "iswhy we celebrate the Revelation! Truth isthe source of
joyousness. Joyousnesstells us when we are getting close. Despair tells uswhen we are moving away.
Despair istheresult of alie. It isthe acknowledgment of thelie. Find thelie. Acknowledgeit. Tell the
truth about it. It may be confronting. It may be uncomfortable, but remember: thetruth isaways
uncomfortable. Never mind! Tdl it anyway-on the other side of the discomfort isthejoy. Most of usare
so afraid of being uncomfortable that we pile lie on top of lie and we can't understand why we just get
more and more uncomfortable.

"Bite the goddamn bullet and tell the truth! The more truth you tell, the more joy you'll experience. The
morejoy you have, the closer to truth you are. We moveto truth and we create ecstasy! That isthe
Revelation! That isthe Revelation!"

Weweredl standing now, a8 cheering, al hollering, dl ydling, al hugging and kissing, tears streaming
down our faces. Wewere dl joyous. It wasthetruth. It was areveation. | loved Jason. He was sharing
the truth and he was God.

God, | loved him.

?

There was ayoung man from St. Loo,
who gave his dear Sster ascrew.
Sad|, with gplomb,

"Y ou're better than Mom."

Sad she, "That'swhat Dad told metoo!"
?
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Conversation with the Monster

"The minute you start to analyze why sex feels so good, it sopsfeding good and startsfeding silly.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

Each night, | dept with adifferent person, sometimes awoman, sometimes aman. Sometimes an adullt,
sometimes a child. Sometimes we had sex, sometimes we didn't. There were no secrets. We were
supposed to share oursavestotaly.

If there was ever aquestion about it, the answer was, " Jason says we should, so we can find out how we
fed about it." That didn't dways make senseto me, but it was something | couldn't question either. It was
clear to me that Jason was doing something right and | wanted to know what that something was.

| guessed | wanted to be alot like him. Respected. Understanding. Compassionate. In control. Loved.
And something dse.

Jason had away of looking at things, looking underneath them or inside them-or maybe from another
dimension. Jason said that he wasn't just looking at the thing, he waslooking at the context around it as
well. "Look at what's happening, Jm. Not what you think i8;happening, but what's happening. The way
people behave demongtrates what game they think they have to play to win. Maost people play to win,
not to play; that'swhy they're not having any fun.”

Right. That was me.

Jason spoke with aleve of insight and certainty that wasterrifying. | felt blind by comparison-and very
jedous of hisskill-and at the sametime grateful that | was being dlowed to learn from him.

So, if Jason said, "Go ahead. Do it. Find out why it makes you uncomfortable. Find out why you're afraid
of it," wedidit. So, when Jason told us to go naked, | went naked. And learned about clothes. And
when Jason told usto trade clothes with each other, | traded clothes with Sally for aweek. And learned
about nudity. And when Jason told usto deep with each other. . . . Jason said | was afraid to let people
loveme, so | held them at arm'slength with acombination of belligerence so they wouldn't see who was
realy insde, and sdf-pity when they did. Jason said that | was aracketeer, a snake, and arip-off artist; |
was cheating the people around me by not |etting them discover how wonderful | redly was and how
much love redlly had to offer. | wanted that to be true, so | followed hisinstructions.

| wondered if Jesus had been like this. Thered Jesus, not the onein the fairy taes. If he had been, |
could understand how dl those rdigions grew up around him.

There were no marriages here. Marriages were from the old system. "That kind of pair-bonding,” said
Jason, "isinvalid in the game we're playing now. It works against the cohesiveness of the Tribe. For the
Tribeto be aunit, we must be each and every one of us bound to each and every one of us."

Asthe days passed, | began to see what he was talking abouit. Living with the Tribe was the chance to
step outside of that other agreement-the one called The United States of Americaand experience avery
different agreement. It became the opportunity to discover how much of my thinking was redly me, and
how much of it had actualy been the culture | had been immersed in expressing itself through me. A
gartling redlization, that one. And very uncomfortable. It hurt to find out how much of what | thought was
me redly wasn't anyone | knew at dl. | hadn't made those agreements, but they were therein my head
anywey.

"Those agreements could be you," Jason said. "If you want them, own them. But consider what the cost
of those agreementswill be. Consider what you will haveto pay for the privilege of owning those
agreements. How much of your aivenesswill you haveto give up? Do you redly want to be an
American, Jm?| don't think so.

"Y ou say that you want to be that thing that you think an American is supposed to be. But you don't
realy know what that is, do you? What isan American, Jm? No, don't play thetape. I've heardit. |
helped writeit. See, you've bought into aredity that'simpossible to succeed in. Y ou hold thisidedlized



image ahead of you like adonkey holding his own carrot in front of hisnose. Y ou keep it out of reach
and won't ever let yoursdf haveit. You'l only let yoursdf have just enough of what you want to be
miserable. You and | both know it.

"What you redly want, Jm, islarger than any nationdity. Y ou've got awhole bunch of words connected
toit, like God and brotherhood and freedom and justice and peace and love-but you don't redlly know
what's at the center or how to get there. Y ou just keep flubbering dong in al directions at once, hoping
youll sumbleintoit.

"Theonly part of it, Jm, that any of us can ever get right isthat we can recognize that place when we do
find it. But the only way to recognizeit isto stop trying tofit it into our pictures of the way wethink it has
to be. You haveto let go of what you know to find out what you don't know. So, let go, Jm, and find
out what's available here”

Jason was right.

There was something going on here. | had never experienced a context of such total love before. | had
never experienced a society of human beings that was as nonjudgmenta asthis one. Anywhere elsein the
world, you were reviled for being different. Here you were applauded for taking the chance, for
expressing yoursdlf. Think of it thisway. Sllinessisan art form. And there are no expertsinit.

Y ou haveto invent it fresh every day. It was astartling discovery.

| lovedit.

And| discovered. . . .

Look, you take a person out of one set of agreements and drop him in another and then another and
another, and it's like washing a dish. The agreements become transitory; you get to see the person
underneath much more clearly. And once you can recognize the transitory nature of cultural agreements,
you're free to reinvent those agreementsin your culture that support you in the results you redlly want to
produce.

Mysdlf, | began to see how | had been trapped inside the whole military mind-set.

Old news: The mind isacomputer program. Part of the program is hard-wired into the cortex; therest is
sef-programmed, starting just about the time daddy rolls off mommy and falls adeep.

There's no ingtruction book. Baby hasto figure it out without help.

And you wonder why we're al so screwed up?

Mogt of us can't even communicate with each other clearly. Y ou don't hear what I'm saying, you hear
what you think you hear. | hear what | think | hear. And then we bludgeon each other to death for our
misunderstandings. And because we've all worked so hard to program ourselves, we're convinced were
programmed right and everyone elseiswrong.

No wonder most of lifeis one long argument.

Jason sad, "What we're doing hereistuning. We dl have to agree on the language we're using, we have
to learn how to hear what we're really speaking. We have to agree on our larger purposes. We haveto,
each and every one of us, willingly be apart of the larger whole."

Weweretaking astroll around the perimeter of the camp. Jason took a meditative walk every afternoon.
It was aprivilege to be invited to accompany him. Today, he had asked me. Usudly, it was an honor.
Today it wasn't. At least, | didn't think it was. I'd done something terrible.

Everybody knew.

And now | was going to find out what happened when you did something terrible.

Orriefollowed thoughtfully behind, stopping occasiondly to chew on atree or examine abush. Jason
would turn around and study Orrie, or sometimes just admire him. He wasfilling out beautifully.
Sometimes, you could hear him singing al over camp.

It made me fed ashamed.

| wasn't worthy of thisattention. And at the sametime, | was angry. He didn't have the right to punish
me. | hadn't done anything wrong.

"Jm." Jason put ahand on my shoulder and turned meto him. "What are you afraid of ?*

“Nothing. "

"That'syour military mind again, Im. Now talk to me honestly. Do you want to talk about what



happened yesterday?' 1'd had a tantrum yesterday and had refused to attend the circle. It didn't matter
what the tantrum had been about. What mattered was the fact that | had been unkind to Ray and Marcie
and Vderie. | shook my head. "No." | stared at the ground.

Jason put afinger under my chin and lifted my face.

"Jm, I'm not your daddy. I'm not going to punish you. That's not what we do here. Intelligent beings don't
use fear and pain and punishment to motivate results. It's counterproductive. Punishment is evidence of
the failure to communicate.”

"Well somebody failed to communicate with methen. . . ." | stopped mysdlf. | sounded like abigger
assholethan usua when | tried to justify mysdlf. | shut up.

"Thisisnot aquestion of right or wrong, Jm. It'saquestion of being appropriate to the Situation. What
you did was ingppropriate; something happened and your mind triggered an inappropriate response. So
what? Don't beat yourself up for it. We dl do that. The appropriate thing to do is apologize and get on
withtherea job." If entook me by the elbow then and began leading me up the garden path.

"Jm," Jason began quietly. "Do you know what the condition of life for most peopleis?
Unconsciousness. I'm not talking about coma or catatonia; I'm talking about smply not being aware.
People wak around this planet in hypnotic trances. They go through the motions. They eet, they deep,
they watch TV, they makelove, and they do it like they're on rails. They're unconsciousto the passonin
their own lives. So what happens when something disturbing happens? 'Y our mind gives you an
uncomfortable reaction, and the automatic responseisfight or flight. Y ou know what happens when you
wake people up? They get angry. Y ou get angry.

"Guesswhat? Werein the business of waking people up here. It'sadangerous business. Y ou know
why? Angry people use their anger asan excuseto kill. Y ou can get blinded by your own rage and do
terrible things. Or, you can learn to recognize that the rage isasignpost that you've been unconscious
about something.

"Jm, when you let go of therage, what'sleft iswhat you've been resigting. If you're willing to confront the
uncomfortable things, something wonderful will happen. Y ou'll gart to experience dl those thingsthat
you've been resisting so hard-anger, fear, boredom, grief-and that's when you get the joke. Y ou find out
that resisting them hurts more than experiencing them. And then they disappear. And you get larger and
moredive.

"So dl that uncomfortableness that you're experiencing here, m, shouldn't be seen asaformidable
barrier, but as an exciting chalenge-because on the other sde of it isyour own life."

| didn't answer that. What he was asking me was to stop being mad. And | thought | had adamn good
reason to be mad.

| just couldn't remember what it was.

"l guessI'm having ahard time adjusting,” | said. "Therest of you makeit al look so easy."”

Jason laughed. "Y ou're doing fine, Jm. Redlly, you are. Y oureright on schedule. Thisis part of the
processtoo. Wedl loveyou."

"I don't know how | can look anybody in the eye again. I'm so embarrassed.”

"Just go up to them and hug them, that's dl that's necessary. And then you can dl laugh together. Y ou'll
e

| knew he wasright. These people never let any hurt last very long. But how did they get thisway?
Sometimesit felt like an impossible job to me.

"Jason,” | asked. "Y ou brought in three new guestslast week. Obvioudy, you want the Tribe to grow.
But toward what? What's the vison? How can | tap into it too?"

He smiled. He put hisarm around my shoulder aswe waked. "I don't have avision-and | do. | know,
that sounds confusing. Let metell you, Jm, when people speak of their visons very often they'retalking
about the pictures that their belief systems produce. Listen to me: your standards and idedls are your ego
indisguise. Your belief sysem isyour ego in disguise. So, to talk about that kind of visonisto not talk
about what's truly possible, but about the way you think it should be done. | don't have that kind of
vison.

"When | talk about my vision, I'm talking about what I've seen in the Revelations. The new gods, Jm, are



amessageto us." He stopped and squatted to the ground to examine something. He stood up and held
out hishand. "Have you ever seen one of these before?”

| looked. He was holding out atiny red marble of a creature. It had eight tiny legs and two black eyes. |
shook my head. Jason put it back on the ground carefully. "It's a Chtorran insect. Have you ever noticed
what perfect little machinesinsects are?’

| shrugged. "Y eah. I've dways been fascinated by insects. They're so dien.”

"Mm-hm," he said. "They don't have any choice, do they? They'rejust little biologica machines. Their
functioning is determined by the pattern of DNA in their chromosomes, right?'

"Right."

"Have you ever noticed what perfect little machines human beings are?!

"Uh, wdl, biologicdly, yes."

"But not mentally?'

"That's aloaded question, Jason, isn't it?'

He grinned and clapped my shoulder. "Wdll ... 7'

"Jason, you know thisisthe stuff that makes me angry. Every time you ingst that my mind isacomputer
program, | just go crazy."

"Wrong. Y ou don't go crazy. Y our mind does. Don't get confused, Jim. Y ou're not your mind. Y ou're
just the place where it happens. And that “craziness isone of the things your mind does to keep you from
hearing the bad news. It's a programmed response, Jm. Y our mind is acomputer program that likesto
inggt it's not a computer program. Very boring. And not very productive either. The only difference
between you and that insect isthat you are a complex enough machine that you have some choicein your
programming. Y ou are amachine that programs yoursdf. Theinsect isn't. But you have to know what
you are before you can beit."

We gtarted walking again. | wasn't sure where he was going with thistrain of thought.

"Think about this, Jm: everything that human beings know isa product of human experience. The human
machinery only knows those things about itsdlf that the human machinery can discover. We can't know
anything that we can't know. Do you follow that?"

"Just bardly.”

"All right, let'stry it thisway. Suppose you wanted to know what was on the other side of that hill, but
you couldn't go there to see. What would you do to find out?'

"Um, | don't know. Look at a map?"

"Y ou don't have amap. Y ou're trying to make one. That'swhy you want to know what's on the other
sde of the hill. What do you do?"

"Try and figureit out?'

"Y oure guessing. Figuring it out is another way of making something up. Y ou might just aswell write
"Here there be Dragons in the space. Y ou know that's what people do when they don't know something.
They make something up instead. What's the respons ble thing to do when you don't know something?”'
"Ask. Ask someone who knows."

"Right. Y ou see, there's the opportunity here. We can only know what human beings can know. That
meansthat al our gods are human gods. They are reflections of oursalves. God an thisworld isamirror
of our own flaws.

"The Chtorrans know things that we can't know. We're trapped in our own physiology. Were apes. We
awayswill be. All we can know is ape stuff. We can never escape the trap-well dways be apes. But we
can know what's beyond apeness if we will take advantage of the opportunity that the Chtorrans
represent. They know what the world looks like from their sde of the hill. They can share that with us.
"Do you see? They bring us new gods-new mirrors. The opportunity isfor usto get beyond our own
humanity, for usto transcend the machinery of our biology, and to findly discover those thingsthat we
could never discover by ourselves. The new gods can be our teachers, Jim. I've seen thingsin the
Revdationsthat | cannot explain because our language doesn't have the words for it. We don't have the
concepts. We don't have the paradigms. We have no models. We don't even have any contexts in which
to construct the paradigms, models, and concepts.



"I have had experiencesthat | cannot share yet because there is no one else on the planet who can
receive the message. Do you know how londly that can be?' He put his arm around my shoulders and
held me close while we waked. "What | want to do hereis share the vison. Every timewe have a
Revdation, the whole Tribe advances. Do you know what agod redly is, Im?"

| shook my head. "I dways thought a god was beyond human comprehension. "

"That's one of the aspects, of course. But let me give you the smple definition. A god is anything you use
as a power source. Before the worms, before the plagues, people used money and sex and possessions
asgods. That'swhere they found their identities. We've found anew power source in the Chtorrans, and
anew domain of identity for the human machine. The question of vaidity-or right and wrong-that's all
irrdlevant. The important thing isthat this new domain produces results. It works. Y ou can seeitinthe
faces of the Tribe. Already, most of them are more awake than | waswhen | first et Orrieinto my life.
Do you know what hisfull nameis?’

"No."

"Ouroboros." Hewaited to seeif | would react.

| knew the reference. " The worm who ests hisown tail.”

"You'reliterate, Im. I'm surprised.”

"My dad was afantasy-programmer. He wrote a game called Ouroboros. | helped with the research.
Ouroborosisthe great worm of the world; he symbolizesthe eterna process of death and renewadl. It'sa
good name for agod,” | added.

Jason shook his head thoughtfully. "It's ahuman name. Eventudly, Jm, we're going to have to abandon
human names and human language and human identities™

"And replacethemwith ... ?

"If | knew, then wed dready be doing it," Jason said. We walked on for awhile.

A question occurred to meand | voiced it. "Orrieis different from Falstaff and Orson,” | said. "In fact,
Orriésdifferent from al the other worms-Chtorrans-I've ever seen. Why isthat, Jason? What isit that
makes Orrie so specid ?'

"Orrigsnot specid,” Jason said. "But he's different and that difference makes him seem specid. Thetruth
is, he'sredly thefirst one. He's the first Chtorran to be raised by human beings: He'sthe linkage. Or
maybe we should say that we're the first human beingsto be raised by the new gods and were the
linkage. So areyou. Either Sde of it isonly half of it. The point is, thisisthe place wherethe linkageis
happening. The other two-Fastaff and Orson-they were wild. Orrie brought themin.”

"But, they're bigger than heis. | don't understand how ."

"Size doesn't have anything to do with it, m. The Chtorrans are not a species where bullying determines
who'sin charge." Jason took me by the arm. "Come with me, Jm. Let me show you something. Orrieis
building afamily. After you build afamily, then you build atribe. Then anation. But you start with the
family." He led me toward apart of the camp that Falstaff had never let me explore before. "Orrie can't
build afamily with Falstaff or Orson. They're older than heis, o the bonding wouldn't work. He wouldn't
be the head. Also, they'real maesnow. "

"Huh-? What do you mean now? How do you know that?"

"Orrietold me. | don't know what it means. He doesn't have the language yet to handle the concepts. But
well get there." Jason led me down adopeto alittle hollow. There was aburned-out building here and
an old, abandoned swimming pool. Aswe approached the poal, | could see that one end of it appeared
filled with refuse. "Our camouflage,” Jason explained.

Heled meto the edge of the pool and made a chirruping sound. Orrie came up beside us and peered
down into the pool and said, " Chtrrrppp!"

The rubbish at the bottom of the pile shifted, then pushed aside, and two of thetiniest Chtorrans 1'd ever
seen-they were pink and fat and cute-came flowing out to greet us. They were like little teddy bears.
They were each the size of alarge dog, less than ameter in length. They were smal enough to pick up
and cuddle. They stretched up the sides of the pool, waving their arms and trying to reach us.

Jason made me take astep back. "Careful," he said. "They're hungry, and they may not recogni ze that
you're not food."



"These are Orri€'s babies?’

"Not biologicaly, no. But inaTriba sense, yes. The new gods don't make familieslike we do: But they
do build families. When these babies get bigger, they'll be Orrie's mates. We need one more to make a
fourth corner for the family. That will be happening dmost any day now. It be quite acause for
celebration.”

Orrie flowed down into the pool and began to curl up with his babies. Jason took my arm and steered
me away from the edge. "L et's go back now," he said.

We walked in silence back up the dope. Orrie did not follow us. | could hear adeep purring rumble from
the poal.

Jason said, "Jim, it'stime to talk about you. Y ou've been given the opportunity to discover what were up
to here. Weve shared everything with you-our food, our beds, our visions, our Revelations. Y ou know
about the goalswe've chosen, our plan to find asafe placeto live. A place where we can build our Tribe.
Y ou know what we're up to here; you've met the new gods and you know what the opportunity is. They
bring us the opportunity to transcend oursalves.

"Now, it'stimefor usto talk about your participation. The bottom lineisthis, Jm. Y ou're either aguest
on the planet, or ahost. Most of human history, the apes who were our ancestors have been acting like
they were guests. Mogt of the human species il actslike they're only guests here.

"The opportunity for usisto be the host. Do you know what that means?'

| admitted | didn't. My surviva mind offered afew disgusting possibilities, but | didn't voice the thoughts.
"To beahost isto be responsible for the guests. Guests eat. Hosts serve. To be ahost isahigher Sate.
What I'm building hereisaTribe of hosts. We will be responsible for our guests on the planet-our human
guests and our Chtorran guests. The question that you need to answer isthis? Do you want to be a
hog?'

A long moment passed between us before | answered. | said, "Jason, you have told me never to make a
commitment unless I'm one hundred percent willing to completeit. | don't know al of the commitment
yet. | havetolook at thisand see”

"That'sfair,” hesad. "l didn't expect you to jump inimmediately. And if you had, I'd be suspicious of
your gbility to keep the commitment. What you're demongtrating here is how important you hold the
choice. That showsthat you recognize the size:of it. That'sgood. But let me give you this question, Jm.
Thisisthe question you need to answer. When you have the answer to this, you will know what your
commitment is. What isyour life about? What do you want your life to be about?!

Hetook mein hisarms and hugged me. | hugged him back. He kissed me, | kissed him, and then he
dismissed meto do my daily choresin the vegetable garden.

?
A lady who didnt likeflies
managed to hide her surprise,

when she opened up one

and found it was fun.
Now shewillingly widens her thighs.
?
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TheGun

"Gunsdon't die. People do.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

When he put it that way, there was no question what my life was abouit.

| mean, it wasthat old thing that everybody used to say when | wasakid. "1 want aworld that works for
everybody, with no one and nothing left out.”

The only question waswhat could | do to bring it about? | had to do some serious soul-searching here.
Maybe there had been lies told about the renegades.

It made sense. The old order is aways threatened by the new. The people | had met here weren't
renegades. They were committed and joyous. We weren't renegades, we were family.

| knew what my problem was. | still wanted to test Jason. That was my programming. | had to test
everything. | waslooking for that one little thing that would prove to methat this whole thing was some
kind of con, somelittle piece of damaged integrity on the part of Jason that would dlow meto justify my
didoyalty.

But even as | looked at that, | knew that it was my responsibility to creste my participation, not anybody
else's. And even Jason had to be given the same space to make mistakes as anybody else.

But-I was ill aguest here. Not ahost. Not amember of the family. Not amember of the Tribe.

Jason said I'd have to ask, and he also said I'd know when it was the time to ask.

| wasn't the only guest. There were several of us; the nervous looking boy who'd stood next to me my
firg night in the circle, his name was Andy; aquiet woman caled Deese; most of the children; and
aurprisngly, Ray and Vderie.

Ray explained it to me, "Being amember of the Tribe means you get to-have to-participate in the
Reveation. | have aheart condition and,” he shrugged apologeticdly, "1 fill have too much investment in
aurvivd. I'm afraid I'll diein the Revelation. Jason saysthat | can't be amember of the Tribe until I'm
willing to put its survival over my own. I'm not afraid to die, but | think | can be of more valueto the

Tribe thisway. Jason says one of these days I'm going to haveto get off it." Vaerie was Ray's daughter.
She didn't want to join without him. And that wasthat.

Inmy own casg, | dtill felt terribly uncertain. | wanted to talk to Lizard.

There once was alady named Lizard,
who got logt inapink candy blizzard,
with afdlow named Jm,
who wantedto swim . . .

| couldn't think of arhyme. Wizard. Gizzard?| couldn't think of alast line.
Did it matter?

Yes inaway, it did.

| didn't like leaving things unfinished. Incomplete.

But then, I'd never finished the limerick about Jason either.

I'd feed him to worms,
just to see how he squirms. .

But | didn't want to do that any more either.
| wanted to know what he knew. | wanted to learn everything | could from him.
Did | redly need to finish those limericks?



Probably not; they didn't matter. They were leftovers from another time and another Im McCarthy.
Sometimes though, at night, 1'd ask myself why | wastrying to learn so much so fast. Wasit because |
wanted to sneak away one night and report back to Oakland what 1'd learned about the worms? Or was
it because | wanted to stay here and be with Jason? | thought about Oakland.

Had they comelooking for me? They probably thought | was dead.

Had Lizard mourned me?

| felt sad about that. | didn't want her to be unhappy. | wanted her to be here with me, so | could share
thiswith her. | could fed the differencein myself. | wanted her to fed it too. Shewould be able to stop
being so damned angry and hostile dl thetime and let some of her joyousness out.

That was afunny thought. If Lizard Tirelli ever let loose ared amile, sheld probably break her face. But
itd beworthit. If shelet out even thetiniest piece of the joyousnessinside her, shed probably blind half
of Cdiforniawith the glow.

But sheéd probably hate meif | tried to bring her to this. She wouldn't understand.

Her surviva mind would go crazy, gibbering like the ape it was descended from.

Just the same, it was fun to think about. No, it wasn't. I'd go crazy when she started to deep with the
others. I'd only want her to deep with me.

But that was my surviva mind. The hell withit.

Shewasn't hereand | couldn't have her.

And maybe | shouldn't have her anyway. Most of the time when | was around her, | was crazy. Or she
was. Or everybody else was. Jessie and Frankenstein stopped me after breskfast one morning. They
needed my help. Would | explain to them how to use the AM-2807?

| shrugged and followed them up to the main building. "What's the problem?" | asked. "Arethe bikers
back?' Wed been hearing motorcycle noises on the road for aweek, not very often and usudly late at
night; but dl three of the worms had become very agitated, prowling and sniffing and listening very dertly.
Fastaff and Orson disappeared into the forest dmost every evening.

"Just taking precautions,” said Jessie. "That'sdl.” She unlocked the wegpons and began laying them out
on thetable. "Better clean them first, Jm. Nobody's touched them since you arrived. "

My surviva mind twinged at that. Wasthisatest?

"What's the matter?' asked Frankenstein.

"Huh? Nothing. Why?"

"Y our face just clouded for aminute. Did the guns remind you of something?”

"Uh, yeah-it wasn't important.” | turned away to cover my doubt. Maybe it was important.

Behind me, | could hear Jessie and Frankenstein exchanging aloud glance. They had to know.

One of the gunswas covered with . . .

"l wishyou'd cleaned this" | said.

... Jon'sblood.

| reached for arag and a.can of oil. "And we should recharge the laser-sight.”

| worked the mechanism to pop the magazine ouit.

It was afull magazine. Thisgun was il loaded.

| did the magazine back in. It clicked satisfyingly into place.

The thought occurred to me: | could be out of here tonight.

Jesse and Frankengtein were till sorting through the other weapons. They weren't paying any attention
tomeatdl.

| could kill them right now, if | wanted to.

My survival mind said | should.

But-I didn't want to kill them.

| just wanted to leave.

This had to be atest. Where were the worms?

Damn!

My surviva mind wanted to leave. | didn't know what | wanted.

| did the safety off quietly, thought for a second, then did it back on.



Jessieturned around to me. "Can we use it?”’

| was studying the contrals. "I wish you'd left it plugged in, but it's till got half acharge." Therewas
something wrong here. | started to dismantle the weapon. "Why'd you leave it like this? Don't you know
how to take care of agun?’

"Sorry," said Jesse. "Y ou're the one who's got the military mind. "

Frankengtein just grunted.

"You're awfully trugting, Jessie" | said, handing her the magazine. "Y ou handed me aloaded gun.”

| peered down the barrel--

"No, we know who were deding with, Jm," she replied.

--it was clogged with something. | poked at it with acleaning rod.

Chewing gum.

| held it up for both of them to see. "But you had your doubts, didn't you?" If | had tried to fire the gun, it
would have exploded in my hands. It would have been very messy and | would have been very dead.
Jessie shrugged. Frankenstein grunted, "Everything isachoice. ™

"Cute," | said. | wasannoyed. "'l thought | wasworthy of your trugt. "

"Jason trustsyou,” said Jessie. "That's hisjob. My job isto distrust. I'm in charge of defense. | haveto be
askeptic."

My expresson must have said what | was thinking, because Jessie added, "I know. It feelswrong. We
have so much lovein this camp and so much passion for the future that to talk about wegpons and
defense and killing isaterrible mind-set. It'salong sour step south, and the cost of it isaterrible burden
onal of us, Jason included. But the dternative isto put the new godsin jeopardy, and that isn't very
good service at all. So, we do what has to be done and we try to forgive ourselves aswell asthose who
would destroy us. It's an unhappy position, Jm; but it'sthe cost of surviva."

| nodded. "Y ou don't need to explain it to me. I've heard the speech before. I've even given it mysdlf.
Just drop out the line about the new gods and put in "The United States instead.”

"Good," said Jessie. "Then you don't need to hear it again." She picked up the other rifle and began to
expertly dripit and cleaniit.

| thought so. Sheld lied about that too. | concentrated on cleaning the weapon in my lap and didn't say
anything else. Frankenstein did the magazine across the table to me. | ignored it until | had finished
checking every angle mechanismintherifle.

Findly, | picked up the magazine and clicked it solidly back into the gun.

If I wanted to kill them, now would bethe time.

Instead, | popped the magazine out again and put both it and therifle back on the table.

"It'sfing" | said. "Only, you'll want to replace the propdlant regulator before you try to useit. If you fire
it without a propellant regulator, you're running the risk of blowing your head off."

Jessie and Frankengtein exchanged pleased glances. "I told you he was smart.”

Frankenstein grunted and tossed me the PR-96-A regulator. It had been in his pocket the wholetime. |
disassembled the rifle again, clicked the assembly into place and reassembled the wespon.

"I suppose you'd like the access codes now?' | grinned.

"If you dont mind."

Maybe | hesitated. Maybe | didn't. | was betraying a United States secret. | don't remember. | just did
it.

"No problem at al,” | said. | picked up the gun and set the code keys; | passed it across for both of them
to see.

Somewhere in that moment, | made up my mind. These people didn't love me. Not redly. Therefore, |
would bejudtified in leaving.

As soon as possible.

They could probably seeit on my face. | forced astupid grin and held it. Not much better than afrown,
but it would haveto do. | finished the job without saying much else, and after that we went to lunch.

| didn't say much to anyone during lunch, | was till thinking about what | had decided-wondering if that
waswhat | redly wanted to do, or if that wasjust my survival mind reactivating an old channdl. Maybe |



should talk to Jason about it, but | knew what hewould say. "Handleit yourself, Jm. It'syour head.”
Sure. | wanted to love. | wanted to be loved. These people talked love. They demonstrated love.

But they didn't trust me with aloaded gun.

| aways thought trust was the foundation of love. Maybe it wasn't; maybe these people could love
without trusting. | couldn't.

Butif | left, that would prove that they wereright, | wasn't trustworthy. To provethat | wastrustworthy, |
would have to stay and be trustworthy.

Damn! Everything around here was a paradox. Or atrap. After lunch, Jason pulled meto onesde. "Jm,
can you spare amoment?"

"Of course.”

"Jessie says you're pretty good with the wegpons. Y ou've come along way. Shetrusts you. | want you
to sart carrying agun and do some perimeter patrols with Falstaff."

"| thought the patrolswere a Tribd responghility.”

"They are; and you can say no if you want to, because you're il technically aguest. But we're
shorthanded and thisisavery ddicate time. Orrie's teaching the babies. He hasto spend alot of time
with them. And we redlly could use your assstance.”

"It'sthat bad?"

"We found sometire tracks and some footprints. We think someone has been spying on us. That'swhy
we've been keeping the Chtorrans out of sght as much as possible. Jinko and Gregory-Ann are out
looking for anew campsite right now. As soon as they find something, and as soon as the babies can
travel, we're moving. | just hopeit's not too late. Weve got to take care of the children too.”

"Okay, Jason. When do you want meto start?"

"Ten minutes ago. | should have had you patrolling last week. I'm sorry that we took so long to trust you.
Get the keysfrom Jessie and go get your gun and some ammo.

"Youll find Fagtaff at the shady end of the gully. If anybody's going to come up that way, they'll come up
the gully; it'sthe easiest path. Follow it down asfar asyou can. Probably to the power lines. Watch for
footprints or evidence that somebody's been scouting the area. Then | want you to go check out the crest
of the hill above the gully; there's an old firebreak that runs along the top that could be used as aroad.
Check it for tire tracks.

"Now, listen, let Falstaff take the point, and don't let yourself be seen. One worm aone doesn't attract
attention. A man with aworm does. Listen to me, Jm, thisisimperative. Nobody can know we're here,
50 | want you to absolutely avoid al contact if you can. If you can't-even if you run into somebody
accidentaly-you'll haveto kill them. | know you; you're going to want to save therr lives. Don't. Don't try
to enroll anyone; that's my job. Obliterate that dternative. Just take them down quickly and forgive
yoursdf later.

"Don't go into survival mode on this, Jm. Nobody isthe enemy; weredl just martyrsto evolution. That's
why | want you to stay out of sight, so you don't get put into aSituation that'll drive you crazy. | don't
want you firing on anybody or anything unless you personally are attacked. Even if somebody attacks
Fdgtaff with atorch, don't go to hisaid; it's more important that you come back and warn us. Don't try
and be an army. Ray will come up and relieve you just before dinnertime. Got that?"

"l got it. Do you redly think there's someone up there?"

"Probably not, but the Chtorrans have been jittery for aweek, so let's seeif we can find out why."
"Right. Oh,and Jason.. .. "

"Yes, Jm?'

"Thank you for this opportunity.”

He grinned. It was one of hisworld-famous, crack-open-the-sky-and-see-the-face-of-God, smiles.
"Youearnedit, Jm."

2

There was ayoung lady named Nancy,

who liked having sex, plain or fancy.

With lightning and thunder,



and a profound sense of wonder,

But not with a partner-much too chancy.
?
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"Cleanlinessisnext toimpossble
-SOLOMON SHORT

| approached the gully cautioudly. | didn't want to startle Falstaff. Jason said that Falstaff had made
himsdf anest in abed of purple coleus. "Wetold him to beinvisble. Most likdly, al that you'll seewill be
histwo big eyes sticking up out of the purple growth.” Falstaff wasn't in his nest.

| stepped into the cool shade enveloped by the thick, sweet, spicy smell and looked around. The nest
was gtill warm. Held been here only moments ago. Where could he have gone?

| backed out of the nest cautioudly.

Fdgtaff wouldn't leave his hiding place without agood reason. That meant . . .

Abruptly, agiant pink and purple Chtorran rose up from underneath me, making a degp rumbling,
whirring sound as he did. "Hey-what!" He toppled me backward, | had to legp and catch myself. | fell
back againgt the side of the gully, tumbling sideways and falling on my ass. The worm rose up above me,
and then made ahigh-pitched, giggly noise and came down lightly at my feet. Hed been hidden so deep,
I'd been standing on him.

| jumped up, annoyed. "Jesus H. Christ on abicycle! Don't do that, Falstaff! Y ou scared the hell out of
mel”

Fadtaff giggled again. It was an eerie sound. | wanted to dap him. But | didn't. He was so proud of
himsdf. He was playing with me.

"Youasshole" | said. "Come here,"

Heflowed forward. | reached up and hugged his side, then reached up high and scratched his eye-stalks
ashard as| could. Falstaff farted gppreciatively: Ph-aatttt.

"I loveyou, too," | said. What the hell, | could hold my breath for a couple of weeks. That wasn't too
much to ask for the privilege of climbing al over the mountains with a creature that demonstrated an
occasiond affinity for the taste of human flesh. "Come on, Jason wants usto patrol. Y ou want to go
hunting?'

"Whrrr. Rhrrr."

"Right. Metoo. That way, first."

We headed down the gully together, side by side, aboy and his worm. When we got to the narrow part,
Fastaff surged ahead and took the lead. It was steep and narrow, carved by years of uncontrolled
eroson. | followed Falstaff down. He knew the gully better than | did. He flowed down throughit.
Underneeth al that blubber, he had severd hundred little feet. That made him much more sure-footed
than me.

Wewent adl the way down to the old power-line towers-they were black and tilted at an angle; they'd
been abandoned for years-and even alittle bit beyond.

We spotted a couple of wild bunnymen. They were naked and ugly and hooted rudely at us. One of them
grabbed his penisand jerked his pelvisin avery suggestive manner, but Falstaff just yawned. He wasn't
hungry. He responded with a bored chirrup and the bunnymen hopped back into the underbrush.

And that was dll the excitement we had in the gully.

There wasn't anything up at the crest of the hill either to worry about. We followed the firebreak asfar as
we could and it was overgrown with weeds and strewn with rubble amost its entire length. Nobody was
mantaining thisarea.

We probably should have maintained the firebreak for our own protection, but we'd be moving soon, so
it wasn't worth worrying about any more.

We were almost ready to turn back when Falstaff burped. It was afunny kind of burp, so | walked over
to see what he was chewing on.

A broom.



It had been hidden under the brush that Falstaff was munching on. He'd eaten half the bush and part of
the broom aswadll. | grabbed it and pulled it out of his mouth; he didn't look annoyed.

"Sorry," | said. "Let me see. You can haveit back in aminute.”

It wasjust an old plastic broom-but it wasn't weathered. It hadn't been |eft outdoors for very long.

Now why would someone leave abroom here? | walked alittle ways farther on.

Footprints. Leading down the opposite side of the hill. Right.

The broom was for brushing them out, but whoever had been here had gotten lazy. He hadn't expected
Falstaff and meto comethisfar.

I'd have to tell Jason.

But should | go back now? Or should | wait till Ray relieved me? | looked a my watch. Five o'clock. |
could wait an hour. We could scout around alittle bit more, then be back in the gully by six.

The footprints led down the hill toward aloop of dirt road, an old logger'strail.

Hm.

It seemed to me that somebody had been deliberately scouting the camp. And very carefully too.

Of course, that was alot of supposition to hang on the evidence of asingle plastic broom; but if they had
been as careful as| would have been, we wouldn't even have found the broom.

That'swhy | didnt think it wasthe army.

The army would have come down on the camp with choppers and napam and fire-bdls. Thishad to be
somebody else.

At least, that was how | saw it.

Fataff and | headed back toward the gully. We were late getting there. It was 6:40 before Falstaff was
settled back into his nest. He went as deep as he could-he was going to play the samejoke on Ray, if he
could.

| wasalittle annoyed. Ray should have been waiting for us; Jason said that most people didn't take
punctudity serioudy, asif being late wasn't the same as breaking your word. He could get redl angry
about people not being on time or completing ajob when they said it would be done.

Jason said that integrity startswith thelittlest things, because that's what you build the big integrity out of.
So, for someone to be even ten minutes late was unusual. Ray wouldn't have been late unlessit was
important. HEd explain to me when he got here,

At 7:00, | started to get annoyed.

They could have at least sent one of the kids up here to tell me what was going on.

At 7:10 1 got worried.

| had the paranoid thought first.

Maybe they'd decided to kill me. Maybe | was supposed to wait here with Falstaff until he got hungry.
No, that was stupid. | knew better. Worms didn't need meat every day. Once aweek wasfine. A
healthy worm could go severd dayswithout esting, and could last indefinitely just grazing on the
countryside, eating nothing but trees.

No. Maybe something else had happened.

Maybe Jinko and Gregory-Ann had returned; maybe they were packing the camp to move. In that case,
Ray wouldn't need to come and relieve me until the last truck was ready toroll.

But still, somebody should have cometo et me know.

By 7:20, I'd made up my mind. If no one came by 7:30, I'd head over the hill and find out why they'd
forgotten about us. Me. At 7:35, | left my post. | broke my word, | abandoned my responsibility and |
headed over the hill. "Y ou better wait here, Falstaff. "

The worm chirruped and disappeared into hishole.

The old motdl looked quiet as| approached. Just as| thought. Everything was normd. | could hear them
partying frorn here. They'd forgotten al about me. | had the right to be annoyed. Jason put such high
emphasis on people keeping their word to each other, and nobody remembered to tell Ray he had to
comeand relieve me,

One of the bunnydogs came scampering up to meet me. He flubbered hislips and goggled at me with big
glly eyes "Hi, Bozo. Did you leave me any dinner?'



Bozo made gobbling noises and fell into step beside me. He picked up astick and carried it like | was
carying my gun.

| sghed and dung my rifle over my shoulder; | came around the corner of the garage and-

-nearly tripped over Ray's body. His head had been blown open. A pool of dark red blood stained the
ground.

Army reflexestook over and | was back behind the corner, with my back to the wall and my rifle cocked
and ready, before | had even finished registering the fact that Ray was lying on the ground dead. Bozo
imitated me, flinging hims=lf back too.

| listened to the noises. Partying?

The sounds were motorcycles, and men hooting and whooping. | could hear children screaming. And
women too.

| peeked cautioudy around the corner. Just aquick glance. Bozo started to peek too, | kicked him back.
No onewasin sght.

A longer look. A dead bunnyman. Some scattered clothing. A motorcycle roared past, circled and
headed back. The rider was laughing.

| pulled back. I took a deep breath. There wasn't time to go back for Falstaff. | was going to have to do
something now.

| needed to know more about what was happening.

| edged around the garage and up to the next corner. Bozo followed along behind me, tiptoeing in
exaggerated parody. "Keep it up,” | muttered. "That's how people get elected president.”

Bozo stopped and gave me ahurt, sulky look. | didn't care. Where was Orrie? Where was Orson? They
wouldn't have | et the camp be overrun.

Were they dead?

| could hear the motorcycles louder now. And the screams were more definite. And the laughter. And the
arying.

| peeked around the next corner of the garage. Just the quickest glance, and then pulled back again.

Just enough to catch afast glimpse of the bikes, roaring and circling around asmal huddle of frightened
women and children. | kicked Bozo away and took another peek.

| thought so. There were only afew of the Tribe membersin that huddle. Where was everybody else?
There were afew dead bodies on the ground, mostly men. | recognized Jinko's body, and
Gregory-Ann'saswell. Well, that explained how the bikers had found us.

Bikers. Big and ugly and dangerous. The gangs had been roaring up and down the coast for months. The
army had ignored them; they weren't worth the trouble. The officid position was: L et the wormstake
care of them.

Now, | saw how stupid that policy had been.

The bikers must have been here awhile. Most of the girls had been stripped naked; they weretrying to
cover themsaves with their hands or they stood shamefacedly hanging their heads and made no attempt
to cover themselves.

| wondered how many of them had aready been raped. Damn me for being so cautious.

All right, I'd make up for it now. | had two advantages.

| had the element of surprise.

And | had an AM-280 and plenty of ammunition. Mr. Mayhem. | didn't have the helmet, but | didn't
need it here. Thiswas going to be point and shoot.

But I'd have to be fagt; there were at |east twenty of them and there was only one of me.

| wasn't going to give mysdlf timeto think about it.

| stepped around the garage and started firing toward the oncoming edge of the circling bikes. Bozo ran
out behind me and made gobbling noises, pointing his stick. Three of the bikers went down amost
immediately, and it was a couple of seconds before any of the others redlized what was going on. Two
bikers skidded into the toppled ones and went crashing and tumbling. They were dirty, hairy,
broad-chested animals.

Two more bikers came around the far edge, saw me, and charged. Their bikes were armed with missile



launchers. | didn't wait to give them atarget. Bozo was bouncing up and down, but he followed after as|
ran back to the first corner of the garage and waited until they came skidding around-knocked one off his
bike and took the other's head off; then whirled around to fire & the three who were coming at me from
around the other side of the garage. The gun buzzed and burped and the belly of one of them erupted in
red. One of the others skidded sideways and crashed; | hadn't shot him, held just lost control. The third
guy wastrying to turn around-I got him in the back.

Dropped and rolled and came up firing; took down the one who had just come around the corner of the
garage behind me-whirled again and went after the one who'd skidded out of control. Got him before he
could get up. Bozo was dready bouncing up and down on one of the falen bikes.

And then therewas Slence.

No, not quite. There was the sound of motorcycle engines running unattended. Therewere six bikeslying
onther Sdesinthedirt.

The thought crossed my mind. Grab abike. Get the one with the missiles. Counterattack. | started for the
bike Bozo was pretending to ride

It blew up.

Knocked meflat on my ass. Skidding backward, | had aquick glimpse of orange flame, awall of hest, a
tower of greasy smoke. It had been booby-trapped.

It flung little pieces of Bozo the bunnydog in dl directions. The dirt was il pattering down around me.
That could have been me. My head was till ringing. Never mind. Therewere ill bikers.

No, | didn't know how many there were; but if there were any ill aive, | had to take care of them now.
Headed around the other side of the garage at a run--came skidding around the corner ready to fire.

And stopped.

My help wasn't needed.

Vaeriewasjus dicing open the throat of thelast biker.

She stood there, naked and grinning and covered with his blood. She looked triumphant.

?

Therewasayoung lady quite tearful.
Of sucking acock, she was fearful.
In amoment of dread,

shejust turned her head.

And, boy! Did she get an earful!

?



? 18
? Aftarmath

"People do not hire lawyers because they want justice. People hire lawyers because they want revenge.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

| sent Loolie up to the gully to bring Falstaff down immediately. We didn't know if there were more of
these bikers or if these were al there were. We couldn't take chances.

| sent the other children out looking for everybody else. Apparently, Jason had been posting alot of
people on perimeter patrolsto guard against just thiskind of attack. It hadn't worked.

But at least most of the younger children had been moved out of the camp. Every day, Jason had moved
afew more people into emergency hiding places. | knew where one of them was. There were some
overgrown fields on the other side of the swimming pool; at the far end had been three large billboards.
Wed knocked them down to make aquick lean-to; it looked like a pile of rubble, but it was actualy a
fairly well-stocked shelter. | sent children scattering to al of the othersaswell, to call everybody back.
Vaerietook chargethen. Yes, Vaerie. When | looked at her questioningly, shesmply said, "I don't have
timefor the dramanow."

Shewas amazing.

She put some of the girlsto work searching the bodies and gathering up al the weapons; but nobody was
to go near the bikes. We didn't know if any of the others had been booby-trapped. After that, she had
them start dragging the dead bodies off to one side. The bikers-well, they werefood. Ray and Ted and
Gregory-Ann and Jinko and Danny and Billy-well, they were food too; but we would honor them first
and we would use their bodies to feed the new babies.

Fastaff was back by then and Vaderieand | set him circling in aclose patrol. He wanted to et fird, but
Vderieingsted that he patrol. He went off with asulky rumble.

With Falstaff's return, most of the bunnydogs and bunnymen a so began to come out of hiding. Nobody
knew where Jason or Orrie had gone to. Jessie and Jan were absent too. Also Orson and Mr. President
and Libby. And Frankenstein and Marcie. Mogt of the bigger men had gone with them too.

All right. Weldd make it work without them. Vaeriecdled acircle.

A Circle of Screamers, shecalled it.

Shesad, "Wedon't have timefor aproper grieving, so let's everybody do as much anger and grief and
rage and upset as we can. Let's see how much noise we can make. Everybody now. Nobody gets | eft
out!"

Andwedid.

We howled, we stamped, we raged. Vaerie had been raped and she wanted revenge. Three of the other
girlswere howling for the same revenge as well. It made me embarrassed to beaman. | felt asif | had
been raped too. | screamed with them. The children screamed and shrieked. | roared. Falstaff roared.
Thecircle roared. We grabbed hold of al our emotions and shoved them out through our eyes and ears
and throats and did it until we had no strength to do anything more-

-and then we held onto each other and we hugged. And we cried. And we kissed each other and
laughed and petted each other's hair and reassured each other that it was dl over and we were going to
bedl right again.

And then Vaerie stopped us, brought us back down.

"All right; that's agood start. Now, we've got work to do. | know we didn't get all our screaming out yet,
but we will when Jason gets back. Let's finish cleaning everything up and let's give ourselves alittle dinner
aswdl. All right?"

Vaerie started dinner preparations and put everybody to work and we managed to get all the children
cleaned and fed, bathed, and tucked into bed by ten.

And ill Jason hadn't returned. Vaerie and | looked at each other. Could something have happened to
him?



No.

That was unthinkable.

Fagtaff came back, his ssomach rumbling and we let him eat severd of the bikers. Hisfartswere
probably going to be awesome for the next few days.

Jason and Jessie and dl the others, including Orrie and Orson, showed up after midnight. They looked
exhausted.

They listened patiently as Vaerie and | explained what had happened, and what we had done afterward.
Jason blew up then.

Hewas furious that we had brought back everybody from the emergency hiding places.

"Y ou stupid, damned fool! | decentralized this camp for a purpose. | didn't want everybody here,
exposed like bait! What do you think would have happened if the rest of the biker family had comein?'
"Therest of them-?" Jason nodded.

My stomach clenched. My heart dropped to my fest.

"This gang had over ahundred members. Y ou had thirty of the worst ones here, but the rest of them
were based down at Little Creek. They were going to come up here later tonight. They wanted this
camp.”

"Were? Past tense?"

Jason turned away from me, shaking hishead. "It was anasty, dirty job, Jm. Y ou don't want to know.
There were too many of them. We couldn't take any guests.”

Jessie added, "There were fifty women and children and twenty warriors. We took them dl down. The
warriorsfirst. Then the others. They forced usto. They wouldn't surrender.”

"If we had failed,” Jason said, "you would have had everyone and everything dl in one place and totally
defensdess.” Therewasred anger in hisvoice.

| felt just as betrayed. " So, you redly didn't trust me. Otherwise, you would have included mein your
planning.”

"I didincludeyou," Jason said. "l put you in theright place for theright job."

"Y eah, you put me off in the far corner of nowhere, aplace wherel couldn't get into any trouble.” | was
fuming. ™Y ou should be thanking me, you asshole. | saved lives here. | did good here.”

"You didn't follow ingtructions, Jm. | was depending on you to follow ingtructions. There was a purpose
tomy plan."

Wewere at the center of acircle. | didn't care. | said, "Jason, when | was in the Special Forces Warrant
Agency, nobody ever gave me an order that | couldn't ask for the explanation behind it. That wasarule.
My job wasn't to follow orders; it wasto take responsibility for the result. There's adifference. Now, are
you telling methat al you want meto do isfollow orders, or do you want meto take respongbility.”
"Don't hand methat jargon, Jm! | madeit up!" He caught his breath. "Of course, | want you to take
responsibility. But you don't realize what you did here, do you?'Y ou endangered lives. Do you also take
respongibility for that?'

| threw my gun down at hisfeet and started to walk away. Frankenstein grabbed me by one arm and
turned me around to face Jason. "'l should have walked away from here when | had my chance,” | said. "'l
thought | was part of this Tribe."

Abruptly, Jason'sface changed. "Jm," he said quietly, "you never asked."

"| thought it was obvious."

"But, you haveto ask. That'stherule." Jason's eyes were incredibly blue and patient.

| didn't know what to say to that.

"Guests don't get responsibility, Im. They're guests. Hosts get responsibility. Isthat what you want?1s
that what you're demanding? To be ahost? Because if that's what you want, the answer isyes. Weve dl
been waiting for you to ask for it."

He waited for my reply.

| took abreath, | looked at my feet, | looked at the gun, | shrugged my arms away from Frankenstein's
hands. | looked at my anger. | was stupid. Jason wasright. | hadn't followed orders. And | did want
responsibility. And | did want to be treated with respect and love. Yes, | did want to be an equa partner.



| wasjust afraid to ask for it.

"Why?" Jason asked. "Why not?"

"Because. . ." | looked up at him again. "l was afraid you'd say no."

"Oh, you poor stupid fool. Who hurt you so badly that you walk around through life believing you're not
entitled to be loved?' He stepped over to me and wrapped me up in hisbig I'riendly arms and held me as
hard as he could. Jessie wrapped her arms around us then, and Frankenstein, and everybody else as
wdl.

"Jm," he held my facein hishands. "Around here, the answer isadways yes. We never turn anybody
away. We love you. Welove you for your courage and strength and for everything you did right today.
We even love you for what you did wrong, because we know why you did it. You did it because you
care. | know you understand what I'm saying, Jm. | can see the tears running down your cheeks.”
"Jason." | managed to gulp it out.

"Yes dJm?'

"May | jointhe Tribe?"

"Yes, Jm. I'dlikethat." And hekissed me. They dl kissed me.

It was one of the happiest moments of my life.

I?

A mathematician named Boris

had awife with awondrous clitoris.
He charged asmdl fee

for his colleaguesto see

that it was made in the shape of atorus.
?
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The Surviva Process

"Truth never tranquilizes. The defining property of truth isits ability to disturb.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

| lost count of the days.

It didn't matter anymore. | no longer marked time by what day it was, but by how the room was set up.
Every day, the chairs and the daiswere arranged in atotally new pattern. We never saw the same
arrangement twice.

One day, there might be awide aide down the center and the chairs all turned facing each other asif
ready for aparade. The next day, dl the chairs might be facing the blank wall toward the east. On the
following day, there might be no dais a al and the chairswould be laid out in concentric circlesaround a
wide arena. And the next day again, the arrangement would be different again.

At firg, it had been confusing. | wasn't sure what the purpose was of rearranging the chairs every day;
but after awhile | had stopped being startled by the changes and begun being curious to see how many
different variations they could run on thetheme of chairsand adais.

Today the room was set up with ahigh platform where the dais had been. It looked like arunway for a
striptease show. The chairs were set up on both sides of the platform; they were divided into three
sectionson each sSide.

The platform looked alittle too high and alittle too uncomfortable. All that was missng was the gallows.

| sat down in the middle section of chairs and tried to get comfortable. Two women came in together.
One of them asked me to move over one seat so they could Sit together. | did it without thinking.
Something felt weird in the room, but | couldn't figure out what.

Foreman camein, exactly ontime, asaways. Today, he was wearing awhite suit. He looked almost
cheerful as he climbed the steps up to the platform and looked us over. His eyes were shining.

"Good morning,” he said. "Today- dl day, for aslong as it takes-we are going to do a process cdled The
Survival Process. The purpose of this processisfor you to discover what survival redly is-and what your
investment in surviva is." He grinned again. That was an ominous sign. | was beginning to recognize that
Foreman's grins were dways dangerous. "Surviva," he said, "isnot what you think.

"Let me say that again. Surviva isnot what you think. It iswhat you do. That'sal you need to know
about surviva. Survival iswhat you do. But it's probably going to take some of you awhileto get that, so
that'swhy we do The Survivd Process.”

He circled dong the edge of the platform, looking us over. "Now, | need two volunteers. No, put your
hands down. We have to do this differently. If you are willing to do The Surviva Process, please stand
up.”

He waited. Therewas a shuffling of shoesand chairs. A third of the traineesin the room had risen to their
fedt. It looked like aforest of brown jumpsuits.

Foreman shook his head unhappily. His voice became harder. "Every single one of you should have
stood up.” He lifted his hands and showed his pams as more people began to rise from their chairs. "No,
no! Stop! Do not stand up because | told you that's what you should have done! That's being arobot!

Y ou are not robots! Or are you? Wait aminute; let'sfind out. All the robots, go to the back of the room
and see the Course Manager! Go tell her that you're arobot and need to be lubed and oiled.” He waited.
Nobody moved.

"Good. No robots. At least none who know they are. | suspect that there are more than afew of you
who don't know yet that you're robots. But, well handle that too before this courseis over." Hisgrin was
terrifying.

He strode around the edge of the platform again. " So, listen up now! Listen to theingtructions very
carefully thistime. I'm going to say it again. If you are willing to do The Surviva Process, please stand

up.”



There was more shuffling of shoes and chairs. About thirty more people stood up.

Foreman's expression was unreadable. He said, "I want you to notice what's going on insgde your heads
now. Some of you stood up to volunteer just now because you thought | was making it wrong to remain
sitting. Some of you are Sitting because you've learned that it's dangerous to volunteer. Some of you
stood up in the first place because you think that makes you look good. Some of you stood up because
you think volunteering istheright thing to do, or because you think this exercise might be fun, or because
you wanted to be the one that everybody looks at. All of those thoughts-and al of the thoughts | haven't
mentioned as wellthose are the votes that your survival mode istrying to cast on this process. Don't
worry. Before we're through today, we're going to do major damage to your survival mode. We might
even destroy it in some of you. Y ou might have to reconstruct it in awhole new way. No, | won't explain
that. Put your hand down." He stopped circling and looked out at us-at me? | couldn't be sure.

"Now, | want you to be clear: there are only two options here. Stand up or sit down. Y ou can do either.
What you do is an expression of your willingnessto do The Surviva Process. That'sal we want to see
right now. Whether yourewilling or not.

"Now we haven't told you yet what the processis, or what may or may not happen here. That's part of
the exercise, that it'sunknown. All | will tell you about it isthat it will take usal day and | need two
volunteers. Now, | will repesat the ingtruction. If you are willing to do The Surviva Process, then stand
up. If you are not willing, then st down.”

Severa people who were standing, sat down. Several more people stood up. | thought about it. | was
beginning to get a sense of what Foreman meant. | stood up.

Foreman waited while we sorted ourselves out. " Anyone e se want to change their mind?”

One more person sat down. Two more stood up.

"Some of you are trying to figure this out now. Y ou're trying to outthink me. Y ou're trying to look good.
Notice that you're doing that. Notice that whatever you're doing, whether you're standing or Sitting,
you're doing it because you think that's the thing to do to survive this exercise. Notice that your surviva
modeisinfull control of your mind, right thisminute.

"Listen to me!l" Foreman bellowed suddenly. "Y ou arein The Surviva Process whether you are willing to
be here or not! We are going to do The Surviva Processtoday. Y ou don't get avote about that. What
you're expressing hereisnot if you will doit. You will doit. There's no question about that. What you are
expressing ishow you fed about doing it. Areyou willing to do it?"

Severd more trainees jumped to their feet. And just as many sank back down into their chairs. Foreman
noticed, but didn't stop talking. "That'swhy | said that every single one of you here in thisroom should be
standing up now. If you're not willing to be here, then what the hell are you doing here?’

Helooked at usasif he were reading our minds. He peered down at uslike an inquisitor. Therewasan
uncomfortable silence in the room. Was he daring us to spesk? What did he want usto do?

Another trainee stood up then, cautioudly. Foreman whirled to face her. "No! Don't stand up now. It's
too late. Now you're doing it because you know what the right answer is. That's being arobot again.
Listen, | don't do this course for robots!

"| asked you if you werewilling. | didn't say it waswrong to be unwilling. If you're unwilling, then that's
what you are: unwilling. Thepoint is, if you are unwilling, then why are you here?’Y ou need to look and
see what you've got going on about why you're here and why you're doing this course. Are you doing this
course to look good? Because it's the right thing to do? Because it will make you somehow superior to
the people around you, or give you an advantage? That's your survival mode talking. Those arethe
wrong reasons to be here, because this course has nothing to do with survival. It's about something
beyond mere surviva. No, I'm not going to explain that yet; because most of you are till tied upin
surviva mode and until we bust your investment in survival, we can't talk about anything but surviva.”
Foreman stepped down from the platform then and began to walk among us. He lowered hisvoice and
spoketo uslikeafriend.

"Thefact of the matter isthat dl of you are willing to do The Surviva Process. Y ou indicated that by
walking into the room this morning. Y ou made that commitment when you said you would stay with this
course until it was completed.



"The point of thislittle demongtration wasto give you some sense of how you, asagroup, are
approaching this course. | wanted you to see how you express your willingness. Y ou see, some of you
il aren't here; your bodies are here, but in your heads, you've still got one foot out the door-and we
cannot go on until that's handled.

"It'svery clear that some of you have figured out how to survive this course. Y ou're going to Sit in your
segts and not cal attention to yourselves. Y ou're going to endure whatever you have to until it's over, and
that's how you'll survive. That'swhat you're up to-survival. That's the highest expression of your
humanity. Survival. And that's al that can be expected of you. Each and every one of you expressesitin
adifferent way, but right now, this minute, the only thing we can count on you to do iswhatever is
necessary to guarantee your surviva or the survivd of those things you have asignificant investment of
identity in.

"Let me explain that. Some of you might sacrifice your livesfor the surviva of your wives or husbhands or
children; but that's till surviva. It'sthe surviva of your family. Some of you might sacrifice yourself for
your country or your flag. That'ssurviva of the country, or the flag. I'm not making any judgments here.
It's neither right nor wrong; it's only surviva. Some of you in thisroom might even sacrifice yoursavesfor
the surviva of the gpecies. And that'still survival. It'sal survivd. It'sonly survivd. Y ou will fight for the
aurviva of anything that you have invested your identity in.

"L et me show you something. Everybody st down." He waited until we had resumed our seats. "'l say
that you have asignificant investment in surviva. I'm not making ajudgment about this. It'snot right or
wrong. It'sjust an observation. | say that you have asignificant investment in survival. Now, if that'strue
for you, stland up. If you've got alot of attention on surviving this course, sland up.”

At least three hundred of us stood up. Maybe more. A few of us exchanged embarrassed smiles. There
was even alittle nervous laughter in the room.

"Good," laughed Foreman. He looked around the room. "These are the courageous cowards: They know
how bad it's going to be, so they'll jJump in to get the worst of it over with quickly." He looked out over
the group. "Anyone want to join the courageous cowards? Where are the hiders? Those of you who
know you belong in this category, but you don't want to stand up yet?"

About two dozen people stood up to join us.

"Y ou want to notice here that the hiders hide because they think that's the way to survive. They think that
when the shit hitsthe fan, they can hide and it'll missthem. Too bad. In this course, the hiders ways get
theworst of it. You have dl been warned." There was friendly laughter in the room. The mood was
getting lighter now.

"All right. Now, those of you who are lying abouit it-you know you should be standing, but you're
not-you stand up. Good. "

A few more people stood up. They looked embarrassed. More good-natured giggling.

"Y ou want to notice that these are the people who think they haveto lieto survive. Ladies especialy take
note. These men are very poor marriage risks. Y ou men, you want to watch out for these ladies. No,
don't sit down. I'm not through.

"Anyonewho isn't sure, stland up. | promise you, you're worrying about your surviva too. Y our way to
dedl with theissueisto worry about it. It lets you look responsible without having to take a stand. Go
ahead, stand up.”

There were only adozen people | eft Sitting.

"Now, | want you al to notice the oneswho are il sitting,” Foreman said. "They're the oneswho claim
they don't have any energy invested in surviving. That's called a postion. They havealot of surviva
invested in that position. These are the holdouts. They don't participate. That's their way of participating.
That'stheir way of surviving.

"So, let metdl you what you think surviva is, so you can recognizeit. Y ou think surviva isbeing right.

Y ou think surviva islooking good. Y ou think surviva isdoing theright thing. Everybody st down.”
Foreman waved us back down into our seets. "Ligten, thisisthe point of The Survival Process. Y ou will
do whatever you think you have to do-whatever that isto survive. Let me say that again. You will do
whatever you think you have to do to survive. In fact, that's al you can do. Y ou can't do anything that



isnt afunction of survival.

"So, let'sdiscuss that for abit; | can seethat some of you don't agree with that. Good. That's fine. I'm not
going to ask you to agree with it or disagree with it. Werejust going to look at it and seeif it'strue. If it's
true, it doesn't matter whether we agree with it or not, doesit?' Again the grin. | wanted to check and
seeif there was atrap door under my chair. Or an exploding whoopee cushion.

"All right . . . well start with biology. Any biologistsin theroom?"

| raised my hand. So did severd others.

"Good. Y ou should already know this. Let me work with someone who doesn't. Any nonbiologists
here?'

More hands. He pointed a a L atino man. "Y ou. Delgado. What isthe most important thing aliving
cresture must do?' "Reproduce?”

"That's part of it, but that's not adl of it. What's the most important thing aliving creature must do?"

"Y ou're guessing. Stop trying to figure it out. Someone e se? What's the most important thing aliving
creature must do?' He pointed at a young woman.

She stood up. "Survive."

"Right. See, sometimesthe answers are easy. If a creature doesn't survive, it can't do anything else, can
it? Without survivd, thereisn't anything. Y ou dl know that; if not conscioudy, you certainly know it
visceraly. Y ou definitely know it on acdlular level. Every sngle cdll of your body has only onesingle
purpose-to survive. It isthe fundamenta law of biology. "

Of course. | knew that. Tell me something | don't know. | folded my arms and leaned back in my chair.
Foreman stepped up the aide to come face to face with the young woman. Her name was Ozaie. Her
hair was a crown of shiny black curlsthat fell in ringlets about her face. Shelooked likealittle girl.
"Okay, now it gets hard. What's the purpose of life?"

"Uh"

"| said the purpose, not the meaning."

"Thepurposeof life. .. isto survive, isn't it?"

"Isit?' Helooked at her asif daring her, asif it were a secret that he knew and wasn't going to share.
Ozalie shook her head. "'l don't know."

"Right. Only God knows." Foreman winked at her. ™Y ou're making thistoo easy, you know.” Qzalie
looked pleased with herslf.

Forman looked around to the rest of us. "God chooses what the purpose of lifeis. That's God'sjob. And
we're not going to be so presumptuous as to preempt that responsbility, not until we're willing to assume
the respongibilities of gods. If we were gods, however, then we could choose for ourselves what the
purpose of life should be. For mysdlf, I'd choose that the purpose of life should be to make adifference
on the planet. Some of you might choose to have agood time; play hard, die young, and leave a
good-looking corpse. But then, that's not the kind of choice agod might make, isit?

"Okay, never mind that for now. We're not gods yet, and that particular discussion isbeyond your ability
to comprehend. Let'skeep this on the level that even the average chimpanzee will be able to understand.
All right, Ozalie, you don't know what God's purposeisfor your life, do you? Do you know what your
purposeis? Wait . . ." Foreman abruptly headed toward the back of the room for something. ™. . . before
you answer, let me read the. definition of purpose from the dictionary." He snatched one up off the table
at the back of theroom. " "An intended or desired result. An aim or god."" He handed the dictionary
back to an assstant and returned to Ozdie. "Think hard. | promise you that your life dependson this.
What isyour purpose for yoursdf?'

Ozalie stopped looking so pleased with hersalf and looked uncertain instead. She shook her head and
admitted, "1 thought itwas. . . | guessit's. . ." Shelooked very unhappy with herself and when she
spoke again, her voice was dmost asquesk. "1 guess, I'm committed to survival, aren't 17" she admitted.
"That'smy only purpose, isn't it?"

Forman nodded thoughtfully: "Terrifying redization, isn't it?" he acknowledged. He turned to the rest of
us. "Ozalie getstheirony: Do therest of you? Surviva isthewrong god. Y ou are destined to lose. If not



today, then tomorrow. If not tomorrow, then the day after. If not the day after, then someday, | promise
you, you will die. Count onit. Your lifeisafinite experience. But you-even though you've known that
unconfrontable fact al your life--continue to pretend that you can win the beattle of surviva. Y ou can't: All
that you can do is postpone your defeet. And that'swhat you cdl victory."

Foreman looked angry. "Do you get how stupid that is? Postponing adefeat isnot avictory. Itisstill a
defeat! Y ou're just stretching out the whole tragic exercise. And you call that alife? Y es, some of you are
beginning to redizethe cogt of alifetime

= dedicated to survival. Thereésno lifeat dl in that kind of alife" For somereason, Ozalie wasin tears
now. She stood beside Foreman, weeping quietly; the tears were running down her cheeks.

Foreman handed her atissue and waved her back into her seat. He crossed to the opposite side of the
room. "All right, | said | needed two volunteers. Y ou've aready sdected yoursalves. Everybody check
the bottom of your chair. Y ou will find an envel ope taped to the bottom of it. Don't openiit yet."

| felt around under my seat, expecting to find nothing-and for amoment, | did. Then my fingers brushed
the edge of the envelope and | pulled it off and brought it out and looked &t it.

The people around me were finding envel opes of their own. We glanced at each other's, but they al
looked the same.

Foreman was|ooking around the room. "All right, here's how it works. Don't open your envelopes yet.
I'll tell you when. All of the envel opes have cardsin them. All but two of the envelopes contain blank
white cards. The two remaining envelopes have red cards in them. The assistants do not know which
envel opes contain the red cards. The envel opes were shuffled for fifteen minutes before they were taped
under the chairs. Nobody knows, not even me, where the two red cards are. And you know that you
selected your segts at random, the same way you have every day for the past six days.

"Now, everybody's going to go through this process, but two of you are going to go through it up here on
the platform as away to demondtrate it for everybody ese. The two of you who have volunteered to
demondtrate this process have volunteered by the smple act of sitting down in the chairsthat have the
envelopes with the red cards in them taped to the bottom. Y ou may now open your envel opes.”

| fumbled with my envelope and dropped it. While | was picking it up, awoman on the other sSde of the
room gasped. She stood up, white-faced. She was holding ared card.

"Whereé'sthe other one?' demanded Foreman. "Who hasn't opened their envelope yet?'

The woman next to me nudged my shoulder. | looked down. I'd opened my envel ope and taken out the
card, but I hadn't looked at it yet.

It was bright red.

And on it, there were plain black letters that spelled out:

Youaregoingtodie.

| looked up to Foreman, confused. Hurt. Angry. Thiswas anasty trick.

| looked at the woman next to me, resentfully. Thiswas her card. She had asked me to move over one
seat. Thiswasn't fair. And even as| wasthinking al of those thoughts, | was standing up dowly.

| held the card up for Foreman to see. "'l haveit,” | said.

?

Theladies dl had to agree

that Murt's peniswas too small to see.
A whore named Louise sniffed, "
Who will that please?’

Mort proudly submitted, "Just me!™
?
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The Fourth Corner

"A sane environment isone in which thereisroomto be crazy. A crazy environment isonein which there
isno room to be sane."
--SOLOMON SHORT

And that'show | joined the Tribe. It was that easy.

The difference was smple. Instead of waiting until | wastold to do something, now it was my job to
invent my own respongibilities. If | saw something that needed doing, it was my job to seethat it got
done.

For example, about aweek later | went to Jason and said, "1 think we need weapon drills, Jason. | think
everybody over the age of fourteen should know how to use agun. I'm prepared to start teaching the
classestwice aweek."

Jason nodded and replied, "That's fine, Im. Well announceit at circle tonight.” And then he thought a
moment. "Let's makeit an honor; you'l teach two at atime. That way we don't pull the rest of the camp
off purpose. Y ou choose who you want to honor, check it with me, and I'll announceit at circle. All
right?'

"That'sit?'

"Y ou look surprised.”

"| thought you might be alittle concerned about teaching the children how to use guns.”

"No," said Jason. "Y ou've obvioudly thought it out, you think it's necessary-and for what it'sworth, |
agree with you. That business with the bikers provesyou right.”

And that was that.

| fell into the routine without question. | worked naked in the gardensfor an hour every morning. |
enjoyed singing to the plants; | liked to seetheir long spiky black tendrils unfold to the sun each day. |

hel ped prepare dinner three days aweek, and | herded bunnydogs the other four.

Hoolihan had given birth to several hundred libbit-babies. We culled out the fattest and pinkest and put
thosein cagesto grow, at least twenty or thirty. The rest we ate.

Every other week, we went out scouting. | didn't go every time, but | went along often enough to not fed
left out when | wasn't invited to join. Jason thought we might be able to move the camp within amonth;
he had an ideawe might be safer higher up in the mountains, and everybody agreed with him.

In the evenings, we circled and danced. And we dept with each other. Loolie and Jesse and Marcie; and
Jason and Danny and Billy. Frankenstein was the most tender lover I'd ever known. Loolie was the most
playful of them dl. I'd been wrong about her age; she was dmost eleven, but so smdl she till looked like
ababy. Sex to her was not aserious business, but asilly one, and not about penetration as much asit
was about being naked and tickling.

| should have been happy. And | was. But, a the sametime, | felt troubled. It bothered me.

Because | thought that | shouldn't be fedling so troubled. | should have been as joyous as everybody else,
shouldn't 1?

Thiswas a place of happiness and love. Even the Chtorrans were more affectionate to me now. Once,
whenweweredl in circle, Orrie came up behind me and gave me afriendly bump and apurr.
Everybody laughed. Including me. | liked Orrie. He was a person.

Finaly, there was nothing for meto do but tell Jason of my conflicts. He only said, "Y ou're asking mefor
help, Jm. | don't help people. It takes away their opportunitiesto be respongble for themselves. Thisis
oneyou haveto create yoursdf. Let me know what you want to do." Then he sent me back to my
chores.

| knew | was marking time. | was waiting for something to happen, something that would answer the
question for me; and | knew that was dangerous. Jason had thisto say about waiting: "There aretwo



basic conditionsin the world of the unconscious. Oneiswaiting for Santa Claus. We're dl like that when
we're kids. One day we figure out that Santa Clausisn't coming, that's when we dip into the second
condition: waiting for rigor mortis. Around here, we've given up waiting. We don't wait. We create. We
can't afford to wait, can we?"'

No, we can't.

| understood exactly. | redized that | was not the same person anymore. | was experiencing the truth of
what Jason said. It wasn't that hard to create mysdlf as an extraordinary being, not when | was
surrounded by other extraordinary beings, al of whom were aso committed to functioning at thet level. If
| forgot, there was dways someone there to remind me. If they forgot, then | was there to remind them.
We supported each other in staying extraordinary. We were dl flushed with enthusiasm for our lives. It
was an exciting and exhilarating time.

And then, one afternoon, awave of excitement swept across the camp. "It's happened!” One of the little
girls came running acrossthe main field. "'It's happened! The new god is born. We have afourth corner!”
All over the camp, peoplelooked up from their work. A woman crawled out from under acar, grease on
her face. Two more, hanging laundry on theline, put down their baskets. Two men with rifles came
running down the hill. Those of uswho were working in the garden put down our hoes. Jessie, nursing
her baby, came out of the women's enclosure. Marcie came out of Jason's office, asurprised ook on her
face. It wasthefirg timeI'd seen her amile. Already, people were moving in the direction of the nursery,
asmdl tent that had been set up near the pool. | saw two children riding on Falstaff's back as he flowed
eagerly down.

Aswe approached, Orrie reared up asif in chalenge, but instead of issuing the shrill cry of warning, he
made the most amazing whooping sound I'd ever heard a Chtorran make.

Almost everybody in the Tribe was gathering around in eager anticipation. | was acutely aware of the
enthusiasm, and my own curiosity aswell. There was so much about the Chtorran biology that | wanted
to know. | wanted to see what a Chtorran egg looked like-or were they born live? Jason had never said.
Abruptly, the tent flap opened and Jason stepped out, carrying atiny pink bundle. The pink bundle had
two big black eyesthat swiveled and stared at the world with incredulity. What kind of a place wasthis?
it looked like it was asking.

There was awestruck silence from the crowd. Nobody dared make a sound louder than breath.

Jason had abig silly grin on hisface. He was ecstatic. He held the baby out for dl to see. Heraised it
high. The little creature was maybe haf ameter long. It couldn't have weighed more than ten kilos,
probably less. Itslittle arms reached out and grabbed Jason's big hands for security. "Awwww," said the
crowd.

Jason lowered the baby back into hisarms. He stroked it reassuringly and made cooing noises. He
moved toward Orrie and held the baby worm out for Orrie to see. Orrie goggle-eyed the tiny cresture.
The baby Chtorran goggle-eyed him right back. Orrie reached out with hislong arms and gently touched
thetiny pink worm. The baby claws reached up and touched Orrie's bigger hand. They wrapped around
his bony black wrist and pulled it down in front of the tiny eyes. The baby made awhimpery sound and
reached toward Orrie. Orrie repeated his whooping cry from before, only now it was alullabye. Jason
alowed the tiny Chton-an to flow into Orrie'sarms. Orrie took the baby and held it up before hiseyes.
He burped and chirped at it. He held the creature up high and looked at it, asif he were holding it up to
thelight and looking for the secret message, asif he were deciding , whether to kill it or keep it. He
chose.

He raised the baby high, then brought him down onto his back, nestling him in the hollow between his
eyesta ks and hisbrainbulge. The baby grabbed huge handfuls of Orrie's skin and settled in with aloud
happy purr.

Everybody cheered. We had afourth corner. We were afamily. Jason raised his hands high. "Everybody
cometo circle tonight. We shdll revel and revelate!”

Jason turned to Jessie and gave her some quiet ingtructions, then turned back to Orrie. Orrielifted the
baby off his back and handed it back to Jason. Jason stepped inside the tent, and Orrie raised up and
whooped for usdl. Weal cheered and hollered with him.



Jessie handed her baby to one of the girls and started breaking up the crowd then. When she cameto
me, shesad, "Jm, | want you to go down to the cookhouse and bring up five pounds of fresh burger.
Tdl Judy to round up dl theloose dogsif she hasto. And do it double quick. Chop chop.”

| ran.

Judy complained when | told her what we needed, until | told her that it was for the new god. Then she
shut up. Sheturned to her refrigerator and handed me alarge wrapped package. "Here's three and a half.
I'll bring up the rest mysdlf in alittle bit."

When | got back to the tent, there was no one there. | hallooed and Jason's voice called softly, "Come
onin, Jm. Youll find thisinteresting.”

| entered the tent cautioudly.

Inside, there was awooden floor and a plastic tarpaulin. The new baby was on the floor and Jason was
wiping it down with atowel. "Being born is hard work," hewas saying toit. "lsn't it?" Hedidn't even
glance up a me. "Put the burger behind me where | can reach it, Jm. Unwrap it."

| fumbled with the package, opened it and laid it down behind him. I didn't know if he would want
anything else, so | waited. Off to one Side, | noticed the pieces of alarge brownish shell. So, Chtorrans
camefrom eggs after dl. That was nice to know.

Jason reached back behind him and broke off a chunk of the ground meset. Herolled it into amestball
and put it on the floor just in front of the baby. The baby's eyes widened with interest. It moved forward
dowly, itstiny antennae waving in the air. It came right up to the mestball and cocked its eyes down and
sared at it, not knowing what it was or what it was supposed to do with it. It lowered its antennae amost
until they touched the mest. It swiveled itseyesto look a Jason, then a me, then at the meatball again.
"Chrrp?’

"Go ahead, baby," encouraged Jason.

The baby tapped the meat with its antennae again.

"Thisisacrucia moment, Jm. If he can't recognize Terran food, hell sarveto death. Welost our firgt
two babies because they didn't know to edt.”

"Could you help him? Couldn't you put it in his mouth?'

Jason shook hishead. "He hasto do it himself."

The baby looked up confused. | felt my heart sink. This baby meant so much to everybody. It wasn't
going to edt.

The baby turned back and stared at the mest for along, long moment. "Chrrrrppppp,” it said.

Please, | prayed. Eat.

The baby opened its mouth and dowly engulfed the meetbal. It chewed softly, dmost ruminatively-Jason
and | held our breaths-then it looked up at both of usand said, "Brup?' Jason and | exchanged
triumphant looks! The baby was going to maket.

Excitedly, Jason broke off another chunk of meat and rolled it into abigger bal. The baby watched with
interest as he put it down on the floor.

Thistime, the baby didn't hesitate aslong. It tapped the meatball twice with its antennag, just to check;
then pounced on the gobbet and ate it quickly. "Brrpity?"

Jason split the rest of the meet into three lumps and put them out on the floor. The baby moved from one
to the next and ate each of them with enthusiasm.

"He'sgoing to makeit," Jason said proudly. "Weredly are afamily now. Theresalot of work to do, but
we're on our way now, Jm." Helooked to me. "Thank you. Y ou've made an incredible difference, just
being here. Thisisan historic moment, you know. Y ou'll be sharing thiswith people for years." He wiped
his hands on atowel, then began wiping down the baby again.

The baby grabbed one of Jason'sfingers and tapped it curioudy with its antennae. "Frrp?" it asked. It
pulled Jason's hand toward its mouth.

Jason freed hisfinger gently. "No," hesaid. "No. Not frrp, or anything else” He said to me. "Y ou'd better
go now, Jm. Therell bealot to do to get ready for tonight. And | need to stay here until then.”

| went back to the camp fedling curioudy jubilant. | made adifference. Jason said 0.



?

There was ayoung felow named Fisk
whose comings and goings were brisk.
He hid thingsthat were stolen

insde hiscolon,

and sad, "Hey! It'smy own*."
*adterisk.
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? TheRevdation

"A man of God should be identifiable asaman of God in spite of hisrdigion, not because of it."
-SOLOMON SHORT

A circle of torches obliterated the night. Orange flames sent gray smoke sputtering into the air high above
our heads. The breeze pulled the flames sideways. There was no moon. There was no world. Beyond the
circle, nothing existed.

We gathered outside the circle and waited.

Jason moved among us, greeting each one of uswith ahug and akiss. He spoke quietly to each person.
When he came to me, helooked into my eyesand said, "Thank you, Jm. I'm glad you're here with us
tonight. We loveyou." And then he added, "I love you."

| lowered my eyes, | couldn't meet his gaze-he was too beautiful to look at-but hetilted my chin upward
and forced meto look a him. "Letitin, Jm. You areloved. Y ou make adifference. He stared into my
face until tears of joy and gratitude welled up in my eyes. | hugged him and kissed him and thanked him
for letting me participate.

Jason stood before us then. He till hadn't stepped into the circle. He said, " For those of you who have
not been to a Revelation before, | welcome you. For those of you who have, | welcome you back.

"All that you need to know tonight isthat every Reveation isadifferent experience. If you have never
celebrated the Revelation before, there is no wrong way to celebrate. If you have, then you aso know
that there is no right way to celebrate.

"Theform of every Revelation is different-except when it's not. But regardless whether the form seems
the same or different, comparison isatrap. Every Revelation is adifferent experience, no matter how
many times you have celebrated. Tonight will bethe same, and it will be different.

"What you see before you isacircle of light. We are going to create this as a sacred circle. What will
make it sacred? Our agreement that it is so. If you are not willing to hold this circle as sacred, then do not
enter it. If you are not willing to celebrate the Revelation then do not enter here. If you are not willing to
commit yoursdlf to the truth, then do not enter here. If you are not willing to experience yoursdf asthe
source, then do not enter here.

"If you are not willing to give up your expectations, then do not enter here.

"Tonight may bejoyous. It may not. It may equaly be despairing. Tonight may be intense. And it may
not. Whatever expectations you have, leave them behind. What happens here will not meet your
expectations.

"The spaceisfragile. And it is powerful. We, each and every one of us, must take respongbility for the
creation of the space. We must leave behind our worldly concerns. We must leave behind al things that
are not extraordinary. That includes the world of thoughts and concepts. We must |eave those behind.
Experienceis not found in thought or concept. Joyousnessis not found in explanation. We must leave that
behind."

He raised his hands high. | became aware that Orrie and Fastaff and Orson were sitting quietly beyond
the fringes of the crowd. "I will ask the new godsto protect the space tonight. | will be rebponsible for
the space ingde the circle. | ask the new gods to be responsible for the space outside. Let no one violate
the sanctity of our Revelation.”

Orrie chirruped alow rumble. The other worms agreed with him.

Jason lowered his hands. Histone wasimmediately conversationd. | say thisto you in theclear. No
matter what happenstonight in the circle, do not leave it. Once the celebration begins, no one will enter
the circle and no one will leaveit. Thecircleis sacred. It must not be broken. The new gods do not
protect us-they protect the circle. The new godswill kill anyonewho crossesthecircleof light. That is
their agreement. It will be your 'crosses Do not break the agreement.

"If you damage the integrity of the space, you will destroy it. This spaceistoo fragile-and it istoo



powerful. If you damage a space of this much power, the consequences could be dreadful. The physica
universewill strike back. The physica universe dways atacks where integrity is weakest. Understand
this. Y ou must not enter here unless you are willing to operate in aspace of total, unconditional, absolute
integrity. Look for yoursdf now and seeif you are willing.

"When you step into thiscircle, let yoursdlf step into a space of pure joyousness and absol ute truth.
When you step into this circle, you step beyond the universe, so that you may look back and observe.
That isthe declaration we make tonight.

"Thiscircleis sacred because we say it is. So, before you can enter here, you must leave behind the
ordinary. Y ou must commit to the extraordinary. Y ou must bewilling to live tonight asif thiswill be your
last night on the planet. It is possible for some of you that it will be your last night. People have died
celebrating the Revelation.

"That willingnessto live on the edge of death-that isthe extraordinary level.

"If you are not willing to die, then do not enter here.

"It isneither right nor wrong to participate. It isagift and an opportunity. If you are not willing to be
responsible for yoursalf and your participation, then do not enter here.

"If it is not appropriate for you to be here, then do not be here. Now is the moment to stand aside.” He
waited. We waited. We looked around.

"Thereisno shameinwaking away," Jason said. "Look and seeinsgde yoursdf if it is gppropriate for you
to celebrate tonight.” | wondered if | should stay.

One of the older men abruptly turned and walked away from the gathering. A moment later, a
sad-looking lady followed him. They stopped afew paces and looked back.

Jason acknowledged the two with anod, then he looked us over und said, "I know that there are those
among you who are wondering now if you should leave too. | do not ask you to be certain. | only ask
you to bewilling. Soif you are willing to be here, stay and participate.” That waswhat | needed to hear.
Jason continued, "But be clear: onceyou areinthecircle, you arein the circle until the Revelaionis
complete. Y ou cannot quit in the middle of a Revelation.”

| was scared, but | waswilling. | would stay.

Three more people separated themsalves from the crowd and pined the two who stood apart. The
crowd separated so they could see Jason and he could see them. He said, "Thank you for your honesty.
| respect it and | love you for your courage. It takes alot of courage to acknowledge that you are not
willing to celebrate. Y ou may celebrate with us at any time in the future. Now, please go to your beds
and stay there until morning. For your own safety, do not leave your roomstonight.”

They smiled regretfully and turned and walked off together. The crowd closed the gap and faced Jason
agan.

Hisvoice carried across the gathering.

Jason said, "How many of you are frightened?" | raised my hand with the others.

"Thank you. How many of you are angry?' Othersraised their hands.

"Thank you. How many of you are eeger?' He glanced around, taking it dl in. He was beautiful. "Thank
you. All you need to know," he said, "isthat it'sall part of the process. The process can't be complete
without you going through your part of it. So whatever you're experiencing now iswhat you're supposed
to be experiencing.”

He stepped to the edge of the circle. Thiswasit.

"Thiscircleissacred. | am willing to experience mysdlf as source. | declarethat | am ready to enter. Is
there anyone here who objects?!

No one objected. "Thank you."

He stepped out of his shoes. He unbuttoned his shirt and discarded it. ™Y ou must leave behind your
identity," he said. "For thetruth is, you are not what you think. Y ou are not your name. Y ou are not your
clothes. Y ou are not your thoughts. Y ou are not your body. Y ou are the experience of these things. But
you are not these things. So you must leave these things behind if you are to experience anything beyond
them.”

He stepped out of his shorts. He had abeautiful body. The orange flames of the torches sent flickering



reflections up and down his skin. He seemed to glow in the smoky light. He wastal and trim and his
muscles moved like silk. He stepped into the circle and stood just insde the ring of torcheslikea
guardian. Thefirdight had apeculiar effect on Jason; it made him look almost as pink as Orrie. He even
looked alittle furry, asif he were covered with afine pink down.

Jason grinned infectioudy. | fell inlovewith him. Again. "Comeonin," hecdled. "The enlightenment is
fine" Thetenson broke. We laughed.

"All right," he cdled. "Who wantsto enter?"

Jessie stepped forward. "I do.”

Jason faced her. He spoke quietly with her. " Are you complete with the physica universe?'

Jessie thought about that for amoment. She said, "No, | am not."

Jason asked, "'In what aress are you not?"

"| was unable to procure enough food suppliesfor the new godsfor the rest of the week."

Jason nodded knowingly. "Are you willing to have this be complete? No matter what it takes?'

Jessie nodded.

"Good. Isthere anyplace esein your life where you are incomplete?

She shook her head. "Then you may enter."

Jessie stepped out of her clothes and into the circle. He hugged her and kissed her.

Frankenstein's monster stepped forward then. He loomed above Jason.

Jason quizzed him the same way he quizzed Jessie. "Are you complete?' he asked. Each of therevelators
had to be clear. Jason asked about relationships or tasks or experiences. The person would answer yes
or no. If yes, Jason would bid them enter. If no, Jason would tell them that they could not enter the
spiritua world while they were dlill attached to the physical world. Theincomplete thingswould pull them
out. "Theway to complete an incomplete thing isto acknowledge itsincompleteness and have it be dll
right just theway it is. Areyou willing to have it completeitsalf tonight? No matter what? Are you willing
to surrender to the process of your own life?!

| began to understand. Redlly understand.

| am not my circumstances. | can step out of my circumstances. Let them take care of themsalves. They
will anyway, no matter What | do. If | am detached from them, they cannot control me. And | cannot be
the author until | am detached.

| am the source of my own life. | stepped forward.

Jnson asked me, "And you, Jm-are you incomplete?' He looked deeply into my eyesand | fdt asif |
were being questioned by my lover.

| said, "1 have thingsthat bother me. And | am willing to leave them behind.”

"However they work out?'

"However they work out."

"Step out of your clothes, Jm. Leave them behind.”

| did so. Jason hugged me and kissed me and welcomed me into the circle.

When the last person was accepted into the circlewe al sat. We purred for abit, tuning ourselvesto
Orrie's sound, and then when we were dl at such peace that death could have come quietly to any one of
uswithout fear, Jason said quietly, "Loolie" and Loolie stepped into the circle carrying asmal wooden
tray. On the tray were two small mounds of pink and blue sprouts. She walked dowly around the circle,
offering the tray to each person.

Each person took one pink sprout and one blue one. We held them, one in each hand, and waited.
Loolie completed her circle and offered the tray to Jason. He took a sprout of pink and a sprout of blue
aswdll.

He held his hands up high, so dl of us could see. He twisted the two sprouts together so that their skins
broke and their juices mingled.

Then he ate them. And we did likewise.

The flames reached up. The night turned purple and blue and white.

The gods sang to us.

And we were reveded to the truth.
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A sunning young lady named Joan
thought a penis was made with abone.
Shejust didn't know

'‘twas her sexud glow

that turned parts of men into stone.
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? "Youaregoingtodie'

"No oneisafradto diewithout first being afrad to live."
-SOLOMON SHORT

| tood on the platform next to Foreman. | was still holding the red card in my hand. The woman with the
other card was named Marisov. She looked Russian; maybe she was. Not everybody in the classwas
American.

Marisov stood on the other side of Foreman; she was trembling. Shelooked like shewasin her
mid-forties and a career officer. Her hair was clipped very short and she wore asingletiny gold skull
earring. United Nations Marine Corps? Maybe-but the trembling was out of character.

Of course, then again, the marines only had to dedl with rebels, terrorists, insurrectionists and occasiond
bands of mercenaries. Thiswas not them. Thiswas Daniel Jeffrey Foreman, one of the source-workers
of TheMode Training.

Given aroomful of United Nations Marines and one Reverend Foreman, I'd bet on Foreman. Hed have
them surrounded in no time.

Three assstants came up on the stage carrying folding canvas chairs. They set up one behind me, one
behind Foreman and one behind Marisov. They looked like the kind of chairs moviedirectorssit in. They
weretdl and surprisngly comfortable.

The assistants took the red card from my hands; Foreman told usto sit down. We sat.

Foreman sat down in his chair and nodded to one of the assstants at the back of the room. On the
screen behind us appeared a copy of adocument. The sedl of the president of the United Stateswas on
the document.

Foreman began. He put on his glasses and began to read quietly from the manud in front of him, "The
first part of The Survival Processisthis. We are going to review the charter of thistraining and the
circumstances under which it is conducted. We do thisin order to establish the legdity of the
circumstances you arein. We do this now, because later on some of you are going to raise thisissue.

Y ou will raise theissue in an atempt to negotiate aloophole for yourselves. There are no loopholes. We
will handle the issue of legdity now. Nonetheless, | am certain that theissue will beraised. Whenitis, |
will refer you to the document that has just been flashed on the screen behind us. If necessary, we will put
it back on the screen behind usand review it again.”

Foreman looked up, he looked out over the room, he peered over his glasses. "We have seen this
document before. | don't mind showing it to you again. | will show it to you as often as you need to seeit.
Thisisthe written permission of the president of the United States to take any actions | deem
appropriate-up to and including the termination of any trainee in the room. Please notice the date on the
document; it was signed the day that this training began. We have, onfile, a separate document for every
training. The president isaware of the circumstances of this particular procedure and has €l ected to
authorizeit only on acase by case basis. Arethere any questions, so far?”’

Therewere none.

"Good. So, then | may assumethat everybody in theroom is satisfied asto the legdity of this
procedure?' He waited.

A fat man in the back of the room raised his hand. Foreman pointed. The man stood up and said,

"Y ou'relaying down alot of preparation for something, but we don't know what it is; so how canwe
question any of this appropriately?’

"Good point. Obvioudy, you can't. However, thisis not the first time we've done this process, and we do
know what kinds of questions always come up. We are answering those questionsfirst to minimizethe
amount of timewe will have to spend on them later: Anything ese?*

The man shook his head and sat down.

Foreman turned the page of the manual. He looked to the back of the room again. "All right, now were



going to show you the entire procedure of putting the cardsin the envel opes, shuffling them and taping
them to the bottoms of the chairs. We aways record it, we dways show it; thisis so that you can be
absolutely certain there was no chicanery in the process of selecting the two volunteers.

Impishly, Foreman looked at me and grinned. "Getting alittle worried, aren't you, Jm?"

"Uh-yes," | admitted. | glanced over at Marisov. Shelooked like she was ready to faint. Foreman looked
at her too and patted her hand. "Relax. I'm right here.”

She muttered something in Russian, then trandated, "That'swhy I'm nervous.”

The room went dark and the video started then. Most of it was shown &t triple speed, which produced a
few chucklesfrom the audience. Everybody in the pictures moved in quick jerky steps.

First we saw the assistants holding up a deck of blank cards and a stack of empty envelopes. They all sat
down within camerarange and began quickly, jerkily stuffing the cardsinto the envelopes. When that
task was compl eted, Foreman stepped into the cameraangle and held up two red cards for everyoneto
see. He did the cardsinto the last two envel opes and then did the envel opes randomly into the middle of
the stack.

The stack of envel opes was then put into atransparent rotating drum with aclock mounted next toit. The
drum was set turning; the clock sped up and we watched fifteen minutes of furious churning passby in
ninety seconds.

Then the camera pulled back-thiswas al done in one take-to avery wide angle; the entire room was
included. The drum was opened, the ass stants each took a handful of envelopes and we watched as they
taped them under the chairs at super-speed.

When they finished, the doors were opened and the screen showed usfiling into the room. The video
was dowed down to one-and-a-haf-times normal speed for this. | saw mysalf enter the room and sit
down, and | felt anger and fear and betraya in my gut without knowing why.

Foreman touched my arm. "What's dl that about, Jm?"

"What?"

"That look on your face"

| met hiseyes. ™Y ou know what 1've been through. | think that you or the universe or God or whoever's
in chargeisagoddamned practica joker with the moras of amalignant thug.”

Foreman nodded. "Y ou don't know the half of it." And then he turned away to Marisov, leaving me even
more frustrated and angry and afraid than before.

The screenswent dark and the lights came back up.

"This record was made to verify that the salection process was not influenced or controlled by any human
agency. The entire running of this process will be recorded and a copy of the recording will be submitted
to the office of the president for review. That isyour guarantee that this process will be conducted as
fairly asishumanly possble”

Foreman closed the manual. He stood up.

Helooked at me. He looked at Marisov. He looked out over the room.

He nodded to the Course Manager.

She strode to the front of the room, carrying asmall wooden box. She handed the box to Foreman.

He opened the box and showed what wasin it to Marisov, then he showed me. Therewasagunin the
box. And two bullets. He held up the box for the roomful of traineesto see. The screens behind us
showed a close-up of the gun.

Foreman took the gun out of the box and handed it to Marisov. "Marisov, will you please examine that
weapon and verify that it isindeed a standard-issue device? Thank you.”

She nodded.

Foreman took the gun from her and handed it to me. "Now, McCarthy, will you please examine the gun
and verify that it isindeed a stlandard-issue wegpon? Thank you."

It wasareal gun. | handed it back to Foreman.

Foreman handed the two bulletsto Marisov. "Will you please examine these bullets and verify that they
are, infact, two red bullets, identicd in every way? Thank you."

He handed the bulletsto me.



"McCarthy, will you please examine the bullets and verify that they arered bullets? Thank you."

They werered. | handed them back.

"Thank you. Now, pick one of them, either one." He held them out in the palm of hishand.

| pointed at abullet. "Hand it to Marisov.” | did so.

"Good. "

Foreman handed the gun to Marisov. "Will you please load the gun?

Shedid so. To givethelady her due, the first thing she did was check that the safety was on. Then she
loaded the bullet into the chamber. Her hands were trembling, but Foreman waited patiently. When she
finished, hetook the gun from her carefully.

"Areyou satisfied that thisisareal gun with ared bullet?' She nodded. She looked pde.

Foreman turned to me. "McCarthy, are you satisfied?' | nodded.

"Good. Thank you both."

Foreman stepped to the edge of the stage. He clicked the safety off, then held the gun up for everybody
to see. "Thisgunisloaded. Y ou dl watched the processin close-up on those two screens. Does anyone
doubt that thisgun isalethd wegpon?'

No onedid.

"Just to verify . . . " Foreman turned abruptly, pointed the gun at the far wal and fired. The bullet
thwocked into the wall, spattering a small shower of plaster.

"Anyonewho would like to verify for himsdlf that thereisabullet imbedded in that wall isfreeto go over
and look. Well wait. No talking. Just go and look, then return to your seats.”

Quite afew people went to look. | wanted to go and look, but | knew what | would see.

For some reason, | wasn't wondering any more what we were building up to. Somehow, | knew.

When everyone was back in his or her seat, Foreman handed me the gun and the remaining bullet.
"Reload it, please.”

Funny. My hands trembled too. | checked the safety six times and handed the gun back to Foreman.
"Thank you." The man was remarkably cam.

He put the gun on the small table behind him. Then he produced a gold American Eagle coin from his
pocket. He held it up for everybody to see, turning it thisway and that, so the camera could show both
itshead and itstail. He asked Marisov to examine the coin; he asked me to examine the coin.

"Cdlit," hesad. "Heads" | said.

He caught the coin in his hand and-dapped it down on the back of hiswrist.

"Heads. Y ou win, McCarthy."

| grinned weakly. | didn't like the sound of that.

"Here. Y ou can keep the coin. Obvioudy, it'syour lucky coin."

It felt heavy in my fingers. | started to pocket it.

"Wait-" said Foreman. He handed me a second Eagle. Y ou're going to need two. Hang onto them.”
Two coins?| didn't get it, but | did them both into the pocket of my jumpsuit.

"All right," said the Honorable Reverend Dr. Daniel Jeffrey Foreman. He stepped to the edge of the
platfonn and addressed the entire room. "We have established the following: We have the legal authority
of the president of the United States. We have sdlected our two volunteers by an entirely random
procedure, first by cards under your chairs, and second by the toss of a coin. We have produced agun
and loaded it and demonstrated to the satisfaction of everyone in the room that thisisaletha wegpon.
We have recorded al of thisin nondestructible memory, two copies. Neither copy ison the premisesand
neither copy can be atered. Both copies are available for review by appropriately authorized personnd,
including the president of the United States of America”

Foreman stopped.

Helooked a me. He looked at Marisov. He looked at the room. " Are there any questions?”

Hewaited.

From the back of the room, someone called, "Y es! What isthe goddamn Surviva Process anyway?'
Foreman looked at hiswatch. He looked at the assistants in the back of the room and grinned. "Right on
schedule. Did | cdll it or did | cdll it? Who winsthe pool ?*



The Course Manager answered. "You do. Agan.”

Foreman |ooked satisfied with himself. He turned his attention back to the roomful of trainees.

"All right," he said. Hisvoice was oddly cam. "The processisthis. | am going to tell Colond Marisov of
the United Nations Marine Corps to shoot Captain McCarthy of the United States Specia Forces
Warrant Agency. This processwill continue until Captain McCarthy isdead.”

"Excuseme?' | said. "It sounded likeyousad. . ."

"I will repest it." Again, he spokein that very odd tone. | listened ashard as| could. | was certain | was
missing something. "I am going to tell Colondl Marisov to shoot Captain McCarthy. If Colond Marisov
refuses, | will begin selecting people at random until we find someone who iswilling to shoot Captain
McCarthy. The Surviva Processwill continue until Captain McCarthy isdead.”

| hadn't missed athing.

Therewas an incredible drumming in my ears. | heard mysdlf saying, "That'swhat | thought you said- "
And then | passed out.

"
A midwife named Ho from Arabia
often enjoys giving baby a
forty-volt shock

to the base of the cock.

(Onagirl, shegoesfor the labia.)
?



? 23
? Food of the Gods

"A baby isthe human race'sway of inasting that the universe give it another chance.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

All of uswerealittle dazed after thet.

For days afterward, we moved around the camp glassy-eyed and stunned. Sometimes we forgot to dress
or eat. We didn't see Jason for three days.

So much happened in that circle.

All of the circles before had merely been practice., Like an orchestra. tuning itself, we had been
rehearsing this part of the Revelation and that part of the Revdation, not knowing how dl the partswould
fit together until the moment when the whole was reved ed.

| remember flashes and visons. | remember thoughts. But | remember most clearly asingle experience; |
remember redlizing, "Oh, yes-thistime, were wearing naked ape bodies, and doing ape things.”

| redized why Jason had alowed usto spend so much time experiencing ourselves as physica animals.
Not because we were physical animals, but because we weren't. We were gods playing at being physica
animas. That wasthe game, and he wanted usto play it one hundred percent. "If you cannot completely
experience something,”" he said, "you will get stuck init. We must complete our experience of our
physical bodies so we can move beyond them." It didn't make senseto meat al, but | became an ape
with Jason until | redlized | had been an ape all dong, pretending not to be.

And then | wasn't an ape any more. Then | wasagod like Jason. And | was revealed.

| remember redizing that what we were doing here was something unprecedented on the planet. We
werethe first human beingsto live as Chtorrans. We were taking the Chtorran experience and bringing it
home. It was an incredible shock and | fell to my knees, crying with joy and terror.

Jason too went farther than he had ever been before.

He was shaken by the experience. Hetried to share it with us, but it came out as babbles. Heheld up a
hand and said, "We don't have the concepts yet." And then he buried hisfacein hishandsand cried, "'l
don't have the concepts yet!" He began to sob. "I saw it, | saw it. | broke beyond my limits and saw. But
the experienceis so far beyond concept that to try to conceptudizeit isto channd it and narrow it. It
would be like calling a symphony asound. . . ." Hewept into his hands, and the rest of uswept with him.
We didn't see Jason for three days after the Revelation. He was recuperating, Marcie said. He had taken
such energiesinto hisbody that he had injured himsalf and needed to rebuild his strength.

The camp was not the same afterward. Everything looked different to me. | had never seen the world this
way before. Everybody |ooked different to me. | could see thingsinsde them that | had never known
werethere. | could seethingsinsde myself.

By the glow on others faces, | knew that they too were transformed by the Revelation.

| wastold | would be assigned new chores. But for now, to make mysdf useful to Marcie, Jessie, and
George-who | gill thought of as Frankenstein's monster.

| was gill walking around confused. | finally went to-of al people-Frankenstein, and after | told him how
much | loved him, | told him how confused | was.

Hetold me that was normal. "It's part of the process. Cherishit. The greater your confusion, the farther
you're moving from the level of ordinariness.

He spread his big hands wide to encompass the whole world. "Confusion is the doorway to the
extraordinary level. Y ou can only get there by being willing to not know anything. Confuson isthe
recognition that what you think you know is not what you really know. The more confused you are, the
farther you're moving. Jason says that we're always on the threshold of the extraordinary, but as soon as
we assmilate it then weve fallen back into the ordinary. So we have to keep pushing oursdvesinto the
extraordinary, over and over."

He had picked up alarge carton. He handed it to me to hold, while he gathered up puppies from the



floor and put them in the box. They were four weeks old and so fluffy they looked like little mops. They
sueaked and yipped and tried to climb out of the box.

"So, thiswill wear off eventually?' | asked.

"Yesand no," hesaid. "Y ou are transformed by the experience. Y ou will aways be transformed by it.
Can you not have experienced something you've dready experienced? Can you makeit not have
happened? Of course not.” He put the last puppy in the box and took it from me. | followed him across
the camp.

"Assamilationisnorma,” he sad. "It's the mind figuring out and explaining and conceptudizing the
experience. It's anecessary step. Because once you've assimilated an experience, you've completed it.
Then you're ready to go on to the next. Y ou're ready to push yoursdlf into not-knowingness again.

Y ou'reready for the next breakthrough. Being &t the extraordinary level isimpossible. Y ou can get there,
but you can't stay there. All you can do is get there and get there and get there. Breakthrough after
breakthrough after breskthrough.”

| followed him down the dope toward the pool where Orrie was building hisfamily. Orrie spent alot of
time with the two younger Chtorrans these days. There was alot to teach them. Soon, the baby would
join them too.

| said, "There's so much to learn. And | guess I'm too impatient. Thank you for being so understanding.”
Frankengtein rumbled with quiet laughter. "Jm, weredl ill learning here. Even Jason. Especidly Jason.
But you've dready got the one quaity. you need-you're willing to open yourself up to find out the truth.
It'sbeen ared pleasure watching you grow. When you first came here, | thought | was going to have to
kill you. You were all pinched up like aprune. Y ou wore your hate on your face like amask. Now,
you're dways smiling and joyous. I'm glad you're here with us. Have | told you today how much | love
you?"

| felt thetearsStarting towell up again. "l . . . I'm dways on the edge of tears," | admitted.
"That'sgood,” Frankenstein said. "That'sasign of how closeyou liveto the extraordinary leve .

| recognized hewasright. | said, "Can | share something with you?"

"Sure”

"Since my trandformation-God; it feds strangeto talk about it.”

"Doesit?'

"Yes. It'slike saying it makesit redl dl over again. | can fed mysdlf recreating the experience and | know
| redly am transformed. It'sthis surge of power and joy; it comes up dmost automaticaly every timel
remember that I'm transformed by the Revelation. | mean, | know so much more now than | ever knew
before. What | want to share with you isthat | don't feel human any more. Do you know what | mean?|
mean, it'slike thisbody isatool that | use, but I know I'm not the bodly. It'sjust where | experience
mysdf. But I'm morethan it. I'm beyond it. I'm agod. | have this detachment from this body. | know that
it'snot me. I know, | must sound like I'm babbling ... "

"Y ou're making perfect sense”

"...and | know that | need thisbody to play in thisworld; but | know thisbody can dieand al that'll
happen will bethat I'll move on to the next place. | may not be me any more-not the methat | think | am.
Infact, of course, | won't be-but that's al right. It's part of thejob of being agod, isn't it?"

| stopped myself when | redlized what 1'd said. In amuch softer tone, | added, "That's terrifying. | mean,
for metoredizetha I'magod. . ."

Frankenstein rumbled good-naturedly. "L et metell you what Jason says. Gods create. Y ou create.
Youreagod. You can't help it. Y ou can even create yoursalf as being not agod. Y ou do that by not
cresting-except then al you're doing is cresting 'not-cresting.’ Got that?"

"Uh-huh."

"And dl that 'not-creating' is, is not being responsible for what you are creating. Y ou can't helpit. You're
always creating. Y ou are agod whether you want to be one or not, so you might aswell be agod and
enjoy yoursdf."

| laughed with him.

We arrived at the pool then. Marcie was waiting for us. Orrie flowed up and out over the edge and



bobbled hiseyesin greeting. "Brrdp, " he said.

Frankenstein handed the box to Marcie. "Give me ahand, Jm?' She handed the box of puppiesto me,
then climbed down into the poal. "Come on down. It's safe. They know about people now. "

| balanced the box on my shoulder and climbed down after her. We squatted down on the pool floor and
the two young Chtorrans came squealing out to greet us. They were each over ameter long now and
they were as cute aslittle grizzly bears. They bobbled their eyes with excitement. They examined
Marci€e's boots, my hands, and the box of puppies with equa interest-but the puppies fascinated them.
They werefat little gobbets of waddling flesh. And they moved!

"Help mefeed them,” Marcie said.

"Sure" | said. "How come the puppies?!

"Oh, there was a screw up. Jessie was supposed to arrange a pickup of some beef, but it never
happened. It'sjust aswell. We're going to be moving on soon. Just as soon aswe find anew place. "
Shetook the first puppy out of the box and put it down on the gray concrete surface of the poal. "Go
ahead, girl." The puppy's hind legs were splayed outward. It wobbled afew stepstoward the nearest
Chtorran and yipped at it.

"They'recute," she said. She glanced at me. "Are you going to hel p with the scouting?'

"| redlly don't know this part of Caiforniathat well. | know that some of the artificia peninsulasare
supposed to be very nice. My mom's a one of the new communities outside of Santa Cruz, | think. |
haven't talked to her in over ayear. But it'sgot it's own natural defenses, it's amost impossible to get
onto. That's the kind of place we should look for. A place that's dmost completely inaccessble”

The two Chtorrans turned to face the puppy. The nearest one reached out with one hand and poked at it
tentatively. The puppy fell over onitsback and wagged itstail. The Chtorran picked it up. Apparently it
sgueezed too hard with its claw, for the puppy squeded in pain. The Chtorran popped the puppy into its
mouth. There was a startled yowp, muffled by the sound of chewing and then the Chtorran said,
"Chtrrrrr."

Marcie took a second puppy out of the box and handed it to the other Chtorran. It grabbed for it
eagerly, like apiece of Christmas candy. The puppy disappeared just as quickly.

"Give them amoment to digest,” said Marcie. "Their sysemsare fill young. They can't handle too much
at once." She reached over and skritched one of the Chtorrans at the base of its eyestalks.

"Y ou don't remember where wefirst met, do you?' | asked her.

"Sure | do. We found you north of here."

"No, before that. | remember you from Denver. Do you remember Denver at al?!

"l was unconsciousthen,” shesaid. "'l don't remember much of anything. "

"You werewith afat colond .. ."

"Oh, yeah." She laughed. "Him. Colond Buffoon. That's what everybody caled him. He's dead, you
know."

"Oh?"

"It was funny-1 mean, the way we arrived here. It shows how powerful | am. | creasted asituation so
inevitable that fifteen people died to get me here. | wasn't even supposed to be on the bus, but the
colond took me everywhere. | wasfor the entertainment of his guests. They used my body. | wasn'tinit
most of thetime. | was just-there. Y ou know?'Y ou know how it is before you redly wake up to your
own life. | don't remember where we were going, but we were on abus. We took awrong turn. Thesign
was changed or something. We ran into aroadblock. There were Chtorrans, three of them. Therewas
some shooting; and then everybody was dead. No, not everybody. Georgeand . . . and, um, the
colonel-you know, | don't remember hisrea name any more-and mysdif . . . and | think therewasa
secretary. We werent killed. Jason gave usthe chanceto live."

"So what happened to the colonel ?*

"Oh, hetried to escape. And the secretary too. Both of them. They told George and me. They wanted us
to come with them. George said no, it wasn't safe. They said they were going to try anyway, while they
dill had their minds left. 1sn't that S1ly? Can you imagine anyone wanting to protect their mind?*

| laughed with her. We each pulled another puppy out of the box and gave them to the Chtorran cubs.



One of the Chtorrans ate his puppy immediately. The other examined it curioudy. He was fascinated by
the puppy.

"Don't play with your food!" Marcie dapped hisflank, and he ate the puppy.

"Anyway," shesaid. " told Jason what they were up to, and he said not to worry about it. They tried to
escape and Orrie and Falstaff ate them. That's what happens when you bresk your word. So you knew
mein Denver? That was when you were dill in the army, right? Were you one of the men | fucked?"

| nodded. Then shook my head. "Wéll, not exactly. Do you remember your dog? Rangle?!

For just the barest instant, she looked uncomfortable. It wasjust aflicker of annoyance on her face. "Uh,
yeah. | used to feed him scraps.”

"Wadl, | wasthe one who told you he was dead. Remember that night outside the cafeteria? And you
screamed at me, and cried on my shirt? And then we made love- "

"Had sex," she corrected. "That wasn't love."

"Sorry, you'reright. | know that now. And then | had to leave, and you were pissed off a me."

"Oh, yeah! | remember. That was you? God, that's redlly funny! See how powerful you are? Y ou did
come back."

"I never thought of it that way. But, yes-you'reright.”

"God, | thought you were ajerk then.”

"| thought you were crazy."

"l was; | still am. But at least thiskind of crazy contributes. | can use my craziness to make a difference.
Weadl can. That'swhat Jason says, and he'sright.”

"Do you want to know the rest of the joke?' | asked.

"What?"

"| lied to you that night."

"Oh"

"About Rangle. | told you hewas hit by acar.”

"I remember, | cried dl night long after you left. | even thought about killing mysdf, but | didn't have
enough pills. Do you know that dog was the only person in theworld | could talk to then?!

"Y eah, you weren't too sociable. In fact, you were anasty bitch.”

"I still am," she grinned. She reached into the box. "Theres only two Ieft. Onefor you. . . " She put the
first puppy down on the floor of the pool. "And onefor you.” She put the second puppy down in front of
the second Chtorran.

She looked to me again with honest curiosity. " So what did happen to Rangle? Did somebody shoot
him? | was dways afraid that would happen to him. There was alot of that going on at Denver. The big
macho military boyswere always going out to shoot stray dogs.”

"No, it'seven funnier than that. Remember the wild Chtorran they had there?!

"I heard about it. The onethat got loose?"

"Uh-huh. They were scared silly of it. People would go over to the [ab every night for the feeding
sessonsto give themselves nightmares. Jillannatook me the night before | met you. They werefeeding it
dogs. Rangle was one of them?”

"Redlly?' Marcielooked delighted at thejoke. "That's funny. That was just what that dumb dog
deserved." But when shelooked up, there were tearswelling up in her eyes. "I'm so stupid. Look a me:
my machinery is still working. An gpe feeds adog to aworm and then cries about it." She wiped at her
eyes. "l had alot of identity invested in that dog. Stupid of me. Redl stupid.”

"Noitisn't,” | said. "It's part of the process. Y ou have to complete that before you can move on to the
next thing. Y ou were way down there, Marcie. Y ou were azombie. Y ou were underwater. Y ou've got a
lot of stuff left-we dl do-it'sjust part of thejob. It'sdl right to cry.”

"I know. But I'm annoyed now-because | thought 1'd finished dl that stuff long ago. Boy, just when you
thought it was safe to go back in your head . . ." She stood up, | stood up with her.

The two little Chtorrans|looked at us curioudy and squedled with dismay.

"I'msorry," Marciesad. "That'sdl thereis"

They didn't believe her. They waggled their eyes at us. They bounced and flounced. They humped and



pumped. They squeaked and squeal ed.

Marcie hed her hands out for them to see. | did likewise. We turned the box on its side so they could
seeinto it. One of them poked itsface in and snorfled around for amoment. When it pulled out, the other
examined the box with equal thoroughness. "Brrroooot,” it said.

"You little mongterd!" Marcie scolded. "How many puppies can you egt in aday anyway. Give mea
break. How do you expect anyoneto treat you like godsif you insst on acting like ssomachs? Y ou guys
got alot to learn.”

They lowered their eyesin shame. But they weren't ashamed. It was part of the act. They began sniffing
the floor of the pool, examining afew spurts of blood curioudy.

Murcieand | left them to their explorations. We climbed out and started heading back toward the camp.
"Arewe going to get more food for them soon?”

"Oh, yes. That's being handled. We sent the truck to Sacrawcnto. But it'll be close. The big ones can go
aweek at atime without eating, but the babies need to eat every day. And Orrie-we need to force his
growth, so he hasto eat more often too. But they should be back tonight, so welll be okay.”

"Oh, so that'swhere Jessieis. Who's taking care of the baby?"

"Didn't you know?' Marcie|looked a me surprised.

"Know what?"'

"Wadl . .. at the Revelation, Jason asked her to be responsible for her commitment to the new gods. Y ou
know, she didn't get their food on time. We can aways make do with the dogs-but that wasn't the point.
We're responsible for Orries well-being, and the well-being of hisfamily. That's the agreement. If we
don't keep them fed, they have the right to feed on us. Jason asked Jessie to honor her commitment.”

"Y ou mean she gave hersdf to Orrie?

"No. She gave her baby to Orrie."

| stopped where | stood and stared at Marcie. "She gave her baby to. .. 7"

"Jm!" Marcie said warningly. " Get out of your mind! That's your ape machinery reacting! Y ou've got to
givethat up or it'l get in your way."

"Uh..." | flustered for words. "Puppies are one thing. | mean, they're supposed to befood. But . . ."
"Jm-don't you know what Jason's Revelation was? No, guess not. He hasn't shared it with everybody
yet. Thisisit. We're supposed to be their food. Us-the gpes. That's why we're here. We're supposed to
feed the gods-with our bodiesif necessary.” Shetouched hersaf with her hands. "Thisthing-thisis god
food. We're supposed to breed lots of nicefat healthy mealsfor the gods. There'salot more than thet,
but Jason hasn't shared it yet. He says we have to get that very basic level before we can moveon to
anythingdse"

| wastoo shocked to react. | said, "I thought we were supposed to be partners with the gods!™

"Weare! Our partnership so far ison the physical level. We supply what their bodies need so they can
build their families. To ask for more than that is not only presumptuousit'sassilly asthose puppies asking
to be people. At best, it'scute. At worgt, it'stragic. For usto really have a partnership, we haveto give
up our gpe machinery and recognize that the job of being agod's partner isto be of absolute serviceto
the god, ddlivering whatever iswanted and needed, absolutely and totaly---even if it means being at
detriment to onesdf.”

"I thought. . . . Now I'm really confused. | thought we were going to experience our own godhood.”

"Of course we are-and well experience the Chtorran godhood, too. But remember, it dways getsfiltered
through the ape machinery. What does it matter if a Chtorran ests a puppy? Nothing. So what doesiit
matter if a Chtorran eats ababy ape? It means nothing. It only means something if you invest it with
identity. Identity isaproduct of al that mind machinery. Giveit up.”

Thetearswererolling down my cheeks. | hadn't redlized I'd come so far. | could see exactly what she
meant. And | hated her and | hated mysdlf-because | hadn't come far enough yet to stop caring.

Marcie let me cry until | wasfinished. Then she took me by the hand and led me back up the dope.
That night she came to my bed and we made another baby. Another meal for the gods. If necessary.

"

A limerick isbest whenit'slewd,



gross, titillating, and crude.
But thisoneisclean
unlessyou are seen
reading it oud in the nude.
N
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Second Thoughts

"Discretion isthe better part of surviva."
-SOLOMON SHORT

Jason looked wesk. He asked me to walk with him. | redlized | didn't want to.

| said to him, "Y ou taught meto tell the truth, Jason. Always."

His eyeswere as sharp as ever. "What's the matter, Im?'

"There's something wrong somewhere. I've got anugget of doubt. Part of me till isn't committed. It's il
testing. And | don't want to test any more. | just want to do my job."

"Y ou are doing your job, Jm. Truly." He put hisarm around my shoulder. "Part of your jobisto test. Do
you know that? Y our job isto test the truth. Always. That's how you know it'strue.”

| shook my head. "It sounds good, Jason. | mean, the funny thing is, it'sal sologicd. | mean, it'sa
perfect logicd trap. Y ou led my mind down a primrose path and it stepped in the bear trap. It's caught. |
can't do anything any more without knowing that it's my mind doing whét it hasto do so it can survive."
"Yep," heagreed. "Annoying, isn't it? How do you think | felt when | cameto my first Revelation?"

"l never thought about that."

"l was pissed as hell for amonth.”

"Oh. I'd havethought . . ." | felt foolish. "Thanks" | said.

"Now, let me ask you. There's something specific that you're concerned about? Right?"

"Jesse's baby. Why did you let her do it?’

"l didn't let her, IJm."

"Huh? Then you disapprove?’

"| didn't say that either. Listen carefully. It was her responsbility, Jm. Shedidn't ask for my permission.
Shedidn't ask for my approval. | asked her to look at what was appropriate. After the Revelation, she
came to me and told me what she thought was appropriate. She didn't ask me to do anything about it.
Shejud told me."

"But you agreed with it?"

"Agreament isirrdlevant.”

"Y ou could have stopped her."

"And that would have diminished her, Im. Sheld had her own Reveation too-just as you did-about her
relationship with the new gods.”

"l guess. .. | guessI'm looking for some sign of humanity.”

"Y ou'relooking for what you think humanity is, Jm. But remember, al you have as adefinition of
humanity isthe old node of being human. What were up to hereis creating anew mode of humanity.
And what Jessie did may very well be apart of it."

"It hurts," | admitted.

"l know," hesaid.

"Doesnt it hurt you too?'

"Yes. | havefeclings of pain and sorrow, very strong ones. I'm the baby's father.”

| stared at him. He nodded. He touched my shoulder and we kept walking. | didn't know what to say.
Jason said, " Just remember, Jm. Y ou're not your fedings. Y our fedingsare never vdid judtifications for
your actions. If you get angry, doesthat justify your being violent? No. It only explainsit or rationaizesit.
But it doesn't let you off the hook. Y ou are ill responsible. I'm responsible for Jason over here. Jessie
will be responsible for Jessie over there”

| said, "I guesstheres till too much | don't understand. It feelswrong to me.”

"I know. And it will probably continueto fed wrong for aslong asyou keep identifying with your old
standards of human lachavior. Y ou're going to have to give those up if you're going to live with the gods,



Jm."

| stared at the ground aswe walked. "1 don't know, Jason. It keeps getting harder.”

Jason clapped me on the back. "Of courseit does. That's becauise you're getting bigger, more
powerful-so you keep needing heavier loadsto bear. Y ou're growing up, Jm. Just remember this: God
never gives anyone aheavier burden than they can carry.”

"How convenient.”

"Areyou ready for your new job, Jm?"

| shrugged. "I'll find out when | do it, won't |7

Jason laughed. "You'll bedl right. Listen, we're going to be moving out before summer. We need to
arrange a convoy. We need to find anew location. Weve got some placesin mind, but we redlly need to
accessatermina and see what's available. What we want is a secluded ranch somewhere. Well need
fuel for the trucks, well need to replenish our store of rations. WEeIl need some frozen mest for the
babies. Weve just about used up the dogs. "

"Jason?" | interrupted.

T

"I know the Chtorrans are omnivorous. They can eat trees and plants and shrubs and vegetables and just
about anything else. Why do we have to have mest for them?”

"It forcestheir growth, im. Mest ishigh-energy food. Plants aren't. Plants are lower on the food chain.
The new godswould have to spend al day foraging, al day eating, and pretty soon the countryside
around here would get pretty bare. And that would show up on the satellite scans. By feeding them mest,
we keep them fat and happy and that buys us enough time for us to school each other. Medt gives usthe
energy surpluswe need to stay at the extraordinary level with the new gods.”

"Oh," | said. | wastrying hard to figure out the biology of the Situation-without the overlay of philosophy.
It was getting harder and harder.

"We could have adozen babies if we had the resources to feed them. But we don't. That'swhy | want to
find a place where we can start afood-breeding program. | think sheep or goats. There's so much we
haveto do. Y ou're going to be avauable part of it, Jm."

"M

"Mm-hm. I'm thinking about your military background. Y ou could accessamilitary termina, couldn't
you?'

"Sure”

"Well, I'll bet we could find alot of the information we need from the centra military banks, couldn't we?"
"I'mcertain of it."

"And supplies?'

"Sure. The army cached supplies dl over the country during the plagues. Especidly in the aftermath year,
when everybody was trying to put things together. The army had substations dl over the place. Some of
them are just Sitting there forgotten. When the government started to recentralize, alot of stationswere
just locked up and I€ft. It'd be easy to ligt them.”

"There's agtation near Atascadero. Y ou mentioned that one once. Would that be agood place?!

"No. That'sa Specia Forcesbase. | sort of lied about that. | wanted you to attack it, because | knew the
kind of force they had there. They'd have clobbered you. No, stay away from the Atascadero base.
What you want is something like.. . . oh, let me see. Not Diablo. Too much radiation. Hm, Stockton's
too populated till. Livermore might work. But | think the best bet isto hit one of the numberson
Interstate 5. I'll have to check the maps. "

"Could you do it by Thursday?'

"The day after tomorrow?"

"Mm-hm. What we want to do istarget the most likely area, und as soon as we get to a public termind,
update our maps and make u fina decison.”

"I'm going with?"

"Uh-huh. ™

"Y ou trust me? Even with my doubts?'



"Jm, you'll aways have doubts. We both know that. So what? I'm not interested in your doubts. I'm
interested in your results. Are you going to produce results for me?'
"Of course”

"Terrific. Then there's nothing to worry about, isthere?!

"No. | guess not."

"Y ou guess?' Jason smiled wryly.

"No, | don't guess at anything anymore.”

2

| know of alasswho'sfor sde.

Shélsredly anice piece of tall.

From June to September,

shéll devour your member,

but therest of the year, she'sinjail.
?
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Denid

"The moment in which you confront your own degth isthe moment in which you are mogt totdly dive."
-SOLOMON SHORT

At least, now | understood what the two gold coins were for. They were to be placed on the eyes of my
corpse.

An old tradition. The coins were to be used by the recently deceased to pay the ferryman'stoll. The
assumption was that Charon, the boatman who plied the river Styx, did not give freebies.

So | thought about that for awhile.

Thetraditiond view of theferry wasthe one derived from the Gustav Doreillugtrations for Dante's
Inferno; a hooded, cloaked figure standing dourly in the stern of agrim-looking gondola, poling hisway
across the dank, fetid Styx with digpassionate gloom.

That wasthetraditiona view.

But | expected something more modern.

With the traffic crossing the Styx these days, a Hovercraft would be far more appropriate, or maybe one
of the superferries that ran between Caais and Dover. For that matter, why not just put in atoll bridge
and be done with the whole tawdry business of ferries and boatmen and pennies on adead man's eyes?
But there would probably be an interminable wait in the customsline.

| wondered if there would be duty-free shopping.

What kind of souvenirswould you findin hell anyway?

| wondered if anyone would be waiting for me. Dad? Shorty? Duke? Or, maybe. . .

Never mind. I'd find out soon enough.

Foreman had stepped off the platform. He was conferring quietly with the Course Manager. She nodded
and returned to the back of the room. Foreman climbed back up the steps and looked at me. ™Y ou don't
believethisyet, do you?'

| blinked back to the present.

| was il gitting in the canvas chair. | was till on the platform. | was il in The Surviva Process.

"I-I'm sorry. | wasthinking."

"Yes, that'sright,” Foreman agreed. "Y ou were performing an activity or alearned behavior which you
have connected to surviva."

Foreman turned to face the room. "Here's what's going to happen, I'm going to explain some things about
how the mind works. Then we're going to talk about them. And were going to avik about this process.
Taking about this processisthe main part of the process. It will demonstrate just how firmly connected
tosurviva dl of you redly are”

My mind was wandering again. | wastrying to visudize Hell. What kind of tortures could | expect? What
kind of torturesdid | deserve?

My dad had once defined hell in agame, but nobody took it too serioudly. It wasjust agame. But once,
inan interview, he admitted that hisvison of hdll was "to be trapped forever in the Smal World ride at
Disneyland.”

Foreman was saying, "One of thefirg things that happens when the mind is confronted with information
that it doesn't want to hear, or doesn't want to believe, is that the mind retreats. It goes unconscious. We
saw that rather dramatically demonstrated when McCarthy here passed out.

"But there are other kinds of unconsciousnesstoo. Daydreaming. for example. Heresthejoke. Y ou want
to notice when you go unconscious-if you can-because that thing that your mind istrying to block out is
very likely the one thing you most need to hear. McCarthy, are you paying attention? Remember, this
process continues until you are dead.”

| snapped to attention. There was alittle laughter from the room. Had | been daydreaming again? Yes.



"Good. McCarthy isatextbook case. But don't fed superior. It doesn't matter who we put up here on
the stage: any one of you would be atextbook case. The point is, you need to stay conscioustoday. This
may be the single most important day in your training. It's certainly the most important day for McCarthy.
Right, James?'

| was beginning to hate him. How could he talk so calmly about my death?

"Remember when wewerein Africa?' asked Foreman. "Living in trees, scratching for fleas? Remember
al those millions of years of evolution that are hard-wired into your cerebra cortex? No? Well, no
matter-it's there anyway. The problem s, you think because you're not conscious of it that it's not there,
that somehow you can be a human being independent of your evolutionary history. | say that's bullshit.

Y ou can no more be free of your evolutionary history than afish can be free of water. Y ou swim in your
history-and it's as trangparent and invisible to you asthe water isto the fish.”

Foreman grinned abruptly, asif remembering ajoke. "The only difference between you and the fish is that
the fish doesn't spend hdf hislife making explanationsfor the other half. That'sright, laugh. Laughter is
another way of avoiding theissue. Redlity evasion. Pretend that this doesn't have to be taken serioudly.

Y es-remember how we used to joke about Chtorrans and the people who claimed to have seen them?”
"Thisisdifferent!" shouted somebody.

Foreman didn't even look up. "Raise your hand if you have something to say." Helooked and pointed.
"Y es? Rodman?"

A man near the front stood up. He had long, shoulder-length hair. He looked like aNavao Indian.
Maybe hewas. "Thisisagtunt,” he said. "A very carefully prepared stunt, I'll admit. It's very convincing.
But you're not redlly going to kill McCarthy, it'd be awaste of agood officer."

"Those are assumptions on your part: one, that we're not going to kill McCarthy, and two, that he'sa
good officer. Frankly, I've heard he's aterrible officer."

"He's ill ahuman being!” A woman stood up without waiting to be recognized. "Y ou can't just kill a
human being.”

"I can, | have, and | will," said Foreman. "L et me demonstrate something. Every single personinthis
room who has ever taken ahuman life, regardless of the circumstances, please stand up.” At leest a
hundred people stood up.

Foreman nodded. "All right, remain stlanding. Now, if you have ever been present when ahuman being
wasviolently killed, please stand up.”

At least another hundred and fifty people stood.

"Y ou're talking about combat Situations--that's different!” The woman protested.

"That's an assumption,” Foreman replied quietly. "We don't know that those deaths occurred in acombat
circumstance. It's aprobable assumption because most of you think this courseisfilled with military
officers, but it'sjust as possible that most of the people in this course are murderers, granted conditional
reprieves from Death Row. Don't make assumptions.” He waved the people back down into their sedts.
"You're horrible!" said the woman.

"Yes, | am. So, what?"

"Y ou shouldn't be making jokes about it! Thisisn't funny!"

"| agreewith you. Thisisn't funny at al. Theré'sahuman life a stake. It was never meant to be funny. |
gpologizeif it came off that way. The point isthat violent death is not an uncommon or unusua
occurrence to most of the people in thisroom; so the notion that there is something uncommon or unusua
inwhat werredoingisinvdid.”

"Weretaking about ahuman lifel™

"l know that," said Foreman camly.

"You can't just kill him!"

"I can. And | will-if that'swhat it takes to convince you that I'm serious abouit this process.”

"Itsillegd!"

"No, it'snot." Foreman pointed to the screen where the president's order was displayed.

"Wdl, it'sdill wrong."

"Ahh! It'swrong. Yes Lifeisright. Death iswrong. Therefore, killing iswrong. That's your surviva mode



speaking. If the truth be told, you personally don't give ashit whether Jim lives or dies-you'rejust terrified
that if we establish the precedent of taking lives without gpparent reason, you might find yourself in front
of the gun next. Right?'

Thewoman didn't answer immediately. After abitter pause, she snarled, "Y oure awfully glib. What if it
wasyou in front of the gun?"

"It'snot mein front of the gun. The questionisirrdevant. This processisn't about my surviva. It's about
yours. And McCarthy's." Abruptly, Foreman noticed that Rodman was gtill standing and waiting
patiently. "Actudly, Rodman had the floor-you're interrupting; St down. Rodman, do you have anything
dsetosay?

"No. | just wanted to say that | don't believe you. | think the gunis some kind of psychological trick to
make us angry or scared. You'retrying to get usto jump through your hoop. And it's dready starting to
work. Y our conversation with her shows you scared her silly." He sat down, pleased with himself.
"Thanksfor sharing that," said Foreman. "But what you think has nothing to do with what's actualy going
to happen. We have aloaded gun up here. | intend to use it before the end of the day.” To therest of the
room, "Rodman doesn't believe that. He thinksit'satrick. Let's see, what wasit Samuel Johnson said?
Oh, yes," Foreman read from the manua, " 'Depend on it, Sir, when aman knows heisto be hanged ina
fortnight, it concentrates hismind wonderfully.’

"It'sdill very early inthe day," said Foreman. "At this point, I'm sure that most of you are dill thinking that
thisgun isonly aprop to help you “concentrate your minds wonderfully.' Well, yes-that's part of the
purpose; the gun does focus your attention; but | should aso remind you what Chekhov said. That's
Anton, not Pavel," Foreman frowned his annoyance at the presumed illiteracy of the group and turned the
page of the manud. "'If somebody places agun on the mantel in thefirgt act, it must be fired before the
end of the second.’ | promise you that we will use this gun today."

Foreman stopped himsdlf to make atangential point. "What we are doing here is demonstrating the first
part of the process of dying. Denid. Most of you in this room-including even McCarthy-are refusing to
accept that | am serious about this process. We will remain in the denia phase until everybody inthe
room is satisfied that thisisnot atrick. | am going to tell Colonel Marisov to shoot Captain McCarthy.
This process will continue until Captain McCarthy isdead. The denid of this processis part of what you
think you have to do to survive. That'swhy you do it. Now, wherewas |?' He strode back to the stand
with the manud onit. "Oh, yes-| wastaking about our evolutionary history.

"When we weredtill living in thetrees, life was alot sSmpler-and so were our brains. Isthisagood
banana or a bad banana? Monkeys that could recognize good bananas survived. Monkeys that couldnt,
didn't. The evolutionary history of this species has served to put a premium on the ability to make
appropriate decisons. Every time one of you chimpanzees pops out a baby, you are passing aong not
only your genes, but your vote on the hard-wired programming of the species. Because of our billions of
years of evolutionary history, we are hard-wired to be decison-making machines. Whatever
circumstance we are presented with, we make adecision about it. The decison isawaysreduced to its
smplest leve: "Isthisagood banana or abad banana? Y es or no? Isthisathreat to my surviva? Or
not? If something unknown presentsitsalf, we are hard-wired to treat it asathreat until proven otherwise.
Eveything that your mind does-that whole conversation in your head, no matter what it's about-that's the
mind consdering itsdecisonsfor surviva.

"Now, you want to notice here pay attention!-that this places an incredible burden on the mind to be
right. Because in the mind's view, the dternative to being right is being dead. The mind equatesrightness
with surviva and wrongnesswith dying. Thisis hard-wired into us. We, asindividuas, haveto beright
whatever we do. That's why we have so much trouble with the concept of desth-because Death is
wrong. By theway," Foreman added, "the purpose of this processis not to change that orientation. We
can't. It's hard-wired into you. The best we can do is make you conscious of it. Notice that most of you
are now in denial. Notice the attempts to find the loophole, the escape, the fine print in the contract. "
Foreman sat down in his chair and looked out over the room. " Feedback?"

Severa handswent up.

"What'sto prevent McCarthy from walking out that door in the back of the room?"



"Thedoor islocked and will remain so until | tell the assstantsto unlock it.”

"What if Marisov refuses?’

"WEell pick someone else.” Foreman was emotionless.

"What if wedl refuse?

"Then | will firethe gun. Nothing will change the fact. The process continues until McCarthy is dead.”
Foreman pointed to awoman in the front row.

"I'm not going to argue with you," shesaid. "l just want to ask why? Why isit necessary to kill McCarthy
for this process?"

Foreman considered hiswords carefully. "Remember what | told you at the beginning? We don't explain
anything here. That'sthe mind trying to Sidetrack the purpose. Y ou want to bring acentipedeto a
crashing halt? Ask himin which order he moves hislegs. In here, we concentrate on results. The only
explanation you will ever get is. because that's what is necessary to produce the result.”

"But isn't thisarather severe and heartless way to make a point? Couldn't you just tell uswhat were
supposed to redize?!

Foreman gave her alook. He gave her the look. "Don't you think we've had this discussion oursalves? I
there were any other way to achieve the result, if there were an easer way, don't you think we'd take it?"
She sat down.

Foreman looked out over the room. "Do you see the denid a work? Do you see how you are trying to
deny the circumstances of the Stuation? Y ou're still not taking it serioudy.” He pointed at another raised
hand.

A manthistime. "Sorry, but | don't believe that the president of the United States would authorize this
kind of bullshit. I don't believeit. If you're serious, then you're amurderer and you're asking usto be
co-conspirators. And if you're not serious-if thisis some kind of atrick, like Rodman said-then thisis il
an outrage. I'm going to take this up with Senator Brodie. When thisis made public.. . ."

Foreman held up ahand. "Excuse me, but Senator Brodie is one of our graduates.”

"Then I'll find another senator. | il don't believethis. .. "

Foreman looked at him camly. "I acknowledge your disbdlief. Are you willing to take McCarthy's place
up hereon the platform?”

"Uh..." Theman hestated. The roomful of peoplelaughed.

Foreman grinned. "That'sthefirst Sgn that any of you in thisroom are taking this serioudy. Does anyone
want to trade places with McCarthy? Does anyone redlly and truly disbelieve?'

No hands were raised.

"Hm," said Foreman. " Suddenly, we have aroomful of hiders." He resumed hisandytica tone. "I think
most of you are ill in denid. Y ou want to notice that denid at least pretendsto be arationd process.”
He grinned. "Wait till we get to anger. Anger isterrific. Thereésno pretenseat al inanger. You'l see.
Does anyone €l se want to deny the circumstances of this process? McCarthy?' He looked a me.

| shook my head dowly.

Foreman looked a me oddly, then he looked to Marisov. "What about you?"

Marisov spoke in carefully measured tones. She said, 'l won't fire the gun. | can't. | won't. McCarthy has
committed no crime. He does not deserveto die”

"Agreed: he has committed no crime. He does not deserveto die. But hes going to die anyway. We are
al going to die someday. So what? Will you fire the gun?'

Shewhispered, "Nyet."

"Thank you. Y ou may resume your sedt.”

Marisov climbed down off the platform and found her way back to her chair in the audience. She put her
facein her hands and began weeping quietly.

Foreman waited until an assistant had verified that shewasdl right, then he turned back to me.
"Unfortunately, McCarthy, you don't get off so easily. What's going on with you?'

| shook my head again.

Foreman turned to the rest of the trainees again. "All right. Marisov won't fire the gun. Who will ?*

No hands went up.



"Oh, come on!" said Foreman, annoyed. "We're going to be here dl day! There must be some one of
you blood-crazed baboons who wantsto get this over with."

Three hands went up.

"| thought so. Morwood, you had your hand up first. Do you want to blow McCarthy's brains out?"
Morwood stood up, grinning. "Sure. | never liked him anyway."

Foreman looked sideways a me. ™Y ou want to notice, McCarthy, Morwood has an excellent
judtification." He turned back to Morwood. " Justification is what we use to avoid being totdly responsible
for our actions. Sit down, Morwood. Y ou're enjoying thistoo much.” Foreman pointed to ablack man.
"Washburn?'

Washburn nodded. "I'll doiit."

"Why?'

"Why not? Washburn shrugged. "Y ou say it hasto be done. Somebody's got to doiit. I'll do it.”
"Interesting,” said Foreman. "Remain standing." Foreman pointed to the angry-looking woman.
"Takeda?'

"What if | take the gun and shoot you?' she asked. "Would that end thissilliness?"

"No, it wouldn't,”" answered Foreman. "Miller, the Course Manager would take over and the process
would continue. Y ou can St down. I'm interested enough in my own survivd that | don't fed liketesting
your ability to follow ingructions” There wasalittle laughter at Foreman's candid admission. "All right,
Washburn. Come on up and take Marisov's place.”

Foreman turned back to me again. "Y ou see, James, the universe has no shortage of executioners.” He
stopped and studied me. "Okay, what's going on with you? It'sdl over your face. What's that about?"
"Y ou lying, supercilious, manipulative, cock-sucking, shit-eating, morphodite!” | exploded. ™Y ou asshole!
Y ou motherfucker! Y ou know what I've been through! Y ou know thisisnt fair! Y ou made promisesto
me! Y our promises are worthless! Y ou want usto keep our word, but you can't keep yours! You'rea
goddamn, lawyer-loving liar! Y ou make Jason Delandro look like afucking saint! If | had the gun, I'd kill
you! Y ou scum-sucking, son of abitch! You-you. . .!I!" | stopped only for breath, and only because |
couldn't think of anything eseto cal him.

Foreman was till grinning a me. He. shared his grin with the room. "Now," he said. "Now, we're at
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Miss Wilkerson thought it her duty

to maintain her conjugal beauty.

She mixed up apaste

of indugtria wadste,

and applied it to her sweet patootie.*
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*The facts about beauty are known,

and wdll-learned by those who are grown:

beauty isthin,

itliesontheskin;

but ugly goes down to the bone.
?
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? Atascadero

"1f this be reason, make the most of it."
-SOLOMON SHORT

There were fourteen domes, two rows of seven out of shelterfoam, and enclosed by the familiar chain
link fence. The gate waslocked. A sign on the gate said

UNITED STATESARMY
EMERGENCY SUPPLY DEPOT #CA-145

WARNING: NO TRESPASSING PATROLLED BY ROBOTS

Jason looked at the Sign with interest. "What are the robots armed with, Im?"

"If they're standard, then they'll have modified 280's. They might also have rockets and grenades. If they
have aworking service bay, they're getting regular maintenance. They could betrouble. "

Jason nodded. He looked to George, "What do you say, George?’

George rumbled, "Jm speskstrue.”

"All right," Jason made adecision. "Have everybody move back. WEIl blow the fence and see who
comesrunning. Let's have Fastaff and Orson be the welcoming committee.”

George said, "If the robots have grenades or torches, we could lose them. Or if they've been
programmed to aim for the soft spot at the base of the eyestalks.”

Jason nodded. He looked at George. "Do you have a better idea?'

"No. | just want you to be aware of the possible consequences.”

"Thanks," Jason sounded annoyed. He nodded to Marcie. "Blow up the gate.”

She nodded back and began unpacking her explosives.

Jason walked over to the truck with Falstaff and Orson init. He chirruped, and they poured out of the
truck and mesetloafed up in front of him. Orrie flowed over too.

"All right, boys," Jason said. He began to talk to them. He used English sentences, interspersed with
chirps and signs and gestures. The Chtorrans bobbled their eyes.

Marcie had six gobbets of plastic explosive. She stuck them to the hinges of the gate and its base. She
stuck atiny radio-detonator into each glob. "All right," she waved. "Everybody move back."

George came up carrying two rocket launchers. He handed one to me. "When the robots come, try to
take them out before they can do anything to the worms."

"No problem.”

George moved off abit and began setting up. | did likewise. Marcie stepped toward us with acheery
smile. "Everybody ready? Jason?' she called.

Jason nodded, put his handsin his pockets and waited expectantly.

Marcie pulled the detonator out of her pocket and unlocked it. She punched in a code number, then
looked around onelast time. "Y ou might want to hold your ears,” shewarned. "Three. .. two. .. one.
She pressed the last button.

The gate exploded inward, toppling flat on the ground. Almost immediately, an darm went off and six flat
rolling tanks came bursting out of two nearby domes. Their laser beamswhirled and pointed. They
focused on Marcie, on George, on me, on the Chtorrans-but they didn't fire. They wouldn't fire unlesswe
entered the fence. We had maybe thirty minutes before the choppers arrived. If that.

Wed picked this base because there was an empty warehouse nearby. We'd be gonein twenty minutes
and hidden in the warehouse by the time the choppers were overhead.

If necessary, we could take the choppers out. We had twelve ground-to-air missiles, but we didn't want
to use them. It wastoo dangerousto call that much attention to ourselves.



| targeted on the firgt robot's treads and launched. The explosion toppled the beast and it was helpless.
We could finish that one with the torch.

George launched a grenade at the second robot. The explosion rocked the machine, but it remained
upright, itsturret swiveled and targeted. It began firing back. Immediately, the four remaining robots aso
began firing a George. He dove into the ditch, gobbets of earth exploding al around him.

The robot turrets swiveled to focus on me. | didn't wait to seeif they would fire or not, | dove after
George. | was smart. The ground exploded behind me. Apparently, they'd programmed these monsters
to be more aggressve in the past few months. The bastards. We were only trying to liberate some
supplies. It wasn't like we wanted to kill someone.

Fagaff and Orson flowed into the camp then. The robots twirled their turrets and opened fire on them.
Orson shuddered as the laser beam touched the base of his eyestalks, but he raised up in achalenge and
took the burst of machine gun firein the belly. He came down hard on the robot and toppled it. Herolled
away, bleeding profusely. | wasn't worried. He came up charging the next robot. Y ay, Orson.

Fagtaff went banging headfirst into the same robot. | saw the torch nozzle coming out of its Side and
screamed. We were going to lose both of our attack-trained worms. Orson hit the robot sideways and
the flame missed Falstaff by ahair, scorching across his back. Fastaff leapt and pushed on the robot and
it toppled like afat chess piece. Itsturret swiveled back and forth, sending a spume of flame arcing
across the compound.

The last two robots were trying to shoot a everything in sight, but they were confused by the flames of
their fallen comrade. Apparently, they had infrared detectors. | rose up from the ditch and hurled a
grenade. George came up beside me and hurled one as well. We threw ourselves flat-

The blast went over our heads, spattering us with clods and rocks, and when we looked up one of the
robotswastwirlingin acircle, itstarget beam waving drunkenly. The other one was smoking and ill.
Fastaff came up and toppled it. He had lost haf histail in the blast. He waved hisarms and screamed his
rage over thefalen robot.

Marcie screamed. " Orson!”

Orson was aflame. He'd been torched. He writhed across the ground, enveloped in fire. He screamed
and shrieked in agony. "Fagtaff! Watch out!"

The robot that was till upright was laborioudy trying to target on him now. Apparently, its gyros had
been damaged by the blast but its weaponry was still working. Given enough time, it would lock onto
him. It wheded in hisdirection jerkily.

Someone wasfiring at it-Marcie! George hurled agrenade. | threw mysdlf flat. There was another blast.
And then it was over. The robot was ill.

Fasaff chirped at it, plowed over and toppled it. Then he whirled around and raced toward Orson, sill
writhing-skidding to ahalt halfway there. The heet of the flames held him back. He hesitated, tried to
reach Orson again, then backed away. And then he screamed. He raised up and wailed. It was the most
incredible sound of anguish | had ever heard from any living creature. | had never known before thisthat
aworm could mourn acompanion. Falstaff came down on the ground and beat himself onit. Heraged.
He raced back and forth from one robot to the next, charging at them, beating on them, rolling them
across the compound like toys.

"Don't go in there-" George grabbed my arm. Marcie was standing now. So was Jason.

Jason stepped forward. "We may haveto kill him."

"No..." | put my handsto my mouth.

"Orriel" Jason pointed.

Orrie started for Falstaff, then hesitated. He looked back toward Jason questioningly. Jason pointed
again. Orrie didn't look happy. He moved toward Falstaff.

Fagaff saw him and raised up in achdlenge. "Chtorrrrr!" he screamed. "CHTORRRRRRRRR!"
Orrieraised up in front of him and hurled the challenge back. He screamed even louder. All his purple fur
stood out from hisbody asif he were eectrified. His eyes bulged from hisskin.
"CHTORRRRRRRRRR!"

Falstaff clacked hismandibles at Orrie and then, still raging, he threw himsdif flat on the ground before the



other Chtorran. He made a sound that was neither a scream nor a sob nor awhimper, but had the fegling
of al three at once.

Orrie came back down to the ground in front of Falstaff. He flowed forward. He rolled up and over
Fadgaff, and then the two of them were rolling together across the ground, writhing asif they were
wrestling or copulating or fighting-then they stopped and held for along moment. Thetenson in thetwo
bodies wasincredible.

And then-abruptly-they relaxed and amoment later, parted.

Falstaff chirped softly, dmost lovingly at Orrie. Orrie chirped back at him.

"Good," said Jason. "Let'sgo. The clock isrunning.”

We charged for the compound. My job was to find the main dome, access the computer-1 would use
Colonel Buffoon's code, Marcie had taught it to me-and dump onto disk the latest maps of Caiforniaand
thelocations of dl safe enclaves not presently claimed.

Fdgaff came charging with me. ™Y ou okay, boy?'

The worm chirruped a me as happily asif held just opened abusfull of Boy Scouts. | shrugged and kept
gang.

The main dome was locked. No problem. | pointed at the wall. Falstaff flowed up to it and began
munching; within seconds he had chewed open a hole large enough for both of us. Shelterfoam was
good, but it had itslimits.

Fataff backed away from the holeand | dovein. Hefollowed. "Lights," | commanded, and they came
on brightly. I'd forgotten. There were three desks and terminds. They smelled military. I'd forgotten so
much.

Thewal facing me was twelve feet high. It wasamura of the Congtitution of the United States. | was
frozen facingit. | could hear my own voice reminding me: "I vow to uphold the Congtitution of the United
States of America" |I'd made that commitment before I'd made my commitment to Jason.

Which commitment counted for more? | took a step toward thewall.

No.

| wasn't in the army any more. That commitment had been made before I'd been awakened, before my
transformation. It didn't count.

Or didit?

| turned away and sat down at aterminal with my back to the murd. | logged in, punched in the code of
adead man, and accessed the central banks. This probably wasn't going to work, but | had awholelist
of identitiesto try: people who'd disappeared recently in thisregion. | hadn't asked about that. |
presumed they'd failed the "Live or Die?" test.

Colond Buffoon first. The terminal hesitated. SORRY . ACCOUNT INACTIVE. PLEASE CONTACT
SY SOP.

Next, | tried the code for Colonel Buffoon's aide-de-camp: SORRY,, €tc.

Uh-oh. Thismight turninto a problem.

Onimpulse, | entered my own code. Thistime the hesitation was longer. Abruptly: CALL HOME.
UNCLE IRA MISSES YOU. And then, just as abruptly, the screen cleared again. "What the hell?*
Fdgaff Chtrpled. "Never mind,” | said.

| had anidea. | punched in Duke's code; the one he'd given me ayear ago. The termina hiccuped and
reported: READY .

| blinked. Oh, redlly? Thearmy till thought Duke was alive? Never mind. I'd figureit out later. | did a
blank memory-card into the reader and started typing out along list of dump commands.

The reader light blinked on. The card was recording. Thiswould take aminute.

| turned around and looked at the wall. We the people of the United States. . . It was an agreement.

| remembered Whitlaw. "Y ou don't get to vote on this agreement. Y ou dready did.” | never understood
what he meant. Until now. Thiswas the agreement here-whether | acknowledged it or not.

I'd broken this agreement. I'd promised to uphold it.

My mind said, " Jason forced you to break the agreement. Y ou don't owe him anything."

And | replied; "But | can't use the breaking of one agreement to justify breaking another one. Jason loves



mel”
My eyefel on Article XI11. Neither davery nor involuntary servitude. . . shal exist within the United
States. . . .

But I'd made my own choice. | wanted to serve Jason.

Or did1?

| knew how we al supported each other. Y ou didn't get achoice. Y ou got pushed to the extraordinary
level whether you wanted to be there or not.

| looked at Falstaff. He goggled hiseyes a me. He didn't understand. He saw marks on the wall.

| couldn't help mysdif. | moved to thewall and touched it. This meant something.

| knew something about thiswall. My fingers moved acrossit, touching here, here, and here. . .
Thewadl did Sdeways, reveding anarrow passage.

Fagtaff chirped curioudy. He didn't know that this passage wasn't supposed to be here.

| stepped into the passage. Thewall closed behind me.

| heard Faigtaff's surprised chirp. | heard him dide up to the wal, snuffling through his mouth. " Chirrup?"
he asked.

The domes were decoys. The real base was hidden underground.

If I could find the main control, | could open the hidden ramp. We could move the trucks and the
Chtorrans down here, and when the choppers came, they'd see only the evidence of ahit-and-run raid.
| climbed down the ladder to the underground level. Thelights came on as| dropped the last few feet.
The room waslarge and high-ceilinged. Thiswas no tiny base. Thiswas amgjor supply depot for the
area.

There were tanks and Jeeps and trucks, at least a dozen of each. There were six choppers. There were
large containers of fud against onewall. There were row after row after row of shelves, filled with
weapons and ammunition and food and clothing and blankets and medical supplies and tentsand
canteens and missiles and silverware and knives and bandages and. . . .

Y ou could outfit asmal city with the suppliesin this base. We wererich.

Thiswas exactly what Jason was looking for.

Above me, | could hear hisvoice, "Jm?' He had entered the dome. Hewas calling me. "Jim?"

| hesitated at the base of the ladder. Where was my loydty anyway? What was my life about?

| could fed theindecision like aphysical thing in my body-abrick in my throat.

| ran for the main console and punched it to life-tried to punchit to life. The terminal asked,
"Authorization code, please?’

"Uh-" | punched in Colond Buffoon's number.

"Sorry, invalid code. Authorization code, please?’

Through a speaker, | could hear the sounds of the camp above. | could hear Jason's voice calling, "Jm!
Comeon, Jm! The clock isrunning out! Weve got to go!" He was using the bullhorn. *Come on, you
dimy motherfucker!”

| punched in Duké's number. Thetermind rejected it.

| tried my own Specia Forces code. | didn't expect it to work, and it didn't.

All'l had to do was get that door open. But why?

Why did | want that door open?

For Jason, of course.

But why?

| had another notion. A stupid one, but | tried it anyway. | typed, "UncleIra.”

The termind flashed. " Authorization accepted.” All | had to do now was open the ramp.

| thought of puppies. And Jessie's baby. And my ape mind. And Jason had said that we were the food of
the gods.

| didn't want to be food. | wanted to survive.

| could hear Jason talking to me. "Don't buy into your programming-that's what keeps you from being a
"Oh, God-" | choked on my words and collapsed in front of the console, crying. "Why me?' | curled up



inaball, sobbing hystericaly. "No-goddammit. No, no, no, no, no!"

"Jm! If you don't come out, you'l regret it bitterly! Im! If you can hear me, come out now! Jm! Y ou
have thirty seconds, or I'll have Falstaff rip your arms off!"

"You bastard! Y ou lying bastard!" | stood up and faced the console. | picked up the microphone and
punched for Oakland Air Base. "ThisisMgjor Duke Anderson,” | said. "Priority message. Supply depot
CA-145 has been attacked by renegades. Their main base of operationsis. . ." | hesitated only a
second, then gave the exact aeria-coordinates. | described the camp in detail, and its armaments. | knew
how long it would take the trucks to get back there. "Recommend an air strike at eighteen-thirty hours
tonight!"

"Who isthis?' aharsh maevoice cut in. "How do you know this?'

| cut the connection.

| heard the sound of trucks above.

| waited. A few moments more and | heard choppers.

| wondered if they'd gotten away.

It didn't matter.

| sat down in the chair and stared at the console. | reached out and switched it off.

I'd betrayed my country, and I'd betrayed my family. Who else was|eft for me to betray?

All I wanted now wasto St here and die. | wouldn't, of course.

I'd been too well trained. But that was what | wanted.

2
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? 27?
Anger

"Desgth isthe best part of life. That'swhy they saveit for last.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

"l did not lieto you," Foreman said quietly to me. "'l did not misead you.”

He had one hand on my shoulder and he was looking straight into my eyes and | wanted to believe him
more than anything ese. | wanted to believe him asmuch as | had wanted to believe Jason Delandro.

| didn't answer.

"James-if | ask you to trust me, | know you'll be hearing echoes of Jason Delandro. So | won't ask you
to trust me. | know that everything that's happening in here lookslike abetrayd of the trust you've
dready given."

| lowered my eyesand tried to figurethisout. "Thisisn't fair,” | said.

"Yes, itis" Foreman answered. "If you were Sitting out there, knowing that the worst that was going to
happen to you was that you would have to watch someone else get his brains blown out, you'd think this
wasfair. The only person who ever saysthat thisisn't fair isthe one who winsthe toss."

"So, fuck you. Soit'sfair-so what?'

"That's right. So what? Y ou're going to die. This processis going to continue until you die. So what?"
"What am | going to do about it? Isthat what you're asking me?"

"No." Foreman shook his head. "'I'm asking you, “So, what? Hang out with it for awhile. “So, what?"
"It's not going to change anything though, right?"

"Therés nothing to change, Jm. The process continues until you die. | can't change that. Once the
process beginsthereisno way to stop it. So, dl | can doisask you to be willing to go through the
process. Areyou?"

“I'm here"

"No. Your body ishere. Your mind istill raging. Y ou passed through denid quicker than most; but,
knowing your background, | can seewhy. Now, you'rein anger. And you'll stay in anger until you're
through being angry.” Foreman's voice was low and careful and patient. "That's fine with me, im. You
should be angry now. It'snormal. It's hedlthy. It'seven right. The point isthat theré's something that has
to happen before the process can end-and that something is that you have to be willing for the processto
happen.”

"Why? So you can dleviate your guilt?’

"No." It was odd, but Foreman wastotally detached from my anger. Hedidn't react toit at dl; he
responded to my words, but his emotiona tone was dispassionate. " Guilt is not an issue with me. This
processisn't about me. It's about you-and when you see that, then you'll aso begin to see how
appropriate it was that you won the toss. | think you seetheirony init aready.”

"Irony isnot theword | would use," | said. "Thisisnot my ideaof agood time. "

Foreman put his hand firmly on my shoulder again. "James, stick with the process.”

| don't know why | did, but | nodded. I guess | wanted to see how it ended.

| guess| il wanted to trust someone. Anyone.

Foreman turned to the rest of the traineesin the room. "Who eseisangry?' he asked. "Stand up if you're
angry.”

More than half the room stood up. Foreman waited.

While he waited, afew more peoplerose. And then afew more. And afew more after that. They just
kept on standing.

"All right, let's see how fast we can work thisthrough,” he said. "Here are the ingtructions. Without
leaving your seats, | want you to tell me how angry you are. Just shout it out. All a once. Let's hear your
anger about death. Not just Jm's death-most of you will get over that so quickly it'll be embarrassing for
you and insulting for McCarthy-but for your own degaths. Let's hear it. How angry are you about your



own desths?'

They started dowly. Some were muttering. Some were screaming. Some were raging. Several started
cdling out curses.

| looked up. | looked out over the room and noticed that there were assistants stationed in the aidesto
keep the trainees from hurting themselves, or each other.

Many of them were furious now and unafraid to let it show. Some of them yelled and screamed; others
wore hate stares hard enough to blister the paint on the wals. Severa were stamping their fet. | noticed
acouple banging their chairs up and down, until the assistants came over and made them stop.

"Just scream it out,” coached Foreman. ™Y ou don't need any props. Just scream out how angry you are.”
It sounded like Auschwitz. It sounded like Hiroshima 1t sounded like Show-Low.

It sounded like hell. The anger. The anguish.

"l don't want to die!" from al those throats at once, over and over and over and . . .

... then it was over. And nothing had changed. The processwill continue until McCarthy is dead.
"McCarthy, what are you angry about?"

| told him. "Why do you have to draw this out into one long incredibly annoying drama? Why not just
shoot me and get it over with?'

"Because, astempting as that may be, that's not the way the processis done. First, there was denid;
weve done that. Now, were doing anger, and after anger. . . ."

After anger, came boredom.

| was bored with being angry. | was bored with Foreman. | was bored with Mode. And | wastired of
having my life threatened. "L et's cut to the chase," | said, letting my annoyance show. "What do you redly
want of me?'

"Nothing, Jm. Nothing a dll."

"No, maybe | didn't make mysdlf clear, Dr. Foreman. There's something you want meto redlize,
something you want meto say

"No. However you do this processis up to you. The way you do The Survival Processisthe way you do
The Survival Process. You do it until you're through doing. The process continues. . . "

"-until I'm dead." | finished the sentencefor him. "I got dl that. But after dl the other head games you've
played on us, I'd be pretty stupid not to expect another one of your stupid tricks here."

"They aren't stupid tricks, Jm-they're exercises, designed to bring you through the experience of how
your mind works. The purpose isto have you become conscious of the operating modes of the mind, so
that you can move beyond your present condition of operating in an unconscious mode to onein which
you can cregate truly appropriate operating modes.”

HUR

"Let me say it again. The purpose of The Mode Training isto have you become conscious of the
operating modes of themind. That'sal. Y ou can't change the operating modes. The best you can hope
for isto notice when you'rein amode. That, at least, allows you to own it-to be the source of it, to be
responsiblefor it. ™

"Okay, | got that."

"Good. Operating in the domain of ownership will alow you to create new modes, as necessary. Right
now, you can only operate in your unconscious modes, al those modes you've been programming into
your head for the last three hillion years. Only when you start to become aware of the modus operandi of
your mind can you start creating new modes. That's the mode that the training is about: the mode of no
modes at al; the mode that alows you to create modes.”

| thought about that for awhile. Foreman waited patiently. "So, how do | do that if I'm dead? Wouldn't it
make alot more sense to keep me dive?’

Foreman turned to the rest of the trainees. "I thought so. We have now achieved anew gstate. Bargaining.
Negotiation. "Don't take me. Take my mother. She's old. She's useless. Take anyone but me. Take a
lawyer." Foreman gave mealook. " Sorry, but Hell hasafull quotaof lawyers aready."

"This doesn't make sense. Why should | get enlightened if I'm only going to die?"

"Why not? Why die supid?' Foreman laughed. "Why do anything at dl if you know you're going to die?



It doesn't matter, Jm. Bargain al you want. The Surviva Process continues until you're dead.”
Foreman sat down in his chair and stared a me. "Are you getting any of thisyet?' he asked.
"No;" | admitted. "How much longer doesthisgo on?'

"Until you're dead, Jm. Until you're dead.”

"

A short-organed fellow named Kevin

used avacuum to stretch it to seven. then to eight and to nine,

and though ten was divine,

therewill befilm a deven*

"

*If you think that our boy's now astud,

you've been fooled by the size of his pud.

Although twelve inches soft,

whenit risesdoft,

he just faints from the sheer lack of blood.
?



? 28
? Inferno and Brainstorm

"When you pass the buck, don't ask for change.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

After awhile, I got up. | walked down to the far end of the hangar and found a Jeep. | powered it up and
began driving dowly up and down the aides, loading it with supplies.

| issued mysdlf anew uniform, new underwear, anew helmet. | gave mysdlf anew torch, a set of
grenades and alauncher, three AM-280's and a case of ammunition. | took three weeks worth of food,
afirg-aid kit, three canteens, and two gallons of digtilled water. It was Christmas. New binoculars.

New dog tags. New ID's. | stopped at the security console and invented six new identities. All the way
from Lieutenant to General. | doubted I'd ever use the Genera, but it would be nice for clearances. |
gave mysdlf clearances. | wondered how much of this stuff would actualy work. | made anew st of
ID'sfor Duke, but with my picture. There were alot of valuable things I'd learned in Specia Forces.

| had to get out of here quickly. There would be arecon team dropping in here any minute.

| looked through the security cameras: There were no choppers around. No trucks. No worms.

| opened theramp and drove like hell.

| drove in the opposite direction of Jason and his goddamned Revelationists, and the tears began
streaming down my face.

| was confused, | didn't know what to believe and | hated the entire human race!

| wanted to be safe again. | wanted to go home. And there was no safe place, no place on the planet. |
was dead. | might aswell be.

| wanted my mind to stop chattering in my head. | wanted absolution.

Findly, I drove the Jeep into someones living room, crashing through the picture window, taking out half
awall and crunching furniture on both Sdes.

| fell out of the Jeep onto the torn-up carpet and sobbed into the floor. Why was | so crazy? Why was|
crying? Jason was right. Jason waswrong. | was crazy.

| pried open the medicd kit and hypoed mysdlf into insengtivity.

| did that for three days, | kept mysdlf sedated and zombied. | hardly moved. | lay in my deeping bag
and shivered and wept and trembled in fear. | knew they had followed me. | knew they were looking for
me. | knew they would find me. | knew | was dead.

| forced mysdlf to eat. | turned on the radio and listened to the news. The dection returns were coming in
dow, but the president was going to be redected. Theréd been a satellite receiving station failure. No
details. The army had wiped out amgjor infestation of renegadesin Cadifornia. The red dudge had
reached the coast of Virginia The puffbal cloudsin Texaswere easing up, but loca air traffic would not
be resumed for a least aweek. The Zimmerman child had been found dive.

| listened to music. Beethoven. The fifth symphony. The sixth. The seventh. Brahms. Thefirgt symphony.
Mozart. A Little Night Music. Dvorak. The New World Symphony. Bach. Toccata and Fuguein D
minor. All the familiar piecesthat would bring me back. '

| tutned onthe TV and watched | Love Lucy reruns. | remembered the episodes asif 1'd never seen
them before. "1 know thisone.. . ." And then I'd watch to see how it turned out. | forced myself to
wallow intheworld I'd regjected.

| powered up the termina. There were games here. Inferno and Brainstorm. | knew these games. My
father had written them. Y ou couldn't lose in Inferno-because you had aready lost. The game started
when you died and went to hell. Y ou had to find your way out. It wasfilled with devilish traps.
Brainstorm took place insgde the human brain. Y ou had to find the room with the secrets of the mind.
Therewas akey here; you could useit to unlock the mongtersfrom theid. It had been agamefilled with
old jokes and startling surprises. My dad's games were usudly very serious, but this one had been written
for outright silliness. If you weren't careful in your choices, the program gave you a prefrontal [obotomy,



and then dl the judgment circuits switched off. The program wouldn't give you any help at dl in your
decison making.

| sat before the terminal, shaking.

Nobody would give me any help in my decision making any more.

Not my father, he was dead.

What was it Jason had said? Oh, yeah. Help diminishes aperson. It ripsthem off of the opportunity to
grow. Y ou haveto handleit yourself.

| wastruly done.

And here was the question that Jason had left me with: What was my life about?

Killing worms.

Except-what if worms weren't athreat any more?

It was only that we inssted on seeing them as athreat. But-that's not true, Jason. I'm not making the
worms athreat. They are athreat. They eat people. Y ou, yoursdf, said it, Jason. We are their food.
And | don't fucking want to be food.

Thereisonly onelaw in biology. It isthe fundamentd law. Survivel

If you don't survive, you can't do anything.

Goddamn you, Jason Delandro-what did you do to me? How do | deprogram myself from your
madness?

| climbed back into my deeping bag. | masturbated mysdlf into unconsciousness. | awoke and ate and
cried for no reason at dl. | stayed therein that ruined house waiting for it to be over, waiting for Santa
Claus, waiting for rigor mortis

| wastired of waiting.

| thought about killing mysdif.

No. Not until after | put abullet through the brain of Jason Delandro.

That was what my life was about. No.

| didn't know. It didn't matter. The Chtorrans were going to take over the planet anyway. Gizzard.
That was the rhyme | was|ooking for.

There once was alady named Lizard,

who got lost in apink candy blizzard, with afdlow named Jm
who wanted to swim,

up her legsto vist her gizzard.

It wasn't agood one, but it was a start.

| never had found arhyme for Jason. That was what had stopped me. If | could find arhyme for Jason,
I'd be free. He wouldn't be in my head any more. | could put him dawn on the paper and rip up the
paper and burn the pieces, and put the ashesin ajar and sedl the jar and put the jar in alead box, and
sedl the box in concrete and drop it down to the bottom of the ocean where an undersea volcano will
swalow it up, and if that isn't enough, I'll have acomet strike the goddamn planet to obliterate the last
trace of that scumbag son of abitch

Comet. Vomit. Not the best rhyme, no.

Therewas ayoung fellow named Ted,
who had aradio put in his head.

Long wave or short,

hedid it for sport

- and to improve his reception in bed.

Okay. But what rhymes with Jason? Basin? Maybe.

Therewas ayoung lady from Venus,



whose body was shaped like a penis.

A fdlow named Hunt

was shaped like a cunt,

soit al worked out fine, just between us.

It made no sense at dl, but | loved it. It rhymed and it wasfilthy as hell. | wanted to stand up in church
and recite it doud. Nascent? No, bad rhyme, and too obscure.

Jase?

Trace. Face. Place. Disgrace.

He said, with atrace
of the stuff on hisface,

No, not theinternal couplet. And not Jase. It would have to be Jason.

Disgracin? No.

The problem gnawed at the back of my brain. | could hear a thousand little voices scrabbling around for
answers, but | had ta solve this one myself to befree.

There was an old bastard named Gene,
impotent, selfish, and mean.

His dick was so shamed

by what the man claimed,

it pretended that it was a spleen.

That one was easy.
Probably because | didn't know anyone named Gene. Jason.

There once was afdlow named Jason,
whose horrible death | would hasten.

Tha wasit.

Jason had |eft meincomplete.

No. | had let mysdf be incomplete with Jason. Incomplete-meaning there's stuff you haven't said. You
need to say it to be complete; but you haven't said it, so you're walking around carrying dl this stuff you
haven't said and need to say-and you're going to say it to the first person you meet who looks like Jason.
Heaven help them.

So what did | want to say to Jason anyway? Fuck you?

It wasa dart.

No. | knew what | wanted to say.

I'd say, "I don't like being cheated and robbed and manipulated and lied to."

But Jason wouldn't seeit that way. Held just seeit that 1'd betrayed him. He wouldn't seeit from my side.
Hewouldn't seeit theway I'd experienced it.

"Fuck you," would haveto do.

Except he wouldn't squirm. Held seeit as an honor. | wondered how the worms would fedl about it.
That made me smile. Then it made melaugh. Out loud.

That would be the ultimate irony-if everything Jason said about the worms was bullshit.

What if Jason waswrong? What if the worms didn't care? What if he was just one more piece of
food-but useful food because he kept the rest of the food from running away.

Haha Oh God.

With aFrench lass, it'sunwiseto trifle.



They have urgesthey smply can't difle.
A woman of France

will pull down her pants

at thesight of atowering eyefull.

| didn't know where it was coming from; once it got started, | couldn't stop-but | didn't care.

I'd write them and I'd laugh and fed pleased with myself. It was so satisfying to be able to do something
that didn't have to mean anything at al.

The rest of theworld could go to hell.

"My God!" screamed devout Mrs. Pike,
as shefondled her stableman's spike.
"Thisisquite out of place,

and agreat loss of face

- but | think | havefdlenin like!”

I'd feed him to worms,
just to see how he squirms
but they'd vomit hiscrgp in abasin.

| made up my mind. | will never be food again. | took long thoughtful baths.

| masturbated and thought of Lizard.

| 1eft the TV to babble about shuttle launchings and lunar ecology projects. | turned on al the machinesin
the house and surrounded myself with music and words and pictures and smells. | went from one house
to the next, dl of them abandoned, looting through the shelves for discs and tapes and books and games.
| got angry. | got afraid. | cried.

| screamed. | did alot of screaming.

| dept and ate and shivered and after awhile | didn't cry asmuch, and | didn't rage as hard, and one day
| even found myself laughing a something somebody said onthe TV becauseit was silly and stupid and
funny, and | marveled at mysdlf.

A wédl-endowed fellow from Ortening
prepared for an evening of sportening,
with aboy from adisco,

till he lubed up with Crisco,

and discovered, das, it was shortening!

| was learning how to be ordinary again. | felt terrific. | could be ordinary!

Andthen | felt sad again for awhile, | didn't know why. But now | knew what was happening. | was
getting better. Something bobbed up to the surface of my mind. Something I'd heard about the
Revdationists, from way back before the first plagues appeared in Africaand India. Somebody had left a
Reveationist tribe and written abook about his experiences. Hed said that held lived at such an intense,
incredible pesk of emotiond activity, day after day after day, that when he wasfindly free of that kind of
continua stimulus, he went into a profound physica and menta depression.

That was what was happening to me now. It was all right. It was part of the process.

When | finished being depressed, | would be me again. Whoever that was.

But at least, now that | knew what was happening, | could begin to be really responsible for myself again.
| walked outside for thefirst timein days. The sky was drizzly. Cold droplets spattered into my eyes. It
was beautiful. For the first time in months, water rolled down my cheeksthat didn't have sdtinit.

”

A lady who read Sigmund Freud,



thought her genitals underemployed;
so sheput inastand
for a seven-piece band,.

and held dances that we dl enjoyed.
?
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Family

Misery only likes company. It preferslondiness.
-SOLOMON SHORT

| should have headed north. To San Francisco. | turned south.

| didn't know where the place was exactly-1 wasn't even surewhy | was going there-but it was
someplaceto go and | knew | could find it.

Highway 101 was along straightaway of tall trees and burned out buildings. The people of San Francisco
had fled south aong thisroad, soreading the dreadful plagues they were fleeing. Every burned-out
building or abandoned automobile was a monument to someone's degth.

The highway was empty now.

The abandoned cars had been pulled off. Many of the burned buildings had been bulldozed flat. Some
new greenery was beginning to creep into the war zone, but still the highway seemed carved down the
center of ableak scar of rubble.

All theroadsin Americawerelikethis.

There had been no escape from the dying, but people had fled anyway. The very act of fleeing had only
hastened the spread. The Nationd Science Center at Denver-had il not identified dl of the different
diseases. Not dl of them had attacked human beings. Animals and plant species had suffered too.

At San Jose, | turned west across the mountains. There had been fires here. There were blackened tree
stumps dotting the hillsides. The new growth would take along time to cover the wounds.

| noticed that some of the new growth was pink. Not agood sign.

The Chtorran plants were more aggressive than Earth ones. If the native plants were dready established,
that was enough advantage for them to survive; but given an areawhere they had to compete on equa
terms, the Chtorran plantswould take hold every time. Burning out the Chtorran growth wouldn't work.
It would just come back over and over. That was another problem that would have to be addressed.

| came out on the coast road. The Pacific Ocean was bright with reflected sun. The highway |ooped
across green fields and along the shore. | stopped the Jeep and stood up to look over the windshield.
Thewind came giff and cold across the grass, carrying the smell of raw sdt air. High above, a seagulll
wheeled and hawked across the sky, spreading seagull screams asit went. | could smell seaweed on the
beach.

For amoment, | dmogt forgot there was awar. For amoment, | most forgot the confusion in my head.
Jason. . .

Hewasn't going to give up.

He'd keep hisword. | could depend on that. He'd find me and heldd kill me.

If hewasdtill dive.

Maybe I'd gotten him first. And maybe not. There was no way to know.

No.

| had to put him behind me. Logicdly -1 had to belogica about this-there was no way for him to find me.
Logicdly, | wasn't worth the trouble.

Forget him. It'sover.

Go somewhere quiet and figure out what to do next.

| released the brake and |et the Jeep ease forward. South.

A few kilometers down the road there was asign that read, "New Peninsula Turnoff. Next Right." | took
it.

Twenty-three years ago, a development company had sunk five gigantic turbinesinto the ocean current
off the coast of Cdifornia. They had been supplying most of Santa Cruz's power ever since. But during
the off-use hours of midnight to six A.M., their power was diverted into an underwater shoal of meta and
junk. Thereaction of eectricity and seawater produced an accretion around the meta: agrowth like



coral, but with the strength of concrete.

Over aperiod of years, an entire peninsulawas grown. Tons of landfill were deposited on the concrete
shod. Solid waste from all over the state was transported to the site. A landscape had been constructed
aong the length of it, and aprivate little vacation village had been congtructed at thetip.

The village had been built to be amode of technology. It had free dectricity from the ocean turbines.
That power was also used to distill fresh water. The extra heat was used to hest every building on the
peninsulaand provide hot water aswell. There was an underground-underwater network of service
tubes and access bays.

| knew dl thisfrom the articlesI'd read in the Sunday Features. | came around acurve and | could seeit
inthe disgtance. It wasadmost anidand. A mountain had been constructed where the peninsulatouched
the shore.

The peninsulawas a southward-pointing loop. A long concrete bridge curved around a huge recreation
lagoon and touched the peninsulaon the westward side. Thiswas the only accessto the village.

Asl turned onto the bridge, | redized just how effectively thiswhole thing had been designed. |
wondered if the Disney people had been involved. For just amoment, | had theimpression that | was
driving straight into the ocean, then the bridge began to curve and | was coming across the water toward
aglimmering seasde fantasy. The village shonein the midday sun. There were domes and towers and
clustered places of arches and arcades, dl flashing shades of pink and gold and white. The effect was
dazzling. | knew how it had been done; they were made of akind of foamed glass concrete; it hardened
to ashiny stucco-like surface with the abedo of tile; even if you could chipit, dl that you would do
would beto reved more of the same shimmering surface, but even knowing how the effect was done did
not diminishitsmagic.

The drawbridge was down and | rolled acrossit dowly.

The gateway to the village was asmple arch; | suspected that it was also aframe for security devices,
but it was so eegantly designed it looked more like afriendly welcome.

| rolled past wide lawns. Three robot gardeners were trimming hedges. Two more were trimming the
grasswith laser-mowers. Y ou could land airplanes on thisfield.

Directly ahead of mewas aforest, and al the plants were green joyoudy, verdantly green. There were
tall palm treeswith green frondswaving inthe air, gnarly Monterey pines curling like dragon claws, and
sparkling yellow aspen with leaves glittering like golden petalsin the bright noonday sun. Seender
eucdyptus trees stretched againgt the crisp blue sky. There were graceful elms and thick-trunked oaks
and sheltering willows lining the streets. Every building seemed to be nestled within agarden or apool or
ashady nook. Huge ferns cascaded over walls. Therewasn't ared or pink plant in sight. The Chtorran
infestation hadn't touched here yet. If you had the power, you could do anything.

| felt asif I'd found Paradise, atiny piece of it at least. Even the air smelled green.

Except-the streets were deserted. It couldn't be Paradise without people. But | didn't see any other
vehicles. | eased the Jeep forward.

The roadway turned. It formed aloop around the entire peninsula. The center of the loop wasalush
green wilderness, akilometer wide and seven kilometerslong: the village had been constructed around,
and probably under aswell, adeep shdtering park. A shallow stream fed down from the mountains,
filling the park with a network of freshwater ponds. Here and there, | could see ornate Japanese bridges
arching high over the brook. Each area of the park seemed to have its own separate persondity. Here
was awidefield, there a sheltered copse, here arocky outcrop. It beckoned the onlooker; it invited you
to explore.

The south end of theloop led past what had once been amall of restaurants and theatres and community
buildings. Asit turned back north, these gave way to hotels, condominiums, and apartments, two or three
blocks of them. These gave way to clustered houses and findly edtates.

The north end of the loop paused at the base of the man-made mountain, the hiking ridge, and then
turned south again, through another residentia ditrict to ahospital, a courthouse, and a sheriff's office.
Here the road turned back out onto the bridge. Traffic here was intended to be al oneway. It took less
than ten minutesto circlethe entire village.



Abruptly, agaggle of naked screaming children burst out of the bushes ahead of me; they were charging
happily across the street. | stood on the brakes and brought the Jeep to a screeching halt. Some of the
children stopped and stared. Others darted around the vehicle and kept going.

Three teenage girlsin dripping wet bathing suits came out of the park after the children. They looked like
they were trying to herd them, and not doing avery good job of it.

A fourth girl, dressed in blue jeans and carrying abullhorn, followed after. She started calling the children
back to her. "All right, now: form acircle. Everybody. Come on, quickly now."

She had dark hair, dark eyes, dark skin. She glanced up once and saw me watching them. An expression
of annoyance flickered across her face, then she turned back to her job. "All right, | don't think you're
being noisy enough, kids! Let's see how much noise you can make!"

The children were ddlighted at the opportunity. They started screaming and hollering.

"Oh, boo-I can hardly hear you. | thought you said you were going to make some noise!”

The children laughed and screamed even louder. They jumped up and down and waved their amsin the
ar and hooted and whooped like Indians. | figured there were at least forty of them. They weredl sizes,
all ages, dl colors. Lessthan haf of them were white. I'd heard the plagues were hardest on Caucasian
and Asian people.

"Comeon, kids! Let's make somereal noise now! B-Jay can't hear you yet! Let it go! Let's hear some
red screaming! | can gill hear mysdlf think! Come on, let's make the biggest noise in the whole world!™”
Thegirl was good.

For amoment, | thought of Delandro and his Revelations. Thislooked amost the same. Shewas
coaching those bobhing little bodiesinto afrenzy. The children screamed like geese and team whistles.
They whooped and hollered until they collapsed laughing to the grass.

The circle broke then and they dl ran over and fell on top of the girls, tumbling into a big happy heap of
hugsand giggles.

"All right-let's go now!" The girl handed her bullhorn over to one of the other teenagers, who began
herding the children down toward the community center.

Thegirl in the jeans turned toward me now. Her expression turned as dark as her skin.

"All right," she said, walking up to the Jeep. "Who the hdll are you? And how did you get onto the
peninsula? Did you get an eyeful? Did you see everything you wanted to?"

"I drove acrossthe bridge.” | pointed back over my shoulder.

"The bridge was down?"

"Yesh"

"Dammit! I'm going to kill that Danny! Well, listen you, you turn that Jeep around right now and head on
back the way you came. "

"Isthis place called Family?*

"Y es, and you're on private property.”

"I'm looking for JuanitaWise," | said. | had to give the twerp credit. Hed married her anyway.

"She's not here. Who are you?"

"I'm Lieutenant James Edward McCarthy of the United States Army. And this country is till under
military jurisdiction. So I'll ask some questions now. Who are you?"'

| had to give her credit. Shedidn't back down. She said, "They cal meLittle Ivy."

"When will Mrs. Wise be back?"

" She's not coming back. What do you want with her?"

"Do you know where she went?"

"She's dead.”

Suddenly the sun was awfully bright. And | felt dizzy. Thisday wasn't redl. | could fed my gut tightening.
"Areyou sure?!

"| assisted with the autopsy.” Her tone was matter of fact.

"Her name used to be McCarthy-?"

"I don't know. | guess so. Listen, if you're still looking for her son, we aready told you, he was never
here



"l am her son."

"Huh? Oh, my God-" Shelooked asif I'd hit her with ashove. Her face went gray. "I-I'm sorry."

| couldn't hear her. "What did she die of 7'

"A millipede bit her. On the mainland. We don't have any on the peninsula.”

| felt acold chill in my belly. "Wasit the blood thing, where al thered cellsjust explode?’

She shook her head. "No, nothing that fancy. A staph infection.”

" Staphlococcus? Staph? But that's-stupid!”

Little Ivy looked flustered and embarrassed. "That's what Birdie said-she's our doctor. But we don't
aways have dl the medicineswe need. Uh, listen, Lieutenant. I'm awfully sorry. About the way | treated
you. | didn't know. We used to get alot of strangerscoming inhereand . . ."

"Spare meyour excuses.” | held up ahand. | wastrying to think. | couldn't think. Therewas aterrible
pounding in my head. She couldn't be dead. That was stupid. Not like this. People don't dielike this any
more.

But even as| tried to tell mysdif it wasn't true, | knew it was. But | couldn't cry. | wouldn't cry.

There were tearsrolling down my cheeks, but it wasn't me. | wasn't there. | wasn't crying. Not me. Not
yet.

?

A lady named Shirley was mellow

as she said to her eager young fellow,

"| prefer bagelsand lox

to sucking off cocks,

Or even anicedish of JdI-O!"
?
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Bear

"Peoplewho livein glass houses might aswell answer the door.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

| should have gotten back in the Jeep and driven away somewhere. But | didn't have any placeto go.
And besides, Betty-John had told me to stay aslong as | needed. They had the room. They didn't mind.
But there wasn't dl that much to do around Family. At least, not for me. They had a hundred and
seventeen kids to take care of, dl various ages from six months up to the age where they stopped being
kids and started being assstants. There were thirty-one adultsin the town-well, actualy, nineteen adults
and twelve teenagers, but the teenagers still counted as adults because they were doing adult jobs.
Sixteen women, three men, eight girls, four boys; that was the core around which Family revolved.
Three of the women were the mothers of the three youngest children, but it wasn't readily apparent. All
the babies seemed interchangeable, regardless of parentage. No one here, either adult or child, acted as
if they belonged specificaly to any other person. All of the children responded to dl of the adults asiif
they were all their parents. But, of course, that was the whole purpose of the settlement: to parent as
many orphans as possible.

| felt asuseful asathird nodril.

| tried to keep out of theway. | puttered around the library for aday or two, at first just looking for
something to read; somehow, | ended up stacking and shelving and organizing-the place was a mess-but
thereis nothing that can erode the love of books quite like having to move and sort kilos and kilos and
kilos of dusty hardcopies.

| hung around the mess hall for awhile, trying to find someone to play dominoeswith, but it ssemed asif
everybody had something else more important to do.

Likel sad, | should have gotten back in the Jeep and driven awvay somewhere.

But thiswas the last place my mother had been, and . . .

... that was odd. | didn't relly missher. I mean, | missed her, but there wasn't an aching holein my
heart that twinged every time | thought of her.

What | did fed was guilt-that | didn't fedd more pain. No. What | felt was anger.

It wasthe divorce, of course. She'd disowned me-afact that | had conveniently refused to believe. I'd
gotten in the Jeep and I'd come looking for her. | didn't know why-and | did.

Sort of.

| wanted her to welcome me with open arms, hug me, and tell me that everything was going to be all
right.

Instead . . . sheld disowned me again. Thistime for good. Thistime there was no chance of gpologizing.
Ever.

Goddamn her for leaving mel

And goddamn me-for everything!

| didn't know what to do. All I knew how to do was keep on keeping on. So that waswhat | did.

| lurched from one day to the next, doing odd chores for Betty-John and the others and waiting for things
to sort themselves out.

Of course, they didn't. They never did. Jason had aways said

Fuck Jason.

So, mostly, | hung around the mess hdll. | ate their food, there wasn't any shortage of food here. | swept
their floors. | washed their dishes. Maybe | could stay here for awhile. | could lose mysdlf in books and
sandwiches and videodiscs and games. 1'd been pretty much that way as akid.

But there had to be something e se, something moreBetty-John came striding through the mess hal on
some busy errand or other. | tried to flag her down, but she hardly noticed me. Shewasinvolved in some



uproar concerning committee schedules. Shewas yelling into her phone

"Betty-John?" | touched her deeve.

"Oh, Jm+-look, I'm awfully busy right now. Can it wait? Thanks. Look, be alove and go down and watch
for the bus. Weve got some new kids coming in. Okay?"

"Yeah, sure.” | felt grumpy, but one thing about Betty-John. If she said, you did. Y ou couldn't redly
argue with her; the more you talked to her, the more jobs shelaid on you.

Kids. They were an annoyance; underfoot, loud, and messy. Runny noses, scabbed knees with red stains
of Mercurochrome, dirty faces, small clammy hands-and it was hot outside too.

| went anyway. | was wearing shortsand a T-shirt, and | must have looked like somebody'sideaof a
camp counselor. Clean and scrubbed. And it's hard to look impressive in shorts. Especidly if you have
knobby knees. Probably | looked younger than | had in months; I'd always |ooked younger than my age.
One of my many vanities had been to fantasize that the armed services would make aman out of me. But
| couldn't see that there was any differencein the mirror in the morning, and had reluctantly cometo the
conclusion that whatever it was they were supposed to do for me, it hadn't taken. I'd dways heard that
those who had been through combat came back with an extralittle hardness around their eyes, akind of
mysterious glint that women could somehow sense and respond to. All | saw in mysdlf was my usud
unfriendly scowl. If I had somehow taken on a"bloody auraof danger” | couldn't seeit.

Never mind. | parked myself under atree near the lower barricade and began to wait.

| was awakened by a horn beeping and the tired wheeze of adusty yellow bus. It reeked of methanol
and its brakes complained loudly asit rolled to a stop before the sawhorse that kept traffic off the main
street of Family. Anxiousfaces of children peered out of closed windows. The driver-he couldn't have
been more than sixteen himsaf-climbed down with aclipboard. "Hey!" he called imperioudy.

| stood up and walked over.

"Who'sin charge here?' he demanded.

"Who'reyou looking for?"

"Y ou know someone named . . ." he checked his clipboard. "Tremaine?'

"Y eah. She's up there somewhere.”" | gestured vaguely.

"Oh, shit. Hey, can this barricade be moved? Or knocked down?"

"'Uh-uh. Weve got children running around. Y ou'll have to hoof it."

He groaned and went back to the bus, opened the door and called in. ™Y ou kids stay here, or else! I'll be
right back."

| watched him. He had about as much empathy asadug. And just as much sense. The kids started piling
out of the bus within seconds-| would have too. He hadn't inspired much trust, and these weren't trusting
kids anyway. They were wide-eyed and suspicious. Curious, but very cautious. The oldest couldn't have
been more than fourteen, the youngest were two bundlesin blankets, held by two of the girls. They
looked tired.

| sghed to mysalf and walked over. Somebody had to keep an eye onthem. "Hi," | said.

They al froze and stared at me. There were seventeen of them, counting the two babies. They had large
round eyes, and looked like a cage full of hungry puppies who'd been beaten instead of fed.

| hunkered down to look at onelittle boy, about four or five. Sandy-haired, he looked alittle like Mark.
(Mark? Oh, yeah, my nephew. Had | redlly forgotten?) "What's your name?"

Hejus stared back a me with the roundest eyes of dl. "My nameisJm," | tried. "What's yours?"

Stll no answer.

| pointed at the amost shapeless hunk of stuffed anima he carried. "What's your bear's name?"

He murmured something. Very tentatively. "Huh?1 didn't hear you. What's hisname?' Thistime louder.
"Bear."

"Mm, that'sagood name. Is he agood bear?' Round-Eyes shook hishead dowly.

"He'sabad bear then . . . 7' Again he shook his head. "But he's your bear, isn't he?”

Slow tentative nod. The child wasn't sure what to make of me. Grown-ups were supposed to be good
people, but | was a stranger to him. And God aone knew where he had come from and what he had
been through. 1 wanted to stroke his hair or give him a hug-to show him everything was going to be dl



right now-but Betty-John had warned me, some of these kids were funny about being touched. Don't
touch any of them unlessyou ask their permission first.

"Will you shake hands with me?" | held out my hand, but not too far. Hed have to reach for it.
Helooked at it. Helooked at me.

Most of the kids were watching us. They were watching me more than him. A little girl opened up then.
"I'll shake handswith you." But therewasa"What'sin it for me?" implied in theway she sadit.

"Okay," | said. | held out my hand to her. She was wearing a faded brown dress-where had | seen her
before? Shel'd been skipping, hadn't she? She must have been seven or eight, or maybe even nine, but
shewas so gaunt it was hard to tell. She could have been older.

She shook my hand gravely, never once taking her eyesfrom mine.

"What's your name?"' | asked.

"Hally," shesaid solemnly.

"Wadl, hi, Holly. I'm Jm." | tried to coax asmilefrom her. I'd been told that if you keep smiling a akid,
they'll smile back, because they haven't yet learned how to smother an almost ingtinctive response. But
apparently this bunch had learned, because it wasn't working. They were regarding me like a used-car
sdesman. They were skittish, and obvioudly frightened; what would this towering grown-up want from
them? | wondered what some of them must have been through to have learned areaction like that.

"I hadanUncledmonce. . ." Holly offered. It was awary comment, asif shewanted to know if | was
going to try to bethe "officid" replacement.

| tried adifferent tack. B-Jay had warned againgt dredging the kids memories, especialy in inappropriate
circumstances. Firgt they had to experience that they werein atruly safe place before they could confront
their past experiences.

| said, "Good. Will you be my friend?’

She gtared. "Don't you have any other friends?"

| shook my head, dowly and very ddliberately. I'm sure she suspected mefor aliar, but adults never lied.
Widl, hardly ever. "Not any?' Shewas horrified. "But you must . . ."

"Not even abear," | ingsted.

That convinced her | wastdling thetruth. If grown-upsinsst on something, it must betrue.

"Well . .." Shethought about it. Thiswas a pretty big commitment, even more than getting married. She
hesitated, then decided. "I'll be your friend."

"Okay." | looked back at little Round-Eyes. "Do you have afriend?’

He had been watching the exchange between Holly and me with the most intense stare I'd ever seenon a
child. Now, when | turned back to him, he merely hugged his bear tighter and tried to shrink away. |
wanted to pull him closer to me, but instead | just shifted my position. All this hunkering down and
squatting to talk to three-foot people was hard on my back.

"HisnamésAlec," offered Hally.

"Alecwha?'

"l dunno."

A third child stepped forward, aboy, maybe twelve or thirteen, maybe more; most of these children
were smd| for their age. He'd been watching me alittle harder than the rest.

"Who'reyou?' he demanded suspicioudy. "Are you the boss here?’

"My namesJm."

"l know. But who areyou?"'

"I'm Holly'sfriend." | tried to Sdetrack him. | offered my hand.

It didn't work. "Uh-uh. What do you do here? We're not supposed to talk to strangers?’

"Y ou weren't supposed to get out of the bus either.”

Heignored that. "I'm thirsty."

"What's your name?'

"Why do you want to know?"

| shrugged, shifted position again, gave up, straightened and leaned back against the bus. The metd was
gill warm and felt dusty. | knew without looking that 1'd just gotten this T-shirt very dirty. "So I'll know



what to cal you." | looked down at him. The advantage that height gave me was more than
psychological, but | sensed thiswasn't the moment for "I'm bigger than you ar€" games. Instead, |
grinned. "Y ou don't want me cdling you, "Hey, you,' do you?"

Hewrinkled his nose, turned to the other kids, ignoring me completely. "Come on, let's get back on the
bus before Ollie gets back." He reached out to drag Alec, but Alec pulled away. The boy grabbed Alec
again, and again Alec pulled away, thistime with alittle whine of resistance. The boy stepped forward,
rasng hisfig.

| grabbed-hiswrist dapped into my hand. | caught it and held it. | held hisarm up high over his head, not
too high, but high enough and hard enough to be uncomfortable. And embarrassing. "Hold it," | said
quietly, but firmly. "Therés not going to be any hitting around here."

"Who says?'

"l do."

"Sowha?'

"Well, I'll tell you what-" All right, so | would play thegameif | had to. | picked him up by thefront of his
shirt. It was heavy enough materid to support him, hisfeet |eft the ground nicely; vhis could turn into quite
apower trip. "'l say so-I'm bigger than you." | held up my fist-gently, very gently now-in front of hisface.
"A lot bigger. So, if theré'sany hitting to be done, I've got first dibses.”

He muted his belligerence, he had no choice, but not his resentment or distrust. | couldn't take those
away from him. He bit hislower lip and looked away. 1'd won.

| lowered him to the ground, put my handsinto my pockets and grinned.

He socked me in the stomach.

| deserved it; I'd let my guard down.

The problem with hitting akid that Szeis how do you do it without looking like abully? The answer is
you don't. Fortunatdly, the question didn't even cross my mind until 1'd finished clobbering him. Gently, of
course.

Firgt, | cuffed him up one side of the head; then, as he reached up to protect himsdlf, | poked at his
stomach with four stiff fingers. He sort of doubled up, and that'swhen | walloped his behind with the flat
of my hand. Then | held him-at arm'slength, the little bastard was till trying to kick me-and | dapped
him once more. | had him by the throat then, one hand wrapped firmly around it, and he stopped; he had
toif he wanted to keep bresthing.

| tried not to show that | was out of breath too. He fought like atiger. "L et's get one thing Straight,
supid,” | said. "Don't ever try that again.”

Heglared. "Wdl-Alecismine.

"Y our what? Are you two brothers?

"Not exactly.”

"What doesthat mean?"

"It'sjust . . . we Stay together. Wherever we go."

"Oh," | said. | had to think about that. | eased up on hisneck. "Can | trust you?'

He nodded.

"All right." | let go. "Nobody's going to separate you, if that'swhat you're afraid of. But you don't have to
hithim."

"He doesn't talk much. And if you don't hit him alittle, he doesn't move ether."”

| wondered if Alec wasautistic. Maybe; but then again, maybe not. Maybe he wasjust as withdrawn as
the rest of uswho had walked into the dedgehammer, which was just about everybody. Sometimes
insanity isthe only sane response to an insane Situation; hadn't Foreman once said something like that?
"Wel," | said, putting ahand on Alec's shoulder-he had huddled up next to me for protection, | hadn't
even noticed until | put my hand down-"Well, around here, it'sdl right if you don't talk.” | leaned down
closeto Alec. "If you don't want to say anything, you don't have to. Okay?"

Hedidn't answer, but he never took his eyes off me. Betty-John Tremaine came hustling up then, a
collection of freckles with strawberry-blonde hair; it couldn't decide whether to be yellow or red, so
ettled instead on an unholy pale pink color that floated around her face like aglowing corona. Her



attempts to tan had turned her into the source of all freckles; they sometimes caled her complexion
Mother-Of-Freckle, but never to her face. She had been pretty once; she till was, but now in aleathery
sort of way. "Oh, hi, Jm; I'm glad you're here. The kids okay?"

"Jud fine"

Ollig, the driver, was frowning. "Y ou kids were supposed to stay on the bus.”

"It wastoo hot for them,” | said. "'l told them to get off."

"Wl .. ."

B-Jay ignored him. She had sized him up as accurately as| had. "Come on, kids. We've got some cold
lemonade and baloney sandwiches and cookies and peach ice cream al waiting to be eaten up. Oh, who
hasto go potty?' She began herding them toward the mess hall. "Then well get you some clean clothes
and-oh my, look at how dirty some of you are. Well, welll al go swimming and wash off al thedirt in the
creek-hi, what's your name, peanut?-and then well give you your own roomsto stay in, and-who likes
movies? Let me see your hands. Okay, well show amovietoo.”

"I've got acouple too small too walk," Ollie said, obviousy annoyed a something, her-or me, probably.
"So, I'll carry oneand Jm ... ?"

"Oh, sure" | sad. "l don't mind. | was making friends anyway. "

One of the older girls-maybe twelve or thirteen, but as gaunt as the rest-piped up. "I can carry one. I've
been carrying him al week. | can carry him alittle farther. | don't think hel'sfedling too good though. He's
dlhotand. . ."

"Well, let mesee. . . youreright, well get him to the infirmary right away. What's your name, honey?
Susan? Okay, you carry him. I'll carry thislittle lady in pink here, and--oof, she's heavy! Okay, kids, see
that yellow building up there, that's where werre going.”

| started to follow, bringing up the rear, watching for stragglers, or escapees, when | fet atug at my arm.
| looked down, and round-eyed Alec silently dipped hishand into mine.

"Wdll," | said. "Y ou want to wak with me? Okay, let'sgo." | guess| felt kind of proud. Maybe could
be trusted after al. Or maybe he just felt he ought to try to get along with someone who'd just proven he
hed the right to hit. Either way.

Holly took my other hand, because she was my friend now, and the older boy, whose name was
Tommy, tagged carefully along on the other side of Alec. He made apoint of taking Alec's hand,
possession being nine points of the law.

| wondered if | could win him over. "Whereare dl of you from, Tommy?"

"l don't know. We al came from the center. That'sin Sacramento. Alec and | are from Klamath and
Holly'sfrom Orinda. "

"I know Orinda," | said. "That'swhere the big Jell-O Foundry used to be."

"I never saw it," said Hally, blankly. So much for jokes.

Tommy added, "I don't know where al the rest are from."

"It doesn't matter, youredl a Family now."

"Family? What'sthat?'

"ThisisFamily. That'sthe name of this place.

"That'safunny name." That was Hally.

"SoisHoally afunny name.

She pouted. "Itisnot.”

"Well then, neither isFamily.”

"| thought afamily wasamommy and adaddy and al their children. "

"That's right. Only here, we have alot of mommies and daddies and children. It'sal one big Family. So
that'swhat we call it."

She eyed me with curious suspicion. "Are you adaddy?'

"Nope. "

"Then what areyou?'

"I'mme. | hdp out.”

"Doing what?'



"Oh, | get to spank all the bad kids and kiss al the good ones.”

"Oh." She edged alittle bit away, even let go of my hand. A minute later, she grabbed hold of it again.
Apparently, shefigured | was safe after dl. She said, "1 guessthat's okay. I'll even help tell you who al
the bad ones are.”

"Oh, I think I can tell without any help.”

"Il help anyway, okay?'

"Okay."

We got to the mess hall then and followed the rest of the crowd in. B-Jay was Sitting the kids down at
long tables, propping the smaller ones up on cushions, snapping orders at Daddy Potts and the other
cooks and assitants, even as she kept up arunning patter with al seventeen of the kids smultaneoudly.
"Get Doc over herefast, and Nurse lvy too; some of these kids have infections, but | want to get some
food in them first. Daddy, let's get some big bowls of soup on the tables. And then we promised them all
sandwiches and lemonade-no, you can't drink your lemonade until you finish your soup-and have we got
any of that peach ice cream left? Well, so wewon't haveit for dinner tonight. The kids are more
important-what's that? No, you won't have to get a shot. Unless you need it; Doctor Birdie-yes, that's
her real name-isavery good doctor. She doesn't like to give shots. Jim, will you help out here please? Sit
down at that end and hel p those three you brought up.”

"Comeon, Alec and Holly and Tom--can | call you Tom instead of Tommy? WEell st over here"

| lifted Alec onto achair. Too short. | looked around quickly, grabbed a cushion and did it under him.
He was holding onto his bear with both hands. "Hey," | said serioudly. "It's going to be hard for you to
eat unless you put Bear down. Nobody's going to take him." Something told me not to try taking the bear
away from him myself. He had to surrender it on his own. In fact, | wouldn't even touch that bear without
his permission. That possessvenesswasasignal.

| got up and went over to the steam table, snagged atray, put some soup and crackers on it, some bread
and butter, some celery, uarrots, what €l se would be attractive to a hungry, dirty child? Sandwiches?
Definitely-and applestoo. | went back to the table and started distributing the goodies.

Holly had aready made up her mind that | could be trusted. She Started eating immediately. Tommy
checked me out firgt, sniffed his soup, then began eating dowly, with manners even. Alec just Sared.

| looked around the room. The other kids were gobbling up the food asfast as it was being dealt out to
them by Daddy Potts and his helpers and B-Jay and just about every other available man, woman, and
teenager in the area. Just about every kid had someone fussing over him, it seemed, but it wasredly just
anilluson of motion, there weren't that many adults available. These three gpparently were minefor the
moment. | sighed. Okay. Turned back to Alec.

"Y ou're going to have to put Bear down." He shook his head.

| considered the situation. He trusted me. A little bit anyway. But he was shy and he was scared and he
wasin aterrifying new stuation. | reached over and stroked his hair. It was very fine and soft, even
though it was matted with dirt. There is something about stroking ayoung child's heed that isintensely
sengtive. Not just thetrust it requires, but the actual sensation itsalf-something, | think, that harkens back
to animal roots and ingincts.

Then | had an idea, something from my own childhood. | leaned over and kissed him gently on the
forehead. And then | leaned down and kissed Bear too.

His eyeswent aswide asthey could with surprise.

| ignored the look, shifted the bowl of soup directly in front of him, picked up a spoon and offered it to
him.

He eyed the soup. And me. And the spoon. And Bear. Shapeless old Bear. And then he did it al again.
"Well, if you don't want any, let'sseeif Bear does.” | offered Bear the spoon. "Mmmm, there, you
see-Bear likesit. Ian't that good? What's that, Bear? More? Well, wait aminute, let's seeif Alec wants
some. We haveto take turns here." | dipped the spoon in the bowl and held it out to Alec. ™Y our turn.”
Alec's mouth opened almost before he could think about it. | popped the spoon in quickly. "That's the
way." Hiseyeswidened dightly in surprise. The soup was good. | gave him a second spoonful, thena
third, before he redlized he'd been had. He dmost started to pout, but there was afourth spoonful of



soup staring back at him. With a piece of mest init.

He made up hismind. He very carefully kissed Bear and held him out to me. "Will you hold him?"

| started to reach, then stopped just short of touching. "Y ou're sure now? Y ou're sure helll be okay?"
Hebit hislip. Maybe | shouldn't have asked that question. "He's very scared,” said Alec. "Youll haveto
hold him and tell him he'sa good bear."

"Okay. " | took Bear carefully into my lap. A torso and one arm. No head. But there was ill enough to
love. How much of abear did you have to lose anyway before you lost the soul? Probably alot more
than ahead and three limbs.

Alec took the spoon from me and insisted on feeding himsdlf. He pulled the bowl as closeto hisface as
he could and hunkered down over it and spooned the hot vegetable soup into his mouth quickly, looking
around al thewhile asif afraid someone were going to take it away from him. He kept looking over at
me and Bear. Bear especially. | made abig show out of stroking Bear and feeding him crackers-to his
neck hole. That seemed the most appropriate aperture. Alec was working on his second bowl of soup
before he remembered that it was Bear's turn again, but Bear wasn't hungry any more, held been filled up
on crackers, so Alec had to finish the soup himself.

"Good, huh?' | asked.

Alec wastoo busy eating and Bear had his neck full of cracker. | took that as answer enough.

Hdf atable away, someone spilled aglass of milk and started crying

"Oohhhh, we had an accident!" That was B-Jay, dready rushing up with atowel. Daddy Potts was right
behind her with afresh glass of milk. "It'sdl right, honey, don't cry. There'slots more milk where that
camefrom. Jm?' Shelooked over at me. "Well need amop.”

| started to get up, but Alec's sudden start stopped me. "Uh | can't. "

"Huh?'

| held up Bear. "I'm Bear-gitting.”

She looked puzzled, almost ready to get mad; then she saw Alec and caught it. "Oh, okay."

| was beginning to catch on. The kidswere dl-important. Whatever e se, save the kids. We didn't know
what they'd been through, and we didn't have the timeto dig into their personal histories. We had to feed
them, bathe them, play with them, hold them, kisstheir hurts, physical and psychological, and do
whatever dse they needed right away-because these kids needed one thing more than anything else:
assurance that they were safe. Their every need had to be met now, not next week, or an hour from now,
or someindefinite later. These kids didn't know later, they only knew now. And these kids were scared.
Whatever they'd been through, they were dl of them terrified that it wasn't over, not yet; that this. . . this
illusion we caled Family was only atemporary and unreal Oz and that they would be sent back to
Kansas and the desperate hunger of redlity al too soon. They were
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grabbing hungrily for whatever we could give them because they were too damned scared that it wouldn't
last and they would have to go hungry again for days at atime, or that they might get beaten, or might
have no warm place to deep or even to hide. Most of al, they were scared that there would be no oneto
hug them and tell them that they were good and that everything would be al right, even when they knew it
redlly wouldn't. These kids were smart, dl kids are. They knew when thingsweren't al right, but they ill
needed a parent to tell them that things werebecause it's the existence of that parent that makes
everything al right, someone strong they can depend on. What they needed most was someone & se who
cared and would be responsible for them. For alittle while, anyway. A kid isn't ready to be responsible
for himsdf; it makeshim old before histime, makes him forget what laughing isfor-so if that meant Sitting
and holding a stuffed piece of bear that wasfdling apart even as| held it while milk, whichwas sdlling a
KC 3.23 agdlon, dripped onto the floor, well, that's what it meant. Milk could be wiped up any time.
But Alecinssted that Bear had to be held. And that meant now. And | had a hunch about that, too--he



wasn't talking about Bear. He was talking about Alee.

What was the word? Projection? Never mind. That was textbook, thiswas people. Alec couldn't allow
himself to show weakness. Not ever. So it was Bear who needed the hug. | sat there and hugged Bear.
Holly and Tommy were working on sandwiches. Alec was having trouble with his, but he refused Holly's
help. | put it back together for him-he was willing to accept my help-and placed it firmly in both hands.
Tunasalad. Very messy. But good. | licked off my fingers. It was only recently that tunahad come back
from being addlicacy to astaple. I'd missed it. Some of the side effects of the Recede weren't al bad.
Alec was staring a me. "Y ou weren't supposed to et it, only fix it."

| put the sandwich together for him again, and thistime wiped my hand surreptitioudy on my shorts. I'd
have to sneak down to the kitchen later and feed my own bear.

B-Jay was standing and counting quietly. " Seventeen," she muttered. "Three down in the infirmary,
fourteen beds. . . damn. All right, Betty-John, let's figure this one out by eight tonight. Baths.
Right--down to the creek. Well take 'em swimming and sneak some soap up behind them; probably
leave aring around the whole reservoir. Well need underpants, sandals, shirts, shorts, definitely
Band-Aids. . ..
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Someone screamed, one of thelittle girls. She was standing on her chair and pointing at the door.

"Oh, that'sonly old Wag," said Betty-John. "Shewon't hurt you."

Wag was amangy-skinny, scrawny, count-the-ribs-fromtwenty-meters, old yellow dog with atongue
that lolled hafway to the ground. She was a collection of haphazard pieces of dog: a cockeyed grin;
knobby legs, splayed feet; large brown eyesthat rolled thisway and that, looking for a handout or even a
friendly pat; and agangling, ungainly way of walking that made you wonder why she didn't keep stepping
on her ears-her head dipped and bobbed. Dr. Frankenstein must have started out by experimenting with
bondlessanimas.

Thelittle girl was dmost hysterica now. Mot of the other children were upset and disturbed too,
probably thinking, Isthis the proper response? Should | be screaming too?

Wag lolled her tongue, rolled her eyes, did her clown act, lft out the juggling though, and gangled into
the room. The child screamed.

B-Jay was already swooping her into her arms. "Wag's okay, she'sjust adog.”

"A dog!" criedthegirl. "A dog!"

Uh-huh. Right. The kid didn't think of dogs asfriendly animals. Dogswerelarge, vicious thingsthat bit
you and stole your food. I'd bet money on what this kid had been through. " She won't hurt you.”

"Let me shoo her out, B-Jay." Little lvy.

"No! Wag isamember of thisfamily too. We'redl friends here. Patty and | will go est in the back room,
s0 Wag can meet her new friends." Still talking, she started walking. "Come on, Patty. "

"No-! | don't want to go!" "Then well stay herel” "No!"

"Well, then what do you want?"

"Makeit go away!" She pointed at Wag.

"Uh-uh. " Betty-John wasfirm. "No, honey. Wag is part of our family. Shewon't hurt you, not any more
than | would or ugly old Jm would or anyone would. Y ou can't ask usto push anyone out of the family.
Wewouldn't do it any more than we would let someone push you out.”

The girl looked at her, afunny expression on her face. "Do you want to finish lunch?' B-Jay wasfirm.
"Uh-huh.” The girl nodded.

"In here?'

"Uh-huh."

"if | promise you Wag won't hurt you, will you St and et quietly?

"Oh..kay..."

Wag lolled around the room, sniffing and licking and gladly accepting handouts from tentatively lowered
hands. She inspected the floor as she went, licking stray scrapsinto her mouth. Rule number K-9:
Anything that fals on thefloor islegaly mine. She dmost managed to chew with her mouth closed, too;



for adog, she had exceptiona table manners. She even came up and sniffed Bear afriendly hello.
Alec stiffened, and when Wag durped Bear-actudly atiny gobbet of tuna saad-he looked very
suspicious.

"Did hebite Bear?' To Alec, al dogswere he, and al pussycats were undoubtedly she.

"Nope," | said. "She only tasted him. | think shelikes Bear."

"Ishe going to bite him now?"

"No. Wag doesn't bite. He-she only durps. Likethis." | leaned over and durped his cheek. "Mmm,
good. Soup." Alec giggled and wiped with the back of hishand.

Holly looked surprised. "Hey, he laughed!™

| turned to her. "What's so surprising about that?"

"He doesn't talk much. And he never laughs.”

"Not evenif hestickled?' | said it serioudly.

Shetilted her head back and eyed me. "Y ou can't tickle us."

"Betchal can."

"You're not dlowed to."

"Who says?'

"Uh..l says"

"Wadl, well just haveto seeabout that . . . "

She could too betickled. And so could Alec. And even Tommy, alittle. Not only that, they could even
laugh-alittle. Even Bear looked alittle happier-at least for someone without any head, he looked happier.
It washard to tell.

2

There was ayoung man from St. Helens

afflicted with shrinkin'sand swellin's.

Hisdick was so small

it wasnot thereat all,

but his balslooked like honeydew melons.
?
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? Baganing

"Nobody ever died badly. They got the job done, didn't they?"
-SOLOMON SHORT

The bargaining part of the process seemed to stretch forever. But it wasn't | who did the bargaining; it
wasthe rest of the traineesin the room. I'd aready made up my mind that | wasn't going to bargain.

| was too proud.

It waslike dl those scenesin dl those movieswhere the killer is going to shoot someone and the victim
begs for mercy-and then gets shot anyway. All that the victim ever accomplishesistheloss of hisor her
dignity.

| didn't want to be like that.

| had decided that | would not beg or plead or try to negotiate. Maybe that was the point of the process.
to have me reach a state in which surviva was so unimportant to methat | would ceaseto care. Well, if
0, then | waswell on my way.

But | wasn't going to beg. Not after everything I'd adready been through. Uh-uh. Sorry. Not me.
Instead, | sat and listened.

Therest of the trainees bargained.

Theme one: Thisisawaste of ahuman life.

Foreman'sreaction:

"Agreed. Thisisawaste of ahuman life. | agree with you. But thisisthe way we do this process.”

"But every human lifeisprecious”

"Isit? Before the plagues there were ten and ahaf billion people on the planet. The best estimate now is
that we're down to three, and till dropping. But even with only three billion people on the planet, what
difference does one more or one less make? Weredl going to die. Why does it make a difference
whether it'stoday or next week?'

Et cetera

Themetwo: Thisiscrud and unusud.

Foreman'sreply:

"Unusua? No. The satistics don't vaidate that pogition. Desth by gunfireis unfortunately very usud.
Crud?1 doubt it. It'sinstantaneous. It's painless.” Foreman added, "I admit it'll be messy to splatter
McCarthy's brains across that wall, but crud and unusua? No."

Themethree: Thisis unnecessary to the success of thetraining.

Foreman: "Areyou acertified Mode Trainer?"

"No."

"l am. Theré'sacopy of my certification on the screen. | will decide what is necessary to the success of
thetraining. Y ou don't get avoteonit.”

Theme four: Isn't there another way to accomplish the same result?

"No."

Themefive What isit that you want usto say or do to prevent this outrage?

"Nothing. Nothing at al. Theres nothing that | want you to get. Theré's nothing that | want you to do.
There's nothing that has to happen. But you might want to notice the philosophical equation underneath
that statement. It's obvious that you think communication is about getting someone to do something.

"If that's dl that you think that communication is, then that reduces irrevocably to “Get agun and threaten
to use it on someone to get them to do what you want.' And in fact, when someone does point agun at
someone, that's what you think is happening-that I'm trying to get someone to do something. Wrong. |
don't care what McCarthy or anyone elsein thisroom says or does. The processwill continue until
McCarthy isdead. But you want to notice that you are stuck in astate called "Bargaining' and you will
say anything or do anything in order to achieve the god that you have decided isright. Lifeisright. Degth



iswrong. Therefore, you are stuck in the paradigm that you must bargain, negotiate, plead, wheedle, beg,
implore, demand, protest-you will do anything you haveto do to keep dive."

Foreman turned to me at this point.

"It's obviousthat M cCarthy has chosen astoic silence as hisresponse. Thisis caled “passive aggressive
behavior. It isaso aform of bargaining, because he thinksthat by doing it he will be ableto get meto do
something that will be more appropriateto hissurviva." Foreman studied me thoughtfully for along
moment, then announced to the entire room. “No, | don't think so.”

Theway hesaid it, we dl laughed, even me. But we were still bargaining.

Theme sx: Isn't McCarthy more vauable dive than dead?

"Thisisn't dbout McCarthy's value. Thisisabout McCarthy's death.”

Theme saven: Well, if you're so committed to killing McCarthy, then why haven't you gotten it over with
dready?

"Because we haven't finished going through al the stages of the process. There are five stages. denidl,
anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. They're not aways as clear and distinct aswe see them
here, and they don't dways occur in the same order. Sometimes there'salot of overlap too. Sometimes
you'l flip back and forth between two stagesfor awhile. Sometimes you'll go through one of the stages
so fast you won't even notice it. But in here, the way this processis conducted, you will experience all
five stages of the process. Whoops, there's alittle anger now. . . ."

Themeeight: Thisisunfar.

"So? What's your point?*

Theme nine: What isthe point of killing just McCarthy? Who's going through this process? McCarthy or
therest of us?If the processisabout al of us, asyou say, shouldn't you be threstening al of us?

This particular argument triggered no small amount of congternation in the room. "Don't give him any
idead" someone shouted. Otherstook it more serioudy; they were afraid that Foreman might fed it
necessary to expand the focus of the exercise.

Foreman waited until the room quieted down before he answered the question.

"The processisabout al of us. Everybody in thisroom isdoing The Surviva Process. Y ou are doing the
process. | am doing the process. The Course Manager is doing the process. McCarthy isdoing the
process. Asfor how many people should or shouldn't die today-M cCarthy isthe focus for this exercise.
Thereisno need to expand the focus. Thetruth is, everybody diesaone.”

| noticed something now, something about Foreman, something about the way he was talking, something
about the training and the way everyone was responding now: we had al become deadly serious. There
were no more jokes, no more clever remarks, no more entertaining tangents.

Now we were talking serioudy about degth. It was aredity in the room.

The process would continue until | died.

That'swhen the red-haired boy stood up. He was only eighteen. Foreman looked over at him. "Y es?
Parent?’

"| volunteer to take McCarthy's place.”

"You do?'

"Yes | do."

"Why?What do you hope to accomplish?

"McCarthy doesn't want to die. | don't careif | do or not. Everything | haveto livefor isgone.”

"There's an assumption in there that M cCarthy doesn't want to die-but it'safair assumption. However,
it'sirrdlevant whether McCarthy wantsto die or not. He doesn't get avote in the matter. Neither do you.
And you'll get your turn to die when you get your turn. Sit down.”

Parent didn't Sit down. "Y ou, yoursdlf, said that it didn't matter who wasthe focus. | ingst that you use
meingtead. I'm willing to die. McCarthy isn't. That'sat least alot morefair, isn't it?"

"Thisisn't about fairness. What's your point?'

"My point isjust that. Y ou've agreed that thisisn't fair, that life is precious, that every human beingis
specid and unique. Wdll, that meansthat the respongbility fals on each and every one of usto do
whatever he or she canto makeit dl alittle bit lessunfair. Thisis something we can do something abot.



Thisis something we do get avoteon.”

Foreman nodded thoughtfully. Parent's words had gpparently touched something in him. He
acknowledged, "Y ou have part of it. Y ou're getting there. First, | never agreed that thisisunfair. Death is
very fair. It takes everybody. Y oung. Old. Rich. Poor. What's fairer than that?

"Asfor how preciouslifeis, on this planet lifeis abundant. Nature wastes lives. Lifeis abundant soit can
feed on itsdlf. Nothing lives except by feeding on the death of something else; so death isjust as abundant
aslife. The myth that each lifeis precious or unique is amisunderstanding of nature. The uniqueness of
each lifeismerely an effect of natureés need to spawn lifein infinite variety; thefact thet alifeis unique
guaranteesit no specia favorsor privileges. Every life hasto compete againgt the same hostile universe.
Only those that win the competition win the right to pass on their genes. That'sthe short version; | won't
go into detail about the various gamesthat life plays on itsalf to guarantee that this or that set of geneswill
be given the opportunity to reproduce; that's another seminar. But if you must look at thisfrom a
sociobiologicd point of view, even thisis-evolution in action. We're just removing the carrier of some
very unlucky genesfrom the gene pool.” Theway he said it, it wasn't ajoke,

Parent remained standing.

"'Every man'sdesth diminishesme,"" he quoted.

"John Donne. "Therefore ask not for whom the bell tolls, it tollsfor thee." So, what?' asked Foreman.
"So, if you're going to kill McCarthy, you haveto kill metoo." Parent was resolute.

Somebody applauded. And then somebody ese. And then abruptly, the whole room was applauding.

A woman near Parent stood up, gill applauding. Then aman. Then two more men.

And then, the whole room was standing and applauding. It went on and on and on.

They were gpplauding Parent. They were gpplauding me. They were gpplauding themsalves.

| was moved beyond words. The tearsran down my cheeksand | couldn't begin to tell you what the
emotion was. Maybe it wasjoy, but nobody ever felt joy likethisin the face of degth. It was. . . unity.

| stood up and begin applauding too. Foreman was wrong.

| wasn't going to die done.

And thenfindly, after severd exhilarating centuries, the gpplause began to die away.

Foreman had waited until we were through. He had made no attempt to stop us or dow usdown. Helet
us expend our energiesin agaudy release of al our pent-up fedlings.

"Thank you," he said. Hedid not tell usto st down. "Thank you for that display of unity. But. .. ," he
spoke thoughtfully now. "How am | supposed to interpret this demongtration? Isit avote of agreement
for Parent's stand? Or mere gpprova that he'setting the rest of you off the hook?”

Foreman counted off on hisfingers. "I seethree possibilities here. One, that you don't care. Y ou only
took advantage of the opportunity to applaud as a chance to get out of your chairs and stretch.”

There was some laughter at thisremark.

"I think not," Foreman said. " Second possibility: that you are impressed with Parent's courage, his
willingnessto take astand. He getsto be ahero and I'm gppointed the villain by default. A nice ploy on
Parent's part. He getsto beright. | get to be wrong. It doesn't change anything. Parent gets to ook good.
Y ou get to stand up and gpplaud and vote on it. But nothing is changed. Were till in the process.
McCarthy istill goingto die. And | think we're far enough aong that you al know that. | think Parent
knowsit too. | think Parent is absolutely serious and totally sincere in everything he has said here. So, I'm
going to discard this possibility too; becauseit diminishesus. All of us.

"That leaves uswith thethird possibility. That dl of you are standing because you think adisplay of unity
will changethe results. | am impressed with the display. It will not change the results.”

Parent said, "'l repest, Dr. Foreman. If you kill McCarthy, you have to kill metoo. That'swhy I'm
danding.”

"Metoo," someone elsesad, | didn't seewho. "And me-"

"And metoo-"

And then the whole room was shouting it. "Metoo!" Foreman waited patiently.

He stepped back to histable and took adrink of water before he continued. For just the briefest of
moments, | wondered at theincredible physical demandsthat this job must make on him-and yet, he ill



looked like the most dive person in the room.

He turned around and faced the trainees again. They were ill shouting.

After awnhile, Foreman held up ahand. He did not look concerned. Infact, he grinned. "I appreciate the
carification.” He sghed, long and loudly. "But it would be excessive, not to mention counterproductive.
It's not the way we do the process. You can al sit down."”

They remained standing. All of them. Every single one. It was awonderful disobedience.

Foreman did not look displeased. Somehow | had the feding he'd seen this response before.

"Look," hesad. "Thereésno glory in dying en masse. In fact, it'sarather stupid thing to do. Thelogicd,
rationa thing to do would beto makeit as hard as possible for someoneto kill you-that's survival. B,
you want to notice that what you're doing here now is something that most of you would call “defending a
principle’ Mogt of you, if wefound the right principle and the right circumstance, would dieto defend it.
Wecdl this being amartyr.' It'sagreat way to beright. Y our body may die, but your principle lives on.
"Thisiswhat happens when your mind gets confused, when it starts making false connections, when it
invests asignificant part of itsidentity into family, nation, or species. It's especidly true when the mind
identifiesitsalf with noble ideas and principles. Suddenly, the surviva of the concept is more important
than the surviva of theindividud. Thisiscaled a mord victory.'

"So, herewe are. You'readl willing to dieto be right. Y ou should be laughing right now. Don't you get the
joke your minds have just played on you?Y ou're so invested with survival of your identity that you asan
individud will dieto guarantee the surviva of your identity. Tak about confusion. . .. " Hegave usdl that
Sdeways skeptica 10ok; it wasthe kind of ook that made you wonder if your philosophical fly was
open.

"S0, you're saying that principles and family and nation are the wrong thingsto diefor?* someone
hollered accusingly.

"| said nothing of thekind. | said that your mind has such an investment in the surviva of your identity that
you will dierather than let that identity be destroyed. Y ou have invested your identity in principles and
family and nation and species. Whether it'sright or wrong istotally irrdevant; you'll do it anyway. You
did it before you camein here. You'l do it when you leave. The only differenceis, you'll know you're
doing it. Y ouwon't be doing it unconscioudy-and that will affect the decisions you make. Y ou'll consider
your choicesin atotally different context.”

"Just the same,” said Parent. "If you kill McCarthy, you have to kill metoo.”

"That's not the way we do the process," said Foreman quietly. He picked up the gun, opened it and
withdrew the round. He held it up for all to see. "We have only the one bullet. That'sall." Helooked out
over the roomful of trainees. ™Y ou can Sit down now. Y ou've made your point. But, you don't get to vote
on things that you don't get to vote on, no matter how often you vote on them. The universe doesn't care.
Rocks are hard. Water iswet. So what? Lifeishard. Then you die. Then they throw dirt in your face.
The only choice you get iswhether or not you're going to accept that thisis the way the universe works.
"The process continues until you die.”

Parent sat down, reluctantly-and | was aone again.

"
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Parents

"Even Murphy's Law doesn't work al thetime.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

Later, after we'd bathed them and tucked them away for naps, Betty-John, still damp from the creek,
came up and leaned on my shoulder, momentarily exhausted, but exhilarated too.

She looked up a me. "Are you beginning to get it now, Jm? | mean, about working with their
psychoses?!

"Yeah, | guess 0. | don't know. Maybe."

"Comeon," shesad. "Bar'sopenin my office. I'll buy you adrink. Y ou looked so silly trying to give that
lump of teddy bear abath without redly getting him wet."

"Yeah, wdl, | had to. Y ou saw how Alec trusted me." | followed her up the hill.

The drink turned out to be lemonade. | should have known. "I would have had iced tea," B-Jay said; with
one foot she kicked shut the door of thetiny refrigerator she kept next to her desk, "but the prices are
ridiculous." She sighed and ran one hand through her fading hair, then realized what she had done and
patted it back into place. "Stupid, isn't it? | should care how | look." She went back to muttering about
prices as she pushed some papers around on her desk. "On the black market we can get bread for only
ninety-five cents aloaf-can you believe that? And even beef. | know we shouldn't, but we haven't had
roast beef herefor . . . you know, | can't remember how long it's been, but other things, liketeaand
coffee and sugar, we just can't afford them any more, white or black market.”

"Isit that serious?’

"It isif you're accustomed to those kinds of things. The kidswon't missit. God knows what most of them
have been surviving on. | mean, thisisastep up. We've got milk and potatoes and bread and what
vegetables we can grow ourselves, so we're okay. We were supposed to get atruckload of canned
goods savaged from Sacramento, but it never arrived. Probably hijacked; well be able to buy the stuff
on the black market next week." She sighed and sank back in her chair. The chair sank back too. It
creaked and squeaked and swung so far backward that for amoment, | thought she wasfaling, but she
was only putting her feet up on the desk. Both shoes had holesin the bottoms.

"Y ou need new shoes" | pointed out, Sipping my lemonade.

"I know. | need alot of things." She rubbed her forehead tiredly, and for just amoment, shelooked old.
| didn't know what to say. | said, "Pretty good group of kids, aren't they?"

She grunted.

"l mean, they're not as bad as | thought they would be. | mean, you were telling me about their
psychoses. | expected them to be pretty screwed up.”

B-Jay shook her head. "No, not this bunch. Most of these kids have been under some kind of human
guidance. They'retill human, & least. But just barely.”

"Oh." I finished the lemonade and put the glass down on her desk. "Where exactly did al of them come
from? Thislittle boy, Alec, for instance, the one with the bear."

"l don't know. Orphans, like everybody else, | guess. When you kill off three-quarters of the human race,
al you havel€ft are orphans. Who has ratives any more?* She sniffed and wiped her nose. "Their
papers haven't come over the wire yet. God knows when they will. It would help. Supposedly ateam of
casaworkers have worked these kids, we're supposed to get their reports. Don't hold your bregth. In the
meantime, well just have to start figuring them out from scratch al over again.”" Shelooked over at me.
"There's something going on with every single one of these kids, Jm, don't ever doubt it, no matter how
good they look. They're just as badly damaged asthe rest of us, probably more so, still reding from the
plagues and the aftereffects. Were dl going to beliving with it for therest of our lives, and so will the
next umpteen generations until the world gets back to normal-if ever. The wounds may not always show,



and maybe not in ways we can easily recognize, but they're there; that'swhy weve dl got to be
super-careful. We might be rubbing sdt in them without ever knowing it. That'swhy | didn't insist on
washing hands and faces this morning before lunch;, it was more important to get them to trust us by
giving them food than to confuse them by giving them another set of rulesto learn. They could have seen
washing as a condition necessary to having lunch, and we had to show them that lunch-and our love-has
no conditions attached. Y ou'd better keep an eye on that Alec kid, by the way. I'm surprised they sent
him up here."

"Well, Tommy and Holly have been pretty good at watchdogging him aready."

"Mm, yeah, that's probably it. He's obvioudy one of the walking wounded, but they sent him up because
they couldn't risk taking him away from Tommy and Holly, and hurting them. They weren't thinking of
Alec, they were thinking of the other two. Damn! | wish we had those papers.”

"Say, can we get that bear awvay from Alec long enough to clean it and stuff it with fresh foam? Maybe
sew it up, put anew head on it for him?"

"l wouldnt try it,"” B-Jay said.

"Why not?'

"What would happen if you put ahead on it he didn't recognize? It might not be his bear anymore. Better
leaveit donefor now-at least until we see how important it isto him. He's pretty badly damaged, Jm;
wed better be prepared to separate him if we haveto."”

" Separate?’

"Send him back."

"Back?"

"Jm," she said quietly, "there are kids who've gone catatonic, autistic, or worse, gonewild. Y ou've seen
them. Those are the ones we can't reach; we don't even have thetimeto try. | think your Alec might be
oneof them.”

"Wecanreach him,” | indsted. She didn't say anything. "Well, weve got totry."

"And ignore the other sixteen we can reach? Not to mention the other hundred and seventeen weve
aready accepted responsbility for?"

"Wel, no, but..."

"We only have so many hoursaday, Jm. There's only so much we can do. We can't afford to waste a
single minute. These kids need to be fed, bathed, clothed, sheltered, doctored-and most of al, hugged a
lot. They need to be reassured. We can't show favorites, wecant ... "

"I've heard this sermon before, B-Jay," | interrupted her. "Y ou're forgetting something. Alecisaready a
factor in the socid equation. Holly and Tommy have adopted him. He responds to them. He respondsto
metoo. Y ou're going to haveto fight Holly, Tommy, and meif you try to send him away."

"Okay," shesaid. Shesaid it too easily.

"Huh?'

"l sad, okay."

"Aren't you going to argue with me?"

"No."

"Aren't you goingtolist al the reasonswhy?"

"No. You sad he had to Stay. | recognize that we've got to live with these orphans psychoses. That
includesthe big ugly orphan stting in my office, drinking up my lemonade. I can work with your
psychosestoo. Y ou want to take responghbility for him, it'sal right with me."

"Yegh," | said. "l do."

"All right. I'll have the adoption papers ready next week. | don't think ther€lll be any problem getting
Birdieto gpprove.”

"Hey, wait aminute-| never said anything about adoption.”

"Sure, you did-you said you'd be responsible.”

"But that doesn't mean-"

"Yes, it does. We're both speaking English, aren't we?'

"Now, wait aminute, B-Jay! Y ouretrying to railroad meinto something I'm not ready for."



"Well, make up your mind, Jm-what do you want to do?'

"Uh..." | goppedinmid-word. "I don't know."

"That'swhat | thought." She dropped her feet to the floor with aklunk. Sherefilled both our lemonade
glasses, theice clinking like chimes. She pursed her lipsin an acid frown. "God, | wish we had sugar.”
"Stir it, the honey's probably settled.”

"It'snot the same." She drank and frowned again, then came hack to the subject. "Listen, Jm-1'm not
forcing you into anything. | just wanted you to understand what taking responsbility for the kid means.”
"Allright..."

"No, let mefinish. I'm not sending Alec away. Not yet, anyway. | just don't want you getting too attached
to any of these kids. Unless you mean it. And don't let them get too attached to you ether. Y ou may just
want to play house for awhile, but it'll be more than agame to them, and when you get tired of it, you'l
be doing worse damage. A kid can survive theloss of one set of parents, | doubt if he can survivethe
loss of two and gtill have any reasonable chance of being hedlthy. So, don't come messing around my
kidsunlessyou meanit.”

"I'm sorry, | didn't redize."

"Let metdl you something, Jm. Most of thetime, you'rein theway. Y ou don't redlly do anything useful
around here, and you eat alot of food. And there are alot of people around here who resent you.
Sometimes| do too. That's when | have to remind mysdlf that you're one of our children too, another lost
soul that needs afamily. Just another bloody orphan like the rest of us. So we put up with you. We
pamper you. We try not to notice adl that emotiona baggage you're dragging around. We'redoing it asa
favor to the memory of your mother. We don't owe anything to you, Jm; thisisjust the only way we can
pay back some of what we owe her. Okay, today you decided that you want to be a parent. Well, that's
okay too. But not unless you mean it for kegps. I'd be delighted to have one less kid and one more
parent, but it's aone-way trip. Once you accept responsibility for any of these kids, you can't abrogate it
later on. Which means, Jm, nobody around here will watch out for you any more; well be too busy
watching out for thered children, and you'll have to cope with life without our help.”

"I've been doing okay."

"Y ou think s0. Around hereit doesn't count unless | think so too." She paused, studied me thoughtfully.
Her eyeswere sharp. "Anyway, that'stheway it is. Do | make up adoption papers or not?'

"I didn't think you alowed adoptions here."

"Why?'

"l don't know just the way the place seems organized. Like one big commune.”

"If you had known that we encouraged adoptions, would you have volunteered?”

"Uh, probably not. It isn't redly necessary, isit?'

"Youtdl me" shesad.

"Look," | said dowly. "What | thought wasthat | could sort of watch out for those three kids, Holly and
Tommy and Alec, for awhile, and take some of the load off therest of you. | didn't redlize you wanted it
to be such adeep commitment. | was thinking more in terms of being a big brother than adaddy.”

"But they're not looking for abig brother, and they don't need one as much asthey need adaddy.” She
sniffled and wiped her nose again. " Shit. | hope I'm not coming down with something. Look, Jm-the
extended family isn't enough. God, how many times I've wished it were, but it's been obvious from the
dart that it isn't enough and never could be. Every child needs his own parent; just one specia person he
can rely on. We have them here-don't look surprised-we don't confuse parenthood with ownership, so it
may not be obvious, but ook around. There's Jack and Dove, Nurse Ivy and Little Ivy and Katy-boggin,
and Birdie and Tinaand Mouse. And there .are others. The kids need all of us. And most of usgive our
al, and alittle more besides."

"I don't think I'm ready for that,” | said dowly.

"Neither do I, but | wouldn't stop you if you inssted. I might be wrong.”

"Okay, you tell me. What should | do?"

"How many roomsin your apartment?’

"Three bedrooms, aden, aliving room-"



"That's perfect. All right, do this. Were short on bedsin the dorms. Y ou take Alec and Holly and
Tommy over to your place. Run them on the same clock we use down here. Don't try to be a big brother
or afather for afew days, just seewhat it means being responsible. Tell the kidsit's only temporary, until
we can work out a more permanent arrangement. That'll give you ataste of it, and an out. These kids
know about temporaries, they won't get attached to you until you tell themit'sdl right. At least, not
permanently attached. Within aweek-two at the most-you'll know whether you can parent or not. | don't
think it'll hurt the kids, and I'm pretty sureit won't hurt you.”

"I'm not committing mysdlf to anything, am 17"

"No, you're not. But if you decide to stay, you will be committing yourself. Then you'll be expected to
adopt them."

"If | decideto stay?"

"Jm, if you decide you can't parent, or don't want to, then there's no reason for you to stay on at Family,
isthere? | mean, that's what we're here for. We've been waiting for you to shape up. Here's your chance.
Otherwise, ship out and make room for someone else, okay? | like you, but thisjob is more important.”
That last one hurt. | looked at my shoesfor awhile. They needed polishing. Ouch. "Okay," | said.

"Want some more lemonade?’

"Uh-uh, the honey'stoo cloying.”

"Dont dirit."

"Hey, B-Jay?"

"Yesh?'

"If Alec had to be sent back, where would they send him?"

She sucked her teeth thoughtfully. "They have aplace for the kidswho can't be reached. Theferd ones.”
"Ferd?'

"The oneswho've gone wild. Tarzan was afera child, so was Mowgli--only they were lucky: Tarzan was
raised by apes, Mowgli by wolves-but then it'saways prettier in fiction, it'sglamorized. Inred life, of the
ferd onesdon't get that much guidance-nothing-so therés not alot left of their humanity. They'reanimads
in human bodies. They've never learned to speak and never will; that learning window is permanently
closed. They can't walk erect, their bodies have lost that potentia. Their ability to reason is permanently
impaired; they won't trust human beings; often they're suffering from serious bone deficiencies,
malnutrition, and so on. They don't usudly live very long.” She sucked her teeth again. "Then, of course,
there are the catatonic ones, the autistic, the deranged, the permanently damaged, the shocked, and all
the other impairments and dsyfunctions.”

"They don't keep them in aBedlam, do they?"

"No, Jm, they don't." Her voice went very strange. " They take care of them.”

"Oh, that'sgood. . . ." And then the strangeness of her tone sank in. "Wait aminute. How do they take
care of them? If we're short of manpower here. .. 7"

"They take care of them, Jm." She paused, went softer. "Remember when they closed the San Diego
and Los Angeles zoos, and the wild animal preservestoo?’

"Y eah, that was a shortage of manpower, but . . . "

"What did they do with the lions?'

"They put them to deep, they had to-"

"Right. Because there was no oneto take care of them, and they couldn't be left to fend for themselves.™
She put down her glass on the desk, stood up and put the lemonade back in the small refrigerator. "It
was the kindest thing they could do," she murmured. "The bastards.”

"
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'i'he Dark Places

"Children are the only minority who grow into their own oppressors.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

| was watching when Hally fell and skinned her knee. She choked back the tears, trying very hard not to
cry. She stood up quickly and pretended that nothing had happened. She hadn't seen me. Shewiped at
her nose and kept going, limping dightly.

"Hey, Punkin'," | caled.

She saw me and looked startled. She hadn't known | wasthere. "Areyou dl right?'

"Uh-huh,” she said. She brushed the hair back out of her eyes. Her expression was that frozen one that
children wear while they're putting up with adults, while they're waiting to be dismissed back to their own
pursuits.

"Oh," | said. ""Cause B-Jay said there was some fresh strawberry ice cream left over and | thought you
might want to share some with me."

She shook her head. Her eyes were brimming with tears. | had a sense that she wanted to cry, or at least
wanted to be hugged, but she was too proud to let anyone know.

| put down the hoe | was working with-loosening the soil around the tomato plants-and hunkered down
in front of her. "What's the matter, sweetheart?'

"Nothin'."

"Y ou got a hug for me?' She shook her head again.

"Okay." Sometimesthe best thingisto just let it be. "Would you liketo help me?"

She sniffled and nodded.

"Good. Okay, go get yourself ahoe, just likethisone." | picked up mine again to show her.
"Whereisit?'

"In the shed over there"

Sheturned and looked. "Uh . . . "

"Goonand getit." She hesitated. "Wdl, go on." She garted to say something, then shook her head. "Are
you okay?" | asked.

She didn't answer. She began hobbling toward the tool shed, but as she got closer to it she began to dow
down. She stopped in front of the open door and stood staring into it. She was trembling visibly.
"What's the matter?'

"It'sdark inthere!" shesaid. Theway shesaid it, | knew that it was more than the dark.

| was starting to get annoyed. | dmost snapped at her, then caught mysdlf in time; something wasn't right.
"Hally?'

She didn't hear me. She was staring into the shed like a paralyzed bird. What kind of snake did she see?
"Hally?'

She was garting to shake al over.

My army reflexestook over-1 dropped to a crouch and came running at a Sideways angle, carrying my
hoe as aweapon, just in case.

There was nothing in the shed. | didn't know whether to be relieved or disappointed.

| turned to Hally. She was almost catatonic. | threw the hoe aside and dropped to a squat in front of her;
| grabbed her by the shoulders-she had gonerigid. "Holly?"

No response. What the. . . ?

| swept her into my arms and held her tight. | picked her up and carried her away from the shed, carried
her around the corner of the house so it was completely out of her sight. She ill didn't relax.

"Comeon, Hally, it'sdl right now. Jmishere" | sat down on thelow brick fence that divided the paved
part of the patio from the rest of theyard. | held her on my Iap and hugged her close and started talking



to her asgently as| could. "It's okay, sweetheart, it'sokay. Big Jmishere. Everything isdl right.”

She sniffled something.

"What was that?"

"I'm sorry,” she sniffed. "Please don't hit me.”

"Huh?I'm not going to hit you."

"l won't do it again. | promise.”

"Hey, baby ... It'sdl right. ThisisJm, remember?' Shewas il rigid with fear. | held her out in front of
me S0 she could see my face. "It'sJm, big ugly Jm. Remember me?"

She blinked at me and looked startled. And then she did break down and cry.

She climbed back into my lap and | held her tightly the whole time and stroked her hair and hugged her
and told her everything was going to be dl right. I hugged her and loved her and let her cry dl over me.
She sobbed quietly and steadily, only occasiondly hiccuping. She didn't try to hold it back. Once-she
wiped a her eyes and looked asif she were trying to choke it down, but | hugged her again and told her
tolet therest of it out. "Let it dl out, sSweetheart. It's easier than carrying it around. Come on, Hally, that's
my girl."

Gradually her sobs began to lessen and shelay limp in my arms, atiny rag doll of a person, so thin, so
very thinand smdl.

How fragile shewas.

| shifted my position on the fence ever so gently, and her armstightened around me. "It'sal right,” | said.
"I'm not letting go." We sat there for along time, me holding her and she hugging me.

Findly, shesad, "l was s0 scared.”

"I know," | said. "l saw."

"But I'm not scared any more.”

"Youreagood girl." | stroked her hair.

"Not while you'rewith me, I'm not scared.”

"Mmm," | said. "Wdll, you don't have to scared ever again.”

She sniffed, wiping her nose againgt my shirt. "'l thought you were going away."

"No, I'm not going away. Not while you need me."

"But | thought . . . "

"Shhh," | said, hugging her. "How could | |eave someone as pretty and sweset asyou?”'

And evenas| sadit, | knew | waslying.

How could | promise to stay with this child when | hadn't kept every other promise I'd ever made?

| was a deserter from the army. I'd betrayed Jason and his Tribe: Not a good track record. | would
probably betray these people too, before | was through. And I'd have agood reason for it too.

Holly rested her head against my chest then and held one of my handsin both of hers. She believed in
me. The poor dumb kid, she believed in me morethan | believed in my own sdif.

Oh, hell.

| stroked her hair and remembered how much we'd loved the children in Jason's Tribe. Or had we
realy? Hadn't we just used them aslittle daves? Weld had them serve the meals and clear the tables and
wash the dishes and do the laundry and sweep the floors; and wed judtified it dl by calling it "teaching
them responsibility.”

| couldn't deny that they were happy children. They laughed and sang and played so joyoudy, it amost
made me forget that humanity was an endangered species.

There was no doubt that those children were loved, but-

-that was the problem.

Some of the ways they were loved.

| guess| was guilty of that too.

| hadn't wanted to, | really hadn't, not at first, but they were so insstent, dl of them, even the children
sad they liked it, there wasn't any shameinit, you had to let go of stupid things like shame before you
could play together in bed, and after awhile, it just became the easy thing to do, to be one of the Tribe.
And after awhile, it didn't fed wrong at dl.



But what if they werewrong? And if they were, what did that make me? A deserter. A renegade. And a
child molegter.

It made me uncomfortable to sit and hold Holly so close. | wanted to hug her because children need
hugging; but | was afraid to hug her because.. . .

... because Jason and his Tribe believed that it was dl right for children and teenagersto have sex with
each other and with adultsif they wanted, and | was afraid that | might forget where | was and who | was
with. | was afraid that | would hurt one of these children, and they'd aready dl been hurt enough.

It was thissmple. | was the wrong person to be entrusted with the care of these children, no matter how
much | loved them. And | couldn't tell Betty-John, because they needed me here more than they needed
to know the terrible truth about me.

Nether Holly nor | had said anything for along time. | had just sat there, thinking and stroking her hair
and making cooing noises and occasionally kissing the top of her head.

| guess| knew it aready. | was going to have to leave here. It would be best for everybody.

"

"Yeeh, Punkin?"

"l loveyou."

"l loveyoutoo."

"I'm sorry about the. . . the tool shed. | got scared.”

"That'sal right, honey. | get scared too sometimes. There're some pretty ugly toolsin that shed.”
"Uh-uh." She didn't amplify what she meant.

For somereason, | thought of Dr. Davidson and his cam, patient voice. He could ask you anything and
you wouldn't be afraid to answer him. Y ou wanted him to know everything. Y ou wanted him to
understand.

| wished | could talk to him again.

| wished Holly could talk to him. Hell, | wished Holly could talk to me. | put on my best Dr. Davidson
voice.

"Who hityou?' | said.

"Mommy did," shewhispered quietly.

"Mommy hit you?' | sounded surprised. "Why did Mommy hit you?"

"Because | wouldn't stay in the closet. Mommy told meto hidein the closet and bered quiet and |
did-for alittle while; but then | got al scaredand . . . " She stopped to wipe her nose on my shirt again.
She sniffled hard, and for amoment | thought she was going to start crying again, but shedidn't. She
blurted quickly, "1 opened the door and started to ask Mommy if it was dl right to come out, if the game
was over yet, and she dapped me hard and pushed me back into the closet as hard as she could and told
me to shut up and then she dammed the door and locked it or pushed something in front of the door,
because | couldn't open it to get out, and | tried, real hard, | screamed loud as | could too, but nobody
heard me or came-and then . . . ;" Hally gulped, hard, ". . . and then | heeard Mommy screaming. Redl
bad, mister. Mommy was screaming like she was being hurt real bad. And it went onfor along time.
And the other thing was screaming too, the big red thing-and | pounded on the doors and hollered to let
me out S0 | could help my mommy, but nobody did. And | couldn't get out of the closet. It was dll
broken anyway. | wasin the closet for so long-1 think two or three months, | don't know for sure. It was
s0 dark in there, migter. Please, ismy mommy al right? Can | see her now?"

"Shh, sweetheart. Shh." | held her and stroked her hair and rocked her in my lap and said, "Shh, Jmis
herenow. Jmishere”

So that explained Holly and why she was afraid of the tool shed, and the closetsin the house, and al of
the other dark enclosed placesin the world.

Abruptly, shelooked up & me. "Y ou're not going away?"

"l loveyou, sweetheart." And it wastrue. | did.

And evenif | didn't, how could | leave her now?

"

éhuck isweird, let the wholeworld know it.



He brought in his bucket to show it.

Weadl had afit

when we saw it was shit.

Wedidn't know he was planning to throw it.
o
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Bait

"A friend is someone who likesyou in spite of yoursdif."
-SOLOMON SHORT

Forty-three dayslater (it would have been sooner, but Betty-John had to be sure), | was afather. It was
one of the fastest gestationsin recorded history, and one of the most fruitful: Tommy, Holly, Alec and
Bear. That's what the papers said; three children, one stuffed animal.

Birdie administered the oath while B-Jay glowed proudly. Thekids, scrubbed and shiny, stood solemnly
by my side in new shirts and shorts (B-Jay had splurged for this occasion), not quite understanding what
was going on, Ssmply that it was important.

| had explained it to them very carefully. What it meant was that they were going to beliving with me
permanently now, and that | was going to be their Daddy and take care of them. Tommy nodded gravely
at this, he accepted it without comment. Holly asked if that meant she was going to be the Mommy. |
asked her if shewouldn't liketo be thelittle girl instead, but she said no, she wanted to be the Mommy. |
Sdestepped that for awhile. Alec, who didn't say anything at firgt, finally managed to gulp, "Bear too?"
"Of course, Bear too." And that was how Bear got adopted. Getting the papers approved hadn't been
hard. Betty-John had begun preparing them after the third week, and Birdie had dready, very
surreptitiously, completed her interviews (and | thought sheld been honestly curious about the kids). The
only one that caught me by surprise was the anti-dowry release; even though Congress had adready
approved the Inheritance Act, the rest of the bureaucracy hadn't yet caught up. | till had to swear that |
wasn't marrying the kidsfor their money; even if they didn't have any now, they might inherit somelater.
Etc., etc.

| was dready familiar with the adoption oath, but looked it over again for loopholes, zingers, hooks, and
bear traps. Didn't find any and took it proudly. My "I do," was one of the gladdest things | have ever
doneinmy life.

Only two things marred the day. One alittle one, the other-well, it dmost wrecked the adoption.
Thelittle onefirg.

During aquiet moment in the afternoon, Betty-John came to me carrying asmall box. She didn't look too
happy.

"What's up, Fairy Godmother?' Shedidn't smile.

"These arefor you and the kids."

"More presents?"

"Not exactly-"

| opened the box. Therewerefour little lesther sacks, on neckstraps. "What are they?*

"Good luck charms." She wasn't smiling.

| tried to open one, but it had been stitched shut and further sealed with some kind of plastic glue.
"You'll be seeing them on dl the kids before the day is over. They camein yesterday.”

"lsn't thisalittle much-what with beepers, dog tags, medical records, trouble whistles, and al?1 mean,
haven't those kids got enough to wear around their necks? Why don't we get them flea collarstoo?!
"Thisisn't my idea, it'sthe government's. These are the worm charms| wastelling you about.”

"What'sin them?'

Betty-John shrugged. "Top secret.” Then she added, "Ground glass, cyanide, and sporulated bacteria,
I'm not sure what kind."

"Huh? How do you know that?"

"One of them came open. Fortunatdly it happened in the medicd lab while Birdiewaslooking at itina
deri-fidd.”

"Oh," | said, then. "Hey, won't you be one short?"



"No, they sent extras. In any case, that wasthe onefor Billy Jamieson.”

Billy had died amonth and a half before. He'd been one of the two babies on the same bus that delivered
Tommy, Hally, and Alec. Pneumonia There hadn't been any medicine availableto save him.

| bounced the charmsin my hand. "They're sedled awfully tight. | don't see how they're going to do much
good."

"They're not for the kids, Jm."

"But the cyanide-?"

"Do you know akid who'd takeit? Uh-uh, I'm not giving L-pillsto any kids. | certainly am not even
going to try to explain to one why he should have an L-pill. Weve got enough troubles aready with
boogey-men up inthe hills-| don't want to have to dedl with nightmares about Chtorranstoo. The
cyanideisfor the worm, same as the bacteria and the ground glass. Any worm eats a kid wearing one of
these, it'll bethe last kid he eats. We hope.”

| looked at her. | looked at the tiny pouchesin my hand. | looked at her again. "It seemsawfully callous.

"It'sorders. If we want to receive government funding, then we have to protect our children. Someonein
Denver suggested that we give them worm charms. The theory isthat Chtorrans are not naturaly
man-egters, but liketigers, occasondly one of them getsthetaste. Thisisthe "Take one of them with
you' theory. The kids are the bait."

"I, uh-1 can seethelogic behind it."

"You dont likeit, do you?' B-Jay said.

| shook my head. "I'm not crazy about the implications.”

She nodded. "Neither am I, but put 'em on your kids anyway, will you?”

| did, and then | went to my termina and patched in to Central. | dug around until | found some of the
preliminary reports on the charms. The materia was classified, but | still had my Specid Forces
passwords. Whoever or whatever was supposed to be handling security wasn't doing avery good job,
because the computer dumped it al onto my screen.

The worm charms had more in them than ground glass, cyanide, and tailored bacteria, but that was close
enough. Thetheory was that the Chtorrans had awfully tough flesh, insde and out. The ground glasswas
to tear up the tissues. Thetailored bacteriawould then have a chance to get into the bloodstream and kil
the beast.

But Betty-John had been wrong on one thing. It wasn't cyanide, it was nerve gas-and it wasfor the kids.
Nerve gas doesn't have the same effect on Chtorrans asit does on human beings, it only makes them
sick; but a Chtorran crunching into akid's chest would release enough of the poison to put the kid out of
his pain fast. They'd thought of everything. Now al we needed were Chtorrans considerate enough to
make sure they bit the charm when they bit the kid.

Therewas a seriousflaw in the logic of the report. Man-eating tigers had been roaming in Indiaand
Pakistan for years, but neither of those governments had ever had people start wearing tiger charms.
There weren't enough man-eatersto justify it. The number of deaths per year was "acceptable.” But that
was the same comparison that our government was making about the Chtorrans: they aren't man-eaters
and there aren't enough of them to be concerned about.

But then, why the charms?

Why charmson dl military, civil, and government-supported personnd as mandatory regulations? And
why charms sold at cost to civilians? That said an awful lot about how serious the government
considered the Chtorransto be. And because the government was dways at least two years behind the
times, that said an awful lot about how serious the Chtorran infestation really was. The number of deaths
per year was " unacceptable’ and thiswas obvioudy alast-ditch desperate weapon.

The appendices were interesting too. The coiled springs with enzyme dissolvable binding threads had
been discarded as possibly dangerous to the wearer. Likewise, the radioactive el ements and the poison
vectors. The old-fashioned methods, it seemed, were still the best. Although there were not enough live
Chtorransin captivity to test the charms on, the government expected that using alarge segment of the
population as atest lab would show which charms were most effective. Family was considered part of



the Northwest Region. Wed been issued Formulation DSX-13. Terrific. | hadn't adopted three kids. I'd
taken custody of bait.

2

"Which partners are best? Sixty-niners.

And better than that? Try the Shriners.

These aretheresults

of consenting adults,

(and occasiond like-minded minors.)
?
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Tommy

"Let degping dogmalie”
-SOLOMON SHORT

The other thing happened that night.

| tucked Alec and Holly into bed-they shared a double bed in the room next to mine-and then put
Tommy in his. Because he was so much older than the other two, | felt he deserved aroom of hisown.
Look, if 1'd been more worldly, I'd have recognized the signs on the first night when | set up the
accommodations. Tommy had ingsted on having Alec with him. When | asked why, he said only,
"'Cause hdsmine”

But I'd been naive. I'd said, "Wdll, | know you've been together for along time. Nobody's going to take
him away from you. But | just thought that it was time you had aroom of your own. "

He seemed to assent, but the next morning, | found that he'd joined the other two in their bed. | didn't
think anything of it a thetime, | figured it wasjust one more sign of what they'd been through.

So | didn't arguewithit. | just letit be.

But now that | wastheir lega father, it was my job to support them in growing up. So, | put Tommy in his
own room again and told him that he couldn't deep with Alec dl thetime, and | wanted himto deepin his
own room from now on.

Then | went to bed mysdif.

| lay therefor fifteen minutes, trying to relax-trying to force mysdf to relax-listening to the sound of theair
conditioner, and wondering how it was possible to have afamily without awife. | had just about figured it
wasn't important, the kids needed me, when somebody came pad-padding into the room.

"Tommy, isthat you?"

The bed creaked as he dipped under the covers. "Tommy?"*

"l want to deep here.”

| didn't turn on the light. "What's the matter?”

"Nothin'. | just want to deep with you." He did up close and put hisarms around me. Tight. Hewas
pretty strong for athirteen-year-old. "Y ou're my Daddy now."

"Uh-huh." I hugged him back and stroked his hair. "But you're abig boy now, and-hey!" | pulled the
covers back and sat up. "What the hell are you doing-?"

| immediatdly regretted yelling. | could see hisdim silhouette trembling in the dark. His voice quavered.
"Y ou don't want me?" The bottom dropped out of my gut as| realized what he was talking about.

"| thought you wanted me. Isn't that why you adopted me?’

"| adopted you because | love you, Tommy."

He sniffled.

"l doloveyou,” | ingsted. My mind was racing, trying to figure the best way to handle the Situation. "l
realy do." He seemed amogt to relax, and started to move closer again. "But-thisisn't what | meant.
Tommy, do you love me?'

"Youwon't let mel”

"That's not what I'm talking about. There are lots of different kinds of love. . ."

"What do you want?' he cried. He wasn't even listening. He was crying now, sobbing likealittlegirl. |
began to redlize: held offered me the only thing he had, his body, and 1'd rgjected it. How could | really
love himif | wouldn't et him return the feding?

"Tommy . .." | wanted to take him into my armsand hold him, but | didn't dare.

Instead, | got out of bed. "Stay there,” | grunted. | padded into the living room and punched the phone to
life. Betty-John was awake-at this hour?-she caught it on the second chime. "Whoisit?"

"Jm. I've got aproblem.”



"Cantitwalt till morning?"

"No, it can't. B-Jay, did those papers on the kids ever come down?"

"No, why?'

"Tommy just tried to climb into bed with me. | want to know where-"

"Isthet dl?"

"Maybe | didn't make mysdlf clear, B-Jay. He wanted to do more than deep.”

"l gotit thefirgttime. | said, isthat al?"

"B-Jay-1"

"Jm, we've had to dedl with thisbefore. In fact, it crops up so often, I'm surprised you didn't know. |
thought you did. Y ou should have recognized it in the way hetreats Alec.”

"Wdl, | didn't. And thisisno timeto hash it over. What | need to know iswhat to do?"

"Get back in bed. Tell himyou lovehim.”

"| tried that. It didn't work."

"l sad, tell himyoulove him. Tdl it to himin away hell understand. ™

"Betty-John-"

Her voicerose sharply. "I'll tell it to you in words you'll understand. Most of these kids we're getting have
been found in smdl towns, or other Stuations where there hasn't been alot of organization, not alot of
socid dructure. They've survived not by any inherent surviva skillsthese aren't ferd children, they're
socidized just enough to be very very vulnerable. These are the kind of children who arethefirst to diein
apopulation crash, and the ones we're getting are the ones who've learned that their survival depends
upon the good graces of other human beings. Sometimes there's a price on those good graces. I'm sorry
to shock you, Jm, | thought you knew.

"A lot of these kids have survived only by whoring. It's part of the rules of the game asfar asthey're
concerned. Y ou can't change the rules on them overnight, because they won't understand what you're
trying to do. It cost them too much to learn the rules this way. When you pushed that kid away, you were
telling him that hesunlovable”

"That'snot true-"

"But that's what he thought, because he doesn't know how to think anything else. Jim, think of this. We're
seeing the best of the kids who've survived. What do you think happened to the unattractive ones, the
oneswho weren't cute enough to whore?" | didn't answer.

Betty-John said it straight out, "Jm, you just told Tommy that he's got to die because you're not going to
take care of him."

"But he should know better than that,” | protested.

"Should he? He's had three yearsto learn it the other way. Can you erase that in Six weeks?"

"l-I guessnot. But | thought. . ."

"Y ou adopted those kids for better or worse. Well, thisis part of the worse. He'strying to pay you in the
only coin he has. Y ou've got to do one of two things. Either accept this payment, or teach him that there
are other waysto pay back the debt. If you can't do the second tonight, and | don't think you can, you'l
have to do thefirgt. And spare me the arguments about morality or humanity. Not at this hour-they can all
be shot down by thefirst thing anyone here at Family hasto learn. We have to deal with the kids on their
termsif we're going to reach them.” She stopped for amoment. "Perhaps | owe you an gpology for not
warning you in advance, but | thought you had the Stuation under control.”

"Y ou knew?'

"Since day one. Birdie had to treat Tommy for the clap. Alec too."

"Alec-?'

"Alec caught it from Tommy. Holly was okay. Whatever kind of freako they werewith, he didn't touch
her."

| sat down on anicy hassock. "I-I don't know what to do. Or say. Maybe we'd better call thiswhole
thing off."

"Over your dead, till warm and quivering body, you will. | told you there was no backing out.”

"l don't want to back out-but damniit, | can't handlethis!"



"Yes, you can. I'veread your chart. Y our sexua identity is skewed al over the map. Y our latency
threshold isso low-well, never mind. At least you have a sexud identity; that's better than nwst people
these days.”

"Betty-John,” | lowered my voice. | was pleading. ™Y ou don't know what I've been through-"
"You'reright. | don't know-and | don't care. | only care about the children. Jm, quit wasting my time. |
know what's going on with you. Y ou want to do the right thing. Everybody does. Y our problem isthat
you're dways worried about what other people will think. Jeezis! Y ou can't possibly realize how
annoying that is. Of dl your terrible bad habits, that's got to be thewors.”

"I'm sorry- "

"And that's the other one. Listen to me, | know you can handle thisor | would never have sgned your
papers. Theimportant thing isthat Tommy gets enough loving and nurturing and caring so that he hasthe
raw materid out of which to build areal human being. And | don't really care whet flavor that nurturing
comesin any more, aslong as Tommy learns how to be a person in hisown right. At least that way hell
gtill be awholelot better off than al those walking wounded who are going to have to be taken care of dl
their lives. Y ou know what to do, so get off your goddamn ass, go in there and parent.”

"B-Jay, | hear what you're saying, but | don't know whereto begin. | don't know how . . ."

"Y es, you do. I've watched you with the kids, Jm. Y ou treat them like little human beings. Why do you
think they love you so much?Y ou're already doing the one thing they need the most. So, forget dl this
grown-up versus child bullshit; that's one of the ways we alienate oursalves from our own species. Stop
thinking of them as property, or even asagreat responsbility. Just treat them with the same respect that
you would any other person-like you do anyway-and you'll do fine, because that's the only thing they
redlly need from you.

"Gointhereandtalk to him," she said. "Just talk to him-or better yet, let him talk to you. Let himtell you
what he wants and needs. Y ou'll seefor yourself what's appropriate. It'll be obvious. Start by admitting
that you need someone to hug too and it'll be alot easier.”

She hung up. | know it'simpossibleto click off an eectronic phone angrily, but her closing chime still
sounded harsh.

| went back into the bedroom. Tommy was gone.

Hewasn't in his bed ether, nor in Alec and Holly's. They were curled up together around afreshly
stuffed and cleaned (but still amputated) beer.

He wasn't anywhere in the apartment.

| thought of running back to the phone, calling B-Jay again-no, there wasn't time. Besides, | might still be
ableto catch him. | grabbed arobe and went barefoot out into the night.

| didn't haveto look very far. The moon was amost full and he was ditting on the patio, hisarms around
hisknees, histhin nightshirt amost transparent in the glow. Hewas crying quietly. | sat down next to him.
"Tommy," | sad. "What are you doing?'

"Nothin'" Then, "I'm trying to decide whereto go."

"GO

"Can't say here any more.”

"What about Alec and Holly?"

"They're yours now."

"They beong to you too."

"Not any more. Y ou 'dopted them."

"Don't you think they care about you too?"

"It doesn't matter. | guess|'m too old now. Like Mikey."

"Whao's Mikey?'

"My brother. My real brother. Hewas. . ." He frowned, trying to remember. "He was older than me, but
| don't remember by how much. But when he got too old, Foster didn't love him any more, so he had to
go away."

"Who was Foster?”'

"Our last Daddy."



"Did heloveyou?' Tommy nodded.

My throat wasdry. "How did he love you?'

"Helet usdeep with him, and things.. . ." Tommy looked up. "He wasredlly okay, even if sometimeswe
didn't like what he did. He made uswash regular. And he never let usgo hungry.”

"What happened to him?'

"Hedied. | guess. One day he didn't come back. A few days later, the other people found us and sent us
here"

"Why didn't you tell methis before?"

"I did. | mean, | thought you knew. Wetold the ladies at-at wherever it was, and they said they'd tell
you."

"Do you want to come back insde?’

"No."

"Why not?'

" 'Cause”

| sat down next to him and put my arm around histhin shoulders. He stiffened.

| said, "Tommy, I'm sorry. | didn't know you needed meto love you that way. Where | grew up, | was
taught that was wrong-that men don't do things like that with other men.”

"Fogter said they do." His voice was high and innocent. "He said it was noble and-and platonic, and alot
of other things." Without ever having met him, | could have cheerfully killed the man. Consenting adultsis
onething; impressonable children. . . .

"Wadl," | answered dowly. "1 guess some places they do and some placesthey don't.”

"What kind of placeisthis?'

| opened my mouth to answer, but something stopped me. A distant sound perhaps. A feding. | said,
instead, "What kind of a place do you warnt it to be?'

He thought about it for amoment. | found myself listening for that sound again, something very faint and
far away. Findly, he said, "Sometimes, it was nice. Foster said he loved me. He said he loved me better
than anybody. | liked that. He said | was his pretty little boy, and he dways brought me toys and things
and lotsatimes, pretty clothesto wear. Those were nicetimes. He liked meto be pretty for him, and |
wanted to make him happy, 'cause that's when he made me happy.”

| didn't say anything to that. | didn't know what to say. | wasn't even surewhat | felt any more.
Revulsion-not at Tommy, but at the man who'd used him-sorrow, pity, anger, empathy; yes, alot of
empathy. All Tommy wanted to do was please the people around him. | could certainly understand thét.
"Y ou don't love me any more, do you?' Tommy asked.

| put my arm around his shoulder and pulled him closeto me. "Actudly,” | sad, "I love you awhole ot
more now, because you've been so honest with me. Now, | understand alot that | didn't understand
before. I'm glad you told me."

"Redly?'

"Redlly."

"M

We sat in slence for amoment.

After abit, Tommy said, "I want thisto be aplace where| can beloved.”

So. That wasthe answer.

"All right,” | said. "I guesswe both have to do some growing up. Y ou're going to have to help metoo.” |
pulled him closer, hedidn't resst. "Do you want to deep next to me tonight?*

"If youwant meto." Hesad it indifferently.

"No," I said. "Only if that'swhat you want. Let metell you the rules about sex. They're very smple. Sex
isabout having fun with someoneyou like. Y ou don't do it with people you don't like. Y ou don't ever do
it with anyone unless you both want to. That's the most important thing. If you don't want to do it, you
can say no."

"Redly?'

"Redly."



"Oh, okay," hesaid.

He had accepted the information; but whether or not held redlly gotten it-well, it was a start anyway.
"Yes," hesad, suddenly.

"Yes, what?' | wasn't sure what he was talking about.

"l want to deep with you tonight.”

Maybe he just needed the reassurance, | told mysdlf, because it was the only reassurance that he could
understand; and maybe he did understand and maybe he really wanted to deep with me. And maybe. . .
| could make up reasons dl night long. It wastimeto stop listening to al the little conversations about
what | should w shouldn't do.

"All right." | picked him up-he wasn't too big for that yet. And | hugged himand | said, 'l loveyou, very,
very much, Tommy. Andit'sdl right for you to love me any way you want. Just remember that you don't
have to do anything that you don't want to, except wash regular. Understand?”

He looked me straight in the eye; his cheeks were wet with tears. "'l want to. | want to make you happy.
Okay?'

"I'm happy dreedy."

"l want to make you happier.”

Thiswas an argument | couldn't win. "Okay," | said, and let the subject drop.

""Can we go back to bed now?"

"Sure." | thought about everything I'd said and wondered if I'd left anything out. | said, "Tonight | just
want to hug you alot, and we don't have to do the other thing, isthat al right?*

Goddamn that Foster. Tommy looked disappointed. But he nodded.

| started to get up, still carrying him, but that was awkward, so | let him walk. He put his ann around my
waist and | put mine around his shoulders, feding very strange and uneasy, and alot less sure of mysdf. |
fdt asif I'd stlepped into some stirange new territory, and al my maps were wrong.

At the door, | stopped. There was that sound again. And thistime, | recognized it.

Chtorrans. Hunting.

| fingered my worm charm in response. | stopped long enough to check al the doors and windows-as if
that would make a difference-and then we went to bed.

| held him close because that was what he wanted and after awhileit waswhat | wanted too. And
everything I'd said to Tommy was just astrue for metoo. | didn't haveto do anything | didn't want to.
The hell with everybody else. They werent in this bed.

| was lonely and scared and | wanted to be loved too. | wanted to.

And so did Tommy. But | couldn't let mysdlf, not because it waswrong, | didn't know what wasright or
wrong any more, but because | didn't want to be like Foster. So we didn't.

Inthe morning, | found Tommy in bed with Alec again, and Holly had moved to the other room. Over
breakfast, she said it was because she wanted to deep. | didn't pursue the matter. Theice wasthin

enough aready.
?

A lady'siambic pentameter is
thirty-two inches diameter.
The breadth of her scansion
isdueto expanson

inthe pants of acritical amateur.
?
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Birdie

"The universe hasits own curefor supidity. Unfortunatdly, it doesn't dways gpply it."
-SOLOMON SHORT

| told Birdie about the Chtorran callsI'd heard in the night and she went gray. "Okay,” she said. "WEell
talk about it a Council on Sunday."

"We ought to do something now," | insisted.

Birdie lowered the specimen dide she was peering at. "Like what, for instance." She picked up another
one and squinted at it. "We dready have the worm charms. By the way, where's yours?'

"Oh, | took it off when | showered thismorning.”

"Dont bother. The artificia leather iswaterproof."

"| redlly doubt that a Chtorran is going to catch mein the bathtub."

Birdie went on to the next dide. "Oh'?" she asked. "When did they start making appointments?”
"Anyway," | said. "Theworm charms aren't going to be enough, and frankly, I'd rather have an earlier line
of defense.”

"You'reright, of course. Worm charms don't do the wearer much good. Do you have something in
mind?'

"A worm fence.”

She grunted. " The subject was discussed nine months ago and tabled.”

"Nine months ago there weren't Chtorransforaging in the hills.”

"Hand methat frame, will you?' She did the last dide under the microscope. | waited for her to return to
the subject, but she concentrated on adjusting the contrast on her screen instead. She switched to
ultraviolet, then back to pseudo-white laser source. "Normal, dammit. Thought | had something.”

"Well, what about afence?"

"Fences are expensive. And we don't have the manpower."

"Threelines of razor-ribbon and punji-barriers would buy alot of security, Birdie. Y ou've been lucky
here. Thisisaregular Chtorran smorgasbord, without a cover charge.”

"Winter's coming on soon, Jm."

"All the more reason why we have to do something.”

"| thought worms hibernated. "

"Sorry, it's summer when they're torpid. And not so's you'd notice. They lay low in the heat and come out
at night. But they till eat the same amount.”

Birdie was placing another dide under the lens, adjusting the focus. She dialed agreater magnification
and nodded to hersdlf. "That's not what | read in the papers.”

"The papers arewrong. | wasin Speciad Forcesfor nearly two years. We burned wormsin their igloos.
January was the most dangerous month. | don't know why the government continuesto listen to that
internationa collection of bunglerswhao're living so high in Denver, but their andysis of the habitsand life
styles of the Chtorr is ninety degrees off axis."

Birdietapped a her keyboard, storing the image on the screen in memory, and switched off the
microscope. As the room lights came up, she looked a me, wiping her hands on atowel. "Jm, |
understand your . . . ah, concern about the worms, but-"

"Y ou mean psychosis, don't you?'

"If you wish. The paint is, Betty-John and | think it's more important that you concern yoursdlf with your
kids" She eyed me carefully. "By theway, how are you getting along with them?' It was not a.casud
question.

"We're il making adjusments” | said guardedly.

"What doesthat mean?"



"Nothing."

She searched my face. "I doubt that. Y ou're so transparent, Jm, | can read fine print through you. Tell
methe truth.”

"Tommy'sgot a. . . problem.”

"Obvioudy. And you're not content to let him haveit by himsdf, are you?"

"Huh?'

"Y ou have to have a problem about it too." She asked, "What's the problem?’

| took a bresath. What was the best way to say it? " Spit it out, JIm."

"I lovethat kid. But he's-| don't want him to be aqueer.”

"So? What's the problem.”

"Birdi"

"What?'

"He climbsinto bed with me, and | hate pushing him away."

"So don't."

"I'm not afaggot!"

Sheflinched. "Please, m-nobody around here has ever called you 'nigger,’ have they?"

"I'm only one-fourth black, and it doesn't show," | said.

"No, it doesn't," she agreed.

"Y ou can't even tell from my gene charts” | added.

"Qr from your mentdity,” shefinished. "That's probably what saved your life during the plagues.
Statigticaly, Caucasans have the least resistance to the Chtorran bacteriology. Negroes have the highest.
Y ou ought to be grateful your grandfather wasn't aracist.”

"Thanksfor the sermon. But we were talking about Tommy."

"Wedlill are. The point is, around here, we don't use negative indices."

"Huh?'

"Epithets. Bad names. For one thing, some of our loca faggots have short tempers. " Sheindicated a
chair and | sat. "For another, language determines thought. Y ou channelize your thinking with the words
you use. Negative indices are abarrier. They keep you from experiencing the complete picture.”

| made an impatient waving gesture with one hand. "1 know al that, Birdie. Let'sjust cut to the chase, dl
right?’

Sheturned her chair to face me, pulled it close and leaned in close. She said, "What I'm getting &t isthis:
for someone who has seen as much and done as much in the past two years as you have, you are one of
the most pompous, arrogant, and unlikable bigotsit has ever been my misfortune to ded with. | likeyou,
but it doesn't change the fact that you have the very bad habit of not redlly listening to people. Y ou're not
redly lislening now. Y ou're more concerned with boogey-men up in the hillsthan in dedling with the
children you've supposedly accepted respongbility for. At thefirst sign of trouble, you're ready to disown
thekid. Sowhat if heshomo? That's when he needs your love twice as much because hélll have to ded
with al the other uncured bigots running loose."

"All right, dl right-1 don't need the sermon.”

"No, you don't," she admitted. "Y ou need the same kind of hugging Tommy does. Y ou need to know
that it'sdl right tolove."

"Not that way!" | redlized how loud | was and lowered my voice.

She cocked an eyebrow a me. "Who hurt you?”'

"Huh?'

"Y ou heard me. Who hurt you? Sometime in the past, you made a decision about something. What was
it? Didn't your father ever hug you?"

"What doesthat haveto do with it?'

"Nothing at al-except he'sthe only one you might have learned fathering from. Did your father ever hug
you?”

| thought about it. | tried to remember. | wanted to say yes, but | couldn't find any memories of him
hugging me. Not ever.



| remembered onetime. . . | had been leaving on atrip. It was my firdt red time away from home on my
own. | felt proud that my parents trusted me. | hugged my Mom and she hugged me back, but when |
hugged my Dad, he had just stiffened.

He hadn't hugged me back.

Birdie waslooking a me. "What's that about'?" she asked.

"What?"

"That expression on your face. What were you remembering?

“Nothing. "

"Uh-huh. He didn't hug you very much, did he?"

| said, "Not ever. Not that | can remember.” | added, "Heloved me. | know that. It's just that he wasn't
ahugger.”

"Uh-huh." She nodded. " So, don't you think that has something to do with how you're handling Tommy?"
| felt angry. "Areyoutdling mel can't raise my own kid?'

Shegrinned. "Yeah. | am. And you know something? | could say the same thing to ninety-nine percent of
the people | meet. Anyone can make ababy, it doesn't take ahell of alot of skill. Little vy made two of
them. Doesthat qualify her asaskilled parent? You tell me."

| shook my head.

"Very perceptive. But she thinks she's doing okay, because she doesn't know any better. Thetruthis,
she's doing the absolute very best she can. So are dl the other parentsin theworld. That'sthe joke. The
commitment of aparent is so total, so absol ute that they give one hundred percent of themselves, one
hundred percent of the time. I've seen whole families mortgage themsaves into bankruptcy to buy an
extrayear of timefor achild with an incurable disease. Thisisit, Jm: you do everything you know how to
do, because you can't do anything more. My job isto let you know that there's more to know. There's
aways more. When you know what it is, you do it."

| folded my arms across my chest. "Cute," | said. "'l havetotdl you, | redly hate thiskind of stuff. It's
dwaysso glib."

She looked upset. "Y ou redly are well defended,” she said. "Theré's not alot of space there even for
yourself-so how could there be any space left for Tommy." She held up ahand to cut me off. "No, I'm
not going to explain that." She rubbed the bridge of her nose, then ran her hand through her aready
rumpled hair. "Jim, | don't know what's going on with you or where you came from, and you don't have
to tell meif you don't want to; but you've got alot of big fat red buttons sticking out al over you, just
waiting to be pressed. And every time someone presses one, you go off like askyrocket.”

| wanted to tell her about Jason and the Tribe. If sheld have asked me the right question, | would
have-but she didn't. And | didn't volunteer it.

Why not?

| didn't want anyone to know what | had been or what | had done.

She must have seen it on my face, because she changed her tone abruptly. "All right, let me comeat it this
way. Y ou think you know quite abit about the Chtorrans, don't you?"

| nodded.

"And it's your consdered opinion that the teamsin Denver don't know as much asyou do, isn't it?'
"Yeah." What was she leading up to?

"That's because you have firsthand knowledge that things are very different than they believe, right?!
"Damn draight,” | said.

"Good. So why aren't you willing to give your own adopted son the same benefit of adoubt that you're
giving theworms?'

"Huh?'

"Don't you think you ought to examine the human race's tentacl es and strange habits with the same kind
of unbiased observation? Y ou've saddled yoursdlf with the exact same kind of arbitrary judgments that
you condemn the men and women in Denver for having.”

"Birdie, | wasraised old-fashioned . . .

"Good. That'sagreat excuse. That'll keep you stuck for along time. Y ou won't get results, but you'll



aways have awonderful reason why not."

| opened my mouth. | closed it. | felt frustrated. | wanted to punch her. | wanted to cry. How did | get
into thisanyway?"Dammit, Birdie! | thought the job of a parent wasto help akid grow up to beagood
human being.”

"Who sad it wasn't?'

"Well, then what are we arguing about?'

"I'm not arguing, Jm. Y oure the onewho'sraising hisvoice." | sat down again. Shewasright.

Shesad, "Look, Jm, you've got thiswhole thing confused with programming. Do you think your jobisto
make aduplicate of yourself? Don't be stupid; you'l just be condemning the kid to alifetime of failure.
Hell never be able to be as good at being you asyou aready are. See, heresthe joke: you have no
voicein how that kid turns out. It'sentirely hisresponsibility.”

"I'm sorry, Birdie, | don't get that.”

"Good. So, let me ask it another way. Did your parents have anything to do with how you turned out?"
"Uh, not redlly."

"Right. They only provided the space for you to grow. Y ou werein charge of the growing. Pretty londly,
wan't it?'

"Yeah, itwas"

"Yeah," she agreed. "That's the essentid human condition, loneliness. Remember that. That'swhy we do
everything we do. So, look; if your parents had nothing to do with how you turned out, why do you think
you have anything to do with how your kids are going to turn out?

"l hear what you're saying, | get what you mean, but | don't. | mean, it doesn't make sense.”

"No, it doesn't. So, just remember what it was like for you asakid. Do you get it, Jm? Y ou can't teach
your kid anything; he can only learn it for himsdlf. All you can do is provide the opportunitiesfor him to
learn. Being a parent doesn't mean you own the child; it means you're entrusted with the responsibility of
teaching him respongbility. Nothing more. Y ou're performing aservice for an adult whoistill inthe
process of getting there-and that serviceisthe creation of continuous opportunities for selfactudization
and empowerment. What he doeswith them isup to him. The best you can do is be an example. Hell
learn from what you do, not from what you say.” She smiled. "That's the annoying part. Y ou haveto take
care of yoursdf."

"It sounds sHfish.”

"Itis," sheagreed. "Ligten, the only thing you can ever give your kidsisyour own well-being. They're
going to look to you asthe source of al well-being in the universe. If they don't seeit in you, they're not
going to know it's possible. Y ou know, most parents go crazy with that. They think their job isto
sacrifice and sacrifice and sacrifice for their kids. Don't do that, Jm. Y oull just drive them crazy,
particularly when you start thinking that they owe you something for al that sacrifice. Don't expect it,
because you're not going to get it. Growing up isafull-time job. They're not going to have much attention
for anything elsefor along time to come. Let them be the way they are, because they sure ashell can't be
anythingdse"

"So, youre saying thet it'sal right if Tommy is. . . that way?"

She shrugged. "He's thirteen, maybe fourteen. Do you know how to change him?”

"No."

"Neither do."

"So what do we do?"

She looked a me with ablank expression. "Nothing. We do nothing a al. Tommy'sfine just theway he
is"" Shewent on, "See, thisisn't dbout Tommy at all, it's about you. It's about your judgments. They're
getting in the way of your willingnessto express your commitment. The problem isn't with Tommy.
Tommy doesn't have a problem with being gay-if heis. Maybe heisn't, wewon't know until he's ready to
tell us, but whatever heis, he'saready handled it in away that works for him. Y ou're the one with the
problem. And if you're not careful, you'l giveit back to Tommy. Right now, you'retelling him you don't
lovehim."

"But | do!"



"I know you do. Or we wouldn't be having this conversation.”

"But you'retdling metherés nothing | can do!"

"That'sright. Y ou've already done enough. Now it'stime to stop doing and start being.”

"Huh?'

"Y ou're carrying around awhole bunch of pictures about what's the right way to be a Daddy. They're
getting inthe way. Y ou're dready a Daddy. But those pictures you've got about the right way to do
it-that'sreally your ego in disguise. Y ou've got some stuff going on about your manhood, right?”

"Uh..." That wasthelarge part of it.

"Right?' she pressed.

"Uh, yeeh."

"Do you know maost men have that same stuff going on? Y oure normal. Y ou're just as crazy as everyone
else. Now, try not to take it out on Tommy."

"l seeyour point,” | said.

"Thanks. Listen, your commitment isred clear. Y ou've taken on abig responsibility, and this
conversation is about that responsbility. It's about the fact that you want to do the job right, don't you?"
"Yeeh."

"Good. So let metell you this. Y ou won't. No matter what you do, you're going to screw it up. Your kids
will blame you, just like you blamed your parents, and probably still do. The only way to measure your
success as a parent will be the speed with which your kidsforgive you.”

"That'sredly reassuring.”

"That was the good news," she said. "'l don't think | want to hear the bad.”

"Y ou don't have achoice. Listen, Tommy'sdl right. Hell figure things out fast enough. Hell work it out
oneway or the other. HE'sasurvivor, he's already proven that. Now, he's ready to go beyond just
surviving. Teach him how to contribute to the people around him and you'll have doneyour job. No, it's
Alec who I'm redlly concerned about. He needsto learn how to be independent. Neither you nor Tommy
will be around to take care of him forever; hell have to be on his own alot sooner than you think, it
awaysworksthat way. He'syour real problem, Jm."

| hadn't even thought about Alec in al of this. He was S0 passive, so accepting of everything, thet |
tended to take him for granted. If he didn't say anything, then | assumed everything was all right. Except
Alec hardly ever said anything.

"What do you mean?"

"That kid needs to learn how to interact with other people. HE's very withdrawn.”

"You'reright about that. | just haven't had thetimeto. . ."

"And you never will. There's never enough time, Jm."

"Okay." | threw up my handsin agesture of surrender. "What do you suggest?'

"I recommend that you put yourself and your kidsinto the Living Game at least threetimes aweek.”
"Yourekidding."

"Not at dl. If you want, I'll makeit an order. I'll prescribeit as necessary to your mental hedlth, and youll
have to be there. | want you and your kidsto participate in this community. At least one of those nights, |
want you assisting in the management of the Game."

"l don't need that cr-stuff.”

"Neither do |. Neither does B-Jay. And we play every night. It makes adifferencefor the kids, Jm."

| Sghed. "You play red dirty, lady. What time should we be there.”

"Yep," sheagreed. "And | get results. Be there at seven-thirty. Wear comfortable clothes.” She turned
back to her keyboard, then stopped and looked at me again. "Oh, you still want to put up worm fences,
don'tyou?'

"Huh?Yed"

"All right, look. Betty-John and | were discussing the idea again last week, when the charms came down.
| agree with you that it'sagood idea, but B-Jay doesn't want to spare the manpower; but if you're willing
to put them up yoursdlf, I'll talk to B-Jay and welll push it through at the next Directors meeting.”
"Birdie, one person done can't install aworm fence-"



"| was getting to that. | can probably talk B-Jay into letting you have one and ahaf helpers.”

"Oneand ahdf?’

"Jack Balaban and Dove. Don't make aface. Dove can be your gofer. And Jack's agood worker. Take
Tommy out to help you. He needs some strong role models anyway.”

"But Jack and Dove?'

"Your bigotry isshowing, nigger.”

"Uh, sorry. I'll giveit atry.”

"Y ou do that. Y ou might do some growing up.”

| walked away from Birdie's office feding better. Not alot, just alittle.

Because she was right about dmost everything she had said. She had only missed one point.

| wanted to make love with Tommy as much as he wanted to make love with me. But | was ashamed of
the wanting. And | was ashamed of my shame.

If I wasn't apart of Jason'sworld any morethen | couldn't follow itsways. But | didn't know if | could
be part of thisworld either.

| wondered how long | could keep holding him off before one night | gave up and gavein.

2

Therewas ayoung fellow from Norwich

Who liked having sex with his porridge.

With sugar and cream

and abuttery scream

(Theleftoverswent into storage.)
?
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Lifeisbut ascream.

"A taboo is someone el sg's rule about what you may or may not do with your own body."
-SOLOMON SHORT

The Living Game was something Betty-John had invented for the children. And for the rest of ustoo.
The assumption was-as B-Jay explained it-that because of thc plagues and everything else, we had all
forgotten how to live. Wewereal so busy lost in our various griefs and trying to survive at the sametime
that we were everywhere e'se but here. "Some of usarelost in the past and some of usarejust lost. And
some of us are elsewhere, but damned few of usare living in the present.”

It was B-Jay's theory that we needed to relearn, that we had to be retaught. Only there weren't any
classesin how to be ahuman being, in how to be dive. "It's like the instruction book that you didn't get
when you were born. Except you did-only everybody el se has piled so much bullshit on top of it, you
can't tdl what'sred and what isn't any more."

She sounded alot like Jason in that moment, but | knew what she wastrying to say, so it wasal right.
"Theway welearn things askidsis by playing with them, trying them on and seeing if welike how they fit
or not. These kids haven't had a chance yet to play at life. They've been too busy living to learn how to
live" B-Jay'sideawasto easethe kidsinto the larger responsibilities of theworld by turningit dl into a
game.

Inaway, it wasn't that much different from some of the exerciseswe'd donein the Tribe, inthe circles.
And at the sametime, it was very different. Jason's games had been about playing. B-Jay's games were
about winning.

For example, Jason had once said, "Everybody hug. Hug everybody ese. The job isn't finished until you
are complete with every personinthecircle. Y ou must start hugging and you can't stop until you fed at
peace." That exercise went on for hours. It's possible to hug someone and still not be with them
completely. Jason'singtructions were to hug each person until you could be with them completely. But
Betty-John played the game adifferent way: "Okay, let's divide into teams, and let's see which team can
give out the most hugs. The team that gives the most hugswins."”

| suppose that comparing them like that makes it seem that B-Jay's way was the wrong way, was
somehow more mechanical and obligatory-akind of progtitution of the act. But Jason was working with
people who were dive and awake and ready for the next step. Betty-John was working with children,
some of whom bordered on the catatonic; she was till trying to wake them up into their own lives.
Jason's people knew how to communicate. B-Jay was il trying to establish communication and for
B-Jay, a this moment, hugs and kisses were the most powerful and direct form of communication.
Quantity was more important than quality, because she was trying to overlay some very powerful
anti-surviva programming with anew set of responses, particularly the al-important competitive ones.
Winning was everything and repetition was the way you stamped the lesson in. There weren't enough
adultsto take care of dl the children, so the children had to be taught to be their own adults and take
care of themsdlves, and they had to learn it fast. The compassion and the lovingwell, they could learn it
later. If therewas alater.

There were too many children and not enough resources and never enough time. We had to makeit
work anyway, because there wasn't any dternative. Looked at like that, Betty-John's approach seemed
the only rational and appropriate one. So what if it was hard and competitive and mechanical ? It worked.
Sort of. It et ussurvive.

Anyway.

We played the Living Game.

Sometimesit was about how many dishes we could wash or how much laundry we could fold or how



much litter we could pick up. It was never about doing chores. If some of it didn't get done, nobody said
anything. It wasn't about chores, it wasn't about work. It was about winning. It was aways about
winning. Sometimes Betty-John or Birdie would talk to us about "winning the other war, the grown-up
war."

"Nobody ever won awar by accident,” Betty-John would say. "Winning isn't ahabit. I1t'sacommitment.
Itsaway of life. Vverything you do-whether it's washing the dishes or siweeping ihc floor or picking up
litter-is agame to be won. It'snot a problem. It's not a chore. It's not aburden. It's an interesting
challenge, with adefinite god. When you accomplish the goa, you win. Thisisthe game: get yoursdlf
addicted to winning. That's the only way we're going to win the big war. We haveto learn how towin al
thelittle battles between here and there. | promise you, washing the dishes and picking up after
yourselves and cleaning your plate and raking the leaves-dl of itisal part od winning the big war.
"It'sthissmple" said Betty-John, "I will live every moment of every day asif the whole outcome of the
war depends upon my commitment to victory. Everything | do shal produce avictory over chaos of
every kind."

Thekids ateit up. Of course.

So did I. It became mantra. Don't stop. Thisis part of the game.

Every s0 often, Big vy would hold aspecid gamefor the girls and Jack Balaban would hold a specia
game for the boys. When | asked, Betty-John told me that those classes were about bodies. Their own
and others. And shame and curiosity and fear. Y es, there was some nudity. Later, they would be about
measturbation, if necessary, and even about sexual expression, if necessary. | didn't ask the details. What |
did ask was, "Arethe kidsthat far gone?'

B-Jay nodded. " Some of them are. I'm hoping that appropriate role-modeling will help them find an
avenue back, and I'm not above using whatever tools are available." She must have seen thelook on my
face, because she said, "Don't worry about it, Im. Most of thisis pretty innocent stuff. The girlsneed to
be taught about menstruation and persona hygiene. The boys need to learn that an erection doesn't mean
you're going to die. Remember poor Marty Chrigtian?’

Marty Christian would have been funny, if he hadn't been so pathetic. He was a perfect example of how
the mind makes inappropriate connections between one fact and another.

| participated, at first reluctantly, then with akind of dacrity that was as much performance as anything
else, and finally with ared enthusiasm, because | could see the difference the games meant to the kids.
One day, B-Jay asked meto lead the next night'sgame. | tried to beg off, but sheinssted. "Jim," she said
meaningfully, "first Thursday iswhen we have the Directors mesting, remember?”

"Uh, right.”

"Y ou may not have noticed, but thisis till a corporation, and we do have abudget and expensesand
taxes and alot of other paper concerns that need to be addressed.” She didn't mention the worm fence.
Shedidn't haveto.

Just the same: "B-Jay, | don't know how to do this."

"Yes, you do. You just don't know it."

"l don't know what to do!"

"Make something up. That's what everybody €l se does. Just have aclear god in mind so that when you
win, everybody can experience avictory. But don't makeit too easy. It isn't avictory unlessyou haveto
work alittlefor it. Or alot.”

Sigh. | thought of my worm fences. Thiswas another test, wasn't it?"Okay." | gavein.

| spent most of the afternoon clearing the brush from the base of the peninsula, where | wanted to ingtdll
the worm fence. It wasn't quite the narrowest part; | would have preferred to work at the very base of
the peninsula, but it was too rocky. There was no easy way to get onto the rocks, let alone anchor the
fences. No, we'd have to do it higher up, where we had enough good soil to anchor the spikes. If | could
get agas-hammer we could shoot the spikes right into the ground and the job would be alot easier;
otherwise, we'd have to use the screw-in kind and do it by hand.

While | worked, | tried to figure out what kind of agame | would have the children play. | wanted to do
something more than just wash dishes or pick up litter; | wanted to give these kids something that they



weren't getting anywhere e se-hdll, even achance to scream out their frustration might be awelcome
bresk.

It waswhile | wasworking on aparticularly well-rooted bush that | noticed alittle boy watching me. |
didn't recognize him immediately; therewere alot of kidsaround | didn't know; but he shouldn't be out
here donedther.

Thiswas acontinual problem with some of the kids, they weren't sociaized enough to be bonded to any
specific person or place. Some of them were near-ferd and wandered off alot. We knew who most of
our problem children were and we kept them on tight leashes; but this must have been one of the new
ones.

"Hi," | sad.

"Hi, back," he sad.

He was about eight years old, maybe ten. Hard to tell. Short pantsthat didn't quite fit him, abulky
swester. Needed a haircut. Black hair. Missing atooth.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

"Clearing the bushes."

"Why? Don't you like the bushes?'

"| like the bushesfine. We just don't need them here.”

"Oh. How come?'

"We're putting up afence. A big strong one. To keep the worms out. That's so we can deep well a
night.”

"Oh," said the boy. He watched me slently for awhile, then he said, "Y ou're redly scared of worms,
arent you?"'

"Everybody is," | said, without thinking.

"I'mnot," hesaid.

| gave him my best indulgent smile. Childhood bravado. | wanted to say, "Wait till you see one up close,
but Betty-John wasn't particularly fond of scaring the hell out of the children for no reason at dl.

For noreason at al. Hm.

An ideaoccurred to me.

Totheboy, | said, "Y ou'd better get back. Y ou don't want to wisslunch. | think Little Ivy ismaking
Chocolate Disaster for dessart today."

"I don't like chocolate," he said. "What's your name?"

"Jm. What'syours?"

"Imwho?'

"Jm McCarthy. And you're really not supposed to be here now. Somebody is probably looking for you.
Comeon, I'll take you back." | held out my hand.

"I don't need your help." He backed away.

"Okay." | held up my handsto show | meant no harm. "Have it your own way." | bent back to the task at
hand. The kid looked skittish enough aready. When | looked up again, he was gone. No matter. He
couldn't gofar.

Just aswell. | wanted to think.

| had an ideafor agame we could play.

Maybe one of the reasons we were having so much trouble making contact with these children was that
they were so terrified. Dogs, darkness, people, worms, their own bodies-these kids were psychologica
disaster areas. The ones who knew what they were afraid of were the lucky ones, the rest of them were
afraid of thingsthat could only be found in acatalog of Nameless Horrors. (How do you aphabetize a
catalog of Nameless Horrors anyway?) Or worse.

It wasn't just that our kids were afraid; it was worse than that: they were afraid to be afraid.

If we could get them to acknowledge how scared they redly were, that would be the most honest
experienceinther lives. It might be the start of red communication.

That wasit. We had to get them talking. | knew what | wanted to do.

It was one of Jason's exercises.



Jason dways said, "What you res s, persists. Y our resstance isthe energy it feeds upon.”

Right. If you resist your own fear, what you get isthe terror of fear compounded. If you resst your
feelings of anger, you get rage. If you resst your grief, what you get is unending despair.

"Givein," Jason dways said. "L et yourself be angry, afraid, or sad, or whatever else comesup. The
experience hurtsalot lessthan theresistance to it. Once you let it out, it leavesyou. Let go of it, it
disappears.”

| knew the exercise would work.

It had worked for me. Over and over and over. Dammit.

| knew what the real problem was.

| missed the circle. | missed the loving. | missed the good things about the Tribe.

| didn't want Family to beaTribe-but | did want Family to have some of the family fedling of the Tribe,
When | findly came back, later that afternoon, | must have had athoughtful expression on my face
because B-Jay stopped me and asked, "What's that about?"

"What'swhat?"

"Thelook."

"Huh? Nothing. | wasthinking about tonight?"

"Did you figure out what you're going to do?"

| redized then that she was testing me-no, pushing meinto larger and larger respongbilities-the same way
we pushed the children. The same way Jason had pushed me. The same way Duke had pushed me. And
everybody ese. It annoyed me. | wanted to ask, "Why can't | go through life at my own speed?’

But | didn't. | just nodded. "I'm going to have a screaming contest. We're going to see how much noise
we can make."

"Sounds like a perfectly horribleidea," Betty-John grinned. "Thekidswill loveit." | wanted to tell her the
rest, but she shrugged me off. "I don't have the time right now, Jim."

"| redlly want you to hear this, B-Jay. | think theres the possibility of abreakthrough here.”

"Jm, | meanit. | don't havetime." She shoved meaway. "I trust you. Go and teach the kids to scream.”
So | did.

After dinner, | walked the kids over to the main hall. Wewere dl dressed in shorts and T-shirts. The heat
of theday 4ill lingered and it wasawarm, dightly muggy evening.

Insde my head, | was experiencing abit of stage fright. Second thoughts. Maybe | wasn't quaified to do
this, but then, | argued with mysdlf, if I'm not qualified to do this, nobody is.

Thehdl withit. Let'sjust do it and find out.

We pushed into the well-lit hall. Alec and Holly and Tommy and me.

There were only two or three of the older kidsto assst me, Little Ivy and Trishaand Mike; everybody
elsewould be at the Directors meeting; but these three were experienced. We shouldn't have any regl
trouble. | took them aside and explained to them briefly what | was going to do and what they should
watch out for. "Y ou're probably going to need some boxes of tissue. Some of the kidswill start crying.
I'm going to explain to them that it'sdl right to cry. The way you win thisgameis by seeing how much
screaming and crying you can do. So don't try to help them or comfort them. Let them just dl havea
good scream and if they cry, they cry. They'll befine. You'll know if someonesinred trouble.”

| stepped to the center of the room. The children quickly formed themselvesinto alargecircle. The
gamesdways sarted withabig circle.

"Okay," | said to them, "tonight's gameis about noise. All kinds of noise. Big noisg, little noise, happy
noise, even unhappy noise. So, let's start by practicing. Let's see how much noise we can make. Let's see
who can scream the loudest." And we were off.

Thekids began to scream like banshees and wild Indiansand air raid Sirens.

Little Ivy grinned at me above the uproar. Thelittle monstersloved the idea. Everybody €se was dways
telling them to keep quiet; here was agrown-up telling them to roar like amadhouse. Most of them did.
"Y ou must be talking to my deaf ear!” | shouted. | had to holler to make mysdlf heard. "I can't hear you!™
That upped the level of noise by at least ten decibels.

"l dmost heard something that time-but Alec wasn't shouting.” | waited till the noise level beganto ebb a



bit and went down on one kneein front of him. ™Y ou don't have to shout if you don't want,” | said. "But
Bear can't make any noise without your help, so would you shout for Bear?'

He shook his head. "Not even for Bear?"

Alec looked very uncomfortable. | didn't want to push him too hard, but | did so want him to make a
noise, any kind of noiseat dl.

"Tel youwhat," | said, deliberately casua. "Y ou ask Bear if he wants you to make anoise. And if he
does, then you make anoise. And if he doesn't, you don't have to. Okay?"

Alec nodded.

"Go ahead. Ak Bear."

Alec turned away and bent his face down to Bear's neck hole. | waited, but he didn't turn back. Well,
maybe Bear was adow talker.

"All right," | straightened and spoke again to the rest of the children. "That was a good warm-up. Now,
let'sdoit for real. Now, let's make some real noise. Let's have them hear usin the big house."

Thistime, they put their heartsinto it. Once they realized it was dl right to shriek their lungs out, they
began to be willing to redly let loose. | noticed that the paint had shaken off some of the walls and the
bark was starting to blister on some of the trees outside.

| waved my aamin abig circle asif | waswinding them up and they kept up the noise aslong asthey
could. Their faceswere shiny and red. All of them were very excited now. They were jumping up and
down and screaming as hard as they could. Good. | needed them to reach that peak just before
exhaustion. One more good scream ought to do it.

"Okay, thisisit. Thisisthelast one" | said. "Let'smakeit count.”

When | looked back in Alec'sdirection, | noticed that he had his mouth open and he was screaming as
hard as he could. At firgt, | thought it was good. I'd finally gotten him to make a sound.

Theen | redlized that he had dropped Bear on the floor before him, he was screaming out of sheer panic.
Uh-oh

Ingtinctivey, | grabbed himin agigantic hug. | pulled him close m me and let him scream into my chest.
Hewas rigid-and he couldn't stop screaming. He just raged and raged and raged. He couldn't hear me
and he couldn't stop.

The other children were dowing down now, turning and looking a Alec and me. They were puzzled,
uncertain. Wasthis part of the game or not? | made asignd to Little Ivy, | waggled my fingersinacircle
in the air-have them make some more noise-and | walked out of the room, carrying the till screaming
Alcc. | strode across the dark lawn to the big swimming pool, kicking off my shoes as | waked, and then
stepped right off the edge and into the deep end, Alec and all.

We came up gasping. | was gtill holding him with my right arm and dog-paddling and treading water like
crazy. Alec still wanted to scream, but he had been caught totally off guard and he was coughing and
Spitting out water.

"That was good, Alec. That was very good. | love you, sweetheart. Y ou did that just right. Y ou just have
to remember to stop screaming too.”

He glowered at me, but | just hugged him and kissed him close. Anger wasred. Anger was good. It was
much better than indifference. Anger, at least, was dive. | headed for the shallow end and the Sairs.

We came back into the big room, both dripping wet, me laughing, Alec trying to retreat into himsdf and
not succeeding. He wanted to be angry at the sametime. And he didn't want to let go of me. And he
wanted to scream again, but he didn't want to be walked into the pool again.

Little Ivy was dready wrapping towel s around the both of us. Thiswas not the first time one or another
of the kids had gotten the swimming pool treatment. The proximity of the pool was one of themain
reasonswhy we held the gamesin the main hall.

We stripped Alec's wet clothes off of him and had him sit down, wrapped up in three big warm towels.
Somewhere there were terry cloth robes, but Little vy couldn't find any of them, and it was more
important that we continue with the game.

| had dl the children sit on the floor now, gill inalarge circleand Little Ivy dided the lights down low for
aspooky effect. | pulled Alec into the safety of my |ap.



Okay," | said. "Now, for this part of the game, we have to think of the saddest thingsin theworld. I'll
gart. The saddest thing in the world is good old Wag going without any supper. Isn't that sad?”

Some of the children nodded and looked serious. They thought that was very sad. A lot of them liked old
Wag.

"Can anyone think of anything sadder?' | asked.

Oneof thelittle girlsraised her hand. "What about everybody going without any supper?'

"Oh, that'sagood one," | said. "That's much sadder. |s there anything sadder than that?"

One of the older boys, said, "How about everybody going without supper because thereisn't any food?’
"And nobody knowswhere Mommy is," added one of the smaller boys, Toby-Joy Christopher.

| had to be careful with thisexercise, | didn't want them accelerating into the next stage before they'd
finished with sadness. | said quickly, "Oh my, yes, that's terribly sad. Oh, goodness, that's so sad, | want
tocry.” And | pretended to weep into my hands. Alec looked up a me oddly.

"Let'sthink of some more sad things," | prompted. "Who can think of something even sadder?”

"My mommy went away," said Toby-Joy.

"I never had amommy," said one of thelittle girls. "My mommy died,” said another.

Good. Now, they were comparing sadnesses.

"My mommy said shed come back to me. I'm just waiting for her here," said onelittle girl inan amost
haughty tone. Theway she said it, she was setting hersdf above the game: I'm not one of you. I'm just
vigting.

Severd disbelieving looks answered this declaration. These children weren't stupid. Everybody knew that
if you were hereit was because you didn't have anywhere else to go and nobody was coming back for
you. That was even true for most of the adults. Popular rumor had it that Jack Bal aban was wanted for
murder in Ireland. Not true-it was something more like a hundred and forty-seven parking violationsin
Chicago-but the rumor was more fun than the truth.

Therewas abrupt slencein the room. All of the children were dbruptly aone with their own griefs.

| said, "Okay, everybody think of something sad. If you can't think of something sad, make something up;
but think of the saddest thing you can. Now, let'sal think real hard about how sad we fed. Close your
eyesif you want." Most of them buried their facesin their hands. Wed played lots of imagining games
before: This one wasn't so different, just more intense.

"Gosh," | said. "l fed so sad. | fed so very very sad. | think I'm going to cry. Let's everybody cry
because we fed sad. If you can't cry, it'sal right to pretend. Just makeit up. Just let yourself be sad. See
how sad you canfed. It'sal right to missMommy and Daddy and al your friends from school and your
favorite teacher or your dog or your cat or your favorite doll or toy or TV show or Grammaand
Gramparanything. Just think of something you miss. Even your favorite food isfine. Now fed red sad
about it. Oh, my goodness. I'm sartingto cry. .. ."

| put my own face into my hands and made weeping noises. Around me, some of the children began to
weep too, some of them pretend, some for real. One or two giggled while they pretended, some of them
peeked out between their fingers; but when they saw that we were serious, they went back behind the
safety of their hands. In aminute, most of them were crying softly to themselves.

Alec sat in my lap and looked up a me. | looked down at him. Very gently, | took his handsin mine and
kissed them, then | placed them over his eyes and wrapped my arms around him. We made little weepy
sounds together. Hiswere dmost imperceptible, but | could fed them in the cradle of my embrace and it
made mefed warm. | couldn't remember Alec ever crying before.

"Everybody cry," | repesated as gently as| could. "Everybody think of the saddest thing you can and just
let the tears come out. Y ou're doing fine. Just cry until you're through crying. Just like me. Just like Little
Ivy."

One or two of the girlswere ill giggling. They il thought thiswas dl make-believe; they didn't redize
how serious this was about to get.

After awhile, the crying ended and Little Ivy began working her way around the room, wiping eyes and
noses. We dl looked at each other; the children had such solemn expressions on their laces, | had to
gmile. "Ligten. It'sdl right to be sad," | reassured them. "It's part of missing things. It'sdl right to miss



things and then when you're through missing them, it'sdl right to smile again. Okay, everybody hug
everybody dsenow,” | said. "Don't stop until you've given everybody in the room abig hug.”

The children liked hugging games, and in avery few minutes, they weredl giggling again. And then they
al jumped on mein abig wet cluster-hug and we collapsed in a pile of laughter with me and Alec on the
bottom.

After abit, we continued.

The next part of the game was the scary part.

| had them resume their places on the floor and we began again. "When | wasalittle boy," | said. "We
used to go out in the woods at night and tell the spookiest stories we knew to see how much we could
scare ourselves. Who knows ascary story?' | looked around the room. Nobody raised ahand. "Oh,
come on-am | going to haveto tell the story about the leprechauns and the penguin?”’

Little Ivy groaned. "No, no-" she said in mock horror. "Anything but that. Somebody think of a scary
dory."

"l know one," said asmdll voice. A little girl we called Crystal because she seemed so delicate and
fragile

"Do you want to tell it to us?' She hesitated.

"Well, when you'reready.” | let her off the hook. "Little vy, do you know a scary story?'

Little Ivy nodded enthusiastically. "'l oncesaw agreat ... big...purple...andred..." Sheheld up
her two fingers about ten inches gpart, but her eyes werelooking directly into mine. Her expression was
impish.

"lvy!" | started to say

". .. hippopotamud " she finished, spreading her arms out widely, laughing at me.

"That's not scary,” said Tommy. "Besides, there aren't any hippopotamuses any more. Now, if you'd seen
agreat big hairy red, purplefurry catty-pillar, that woulda been scary.”

"Have you ever seen one?' He nodded quickly. Somberly. "Wasit scary?'

He nodded even quicker. Asif he didn't even want to admit it. | lowered my voice and looked around
the room. "Who e se has seen big hairy red, purplefurry catty-pillars?’

A few of them raised their hands. Some of them were probably lying or making it up, it didn't matter.
"Okay," | sad, holding Alec firmly in my lgp. "Let's make some noises to show how scary wethink big
hairy red, purplefurry catty-pillars are. Now, wait-thisisn't about making the loudest noise you can, just
the scariest; fraidiest noises, okay? Make the noise you would make if you wereredly scared.”

It was achilling sound, the sound of fifty children moaning and screaming and weeping. Even
pretend-moaning and weeping and screaming was eerie.

"Good," | sad. | was beginning to wonder if this was such agood idea. But once arted, we had to go
through to the end. | couldn't leave these kids stuck in the middle of ascary place. The experience had to
be completed. "Okay. Who has another scary story. "

"I'm scared of the dark," said Holly, atiny voice beside me. | reached over and patted her hand. | was
surprised by her presence. | had thought she was Sitting next to Little Ivy.

"Who eseisscared of thedark?' | asked. Almogt al of the liands went up. | raised minetoo. In my lap,
Alec moved. He raised Bear's one paw.

"That'sagood scary one. Okay, let's make some 'fraid of the dark noises.”

Thiswas adifferent qudity of noise, but no lesschilling. Little lvy waslosing her grin. She wasn't sure
where| was going with this.

"I'm not scared of the dark,” said Davey Holmes. He and Chris| linchley were sitting Side by side. Chris
looked alittle pale and hc was holding Davey's hand tightly. "Uh-uh,” said Chris. "It'sthe thingsthat hide
inthe dark."

"Big hairy men with long dark hair and bushy beards" said Davey. "That'swho hidesin the dark. | don't
likethem. I don't want to grow up if it meansbeing like that."

"Little round fat men with bright red faces" said Chris. "I don' like little round men who say nasty things."
"Big mean women who ydl at you," said Toby-Joy. "That'swho I'm scared of."

"I'm scared that my mommy won't come back," said alittle round girl we called Hobbit.



"I'm scared that my mommy will," said Crysd. "I'm scared of my mommy.”

The room was suddenly quiet. Thiswas anew dimension in mrror and the children were clearly
uncomfortablewithit. Asif she sensed thiswasn't enough explanation, Crystal added, "My mommy tried
to hurt me. She had abig knife, but | ran away and hid from her."

"My mommy locked mein the dark closet," offered Hally. It seemed a pitiful offering compared to
Cryga's, but to Hally it wasamagjor one. "My mommy dapped me and locked mein the dark."

Crystal was unimpressed. "My mommy said she was going to hurt me rea bad when shefound me. She
said it wouldn't do me any good to hide. B-Jay says shewon't et her find me, but | know she's il
looking for me, and my mommy aways finds what she'slooking for."

This thought made some of the children look around nervoudy. Hell, | wanted to ook around mysdlf; but
| suppressed the urge. My guess had been right. These kids were good at frightening themselves. Hell,
they werefrightening me.

Kim-the one we caled Kimmy-Winkles-spoke up then. | noticed she was holding Nic's hand very tightly
inher lap. "I'm scared of strangers,” she said. "Especidly strange children. Especidly Richard.”

| didn't pursue that one. | didn't know who Richard was. We didn't have any Richards herein Family.
Behind her, though, | noticed that Little Ivy was scribbling furioudy on anotepad. She had alook of grim
satisfaction. A lot of things were coming to the surface here. Therewould be alot of follow-up.

"Fogter,” said Tommy quietly. "1 don't want to go back to Foster. He held me down on the bed and hurt
me. Inthe ass. | cried and he cried and he promised he wouldn't do it again. But he did.”

Alec didn't move, but a the sametime, | sensed that he had become more rigid, more attentive. | looked
down a himin my lap. Hewas hugging Bear closeto hischest in aminiature verson of the same
embrace | had him wrapped up in. Was he hiding ingde himself again?| redlized how tightly | was
holding him and loosened my armsto give him more space. Maybe then, he could loosen hishold on
Bear. | wondered if wewere dl crowding him too much. Maybe we needed to give him space to come
to us? 1 didn't know. What if we did the wrong thing? | stroked his hair and kissed him gently on the top
of hishead.

"That'sal so scary, those are the scariest things | ever heard of," | said, and | meant it. Nothing | could
have made up could possibly be as scary as the things these children had been through. And | was sure
we hadn't even scratched the surface. Thiswas only what they were willing to admit.

"Okay," | said. "l want you to know it's all right to be scared. Sometimes scary things happen. Ther€'s
nothing wrong with being frightened of scary things. But sometimes we carry around the fear long after
the scary things have gone away. And you know what? We forget to scream. So, now, hereés what were
going to do. When | tdll you, but not before then, we're dl going to scream and make al the noiseswe
want to make when we get scared. Wel al make scared-to-death noises, okay? Everybody ready?
Does everybody have something scary to think of ? Okay; close your eyesif you want to and make all the
scary noisesyou can.”

A low moan. A sob. A high-pitched weeping. A shriek. A scream. A whimper.

A symphony. A cacophony. A chorus of mangled, anguished cries.

The sound was hideous. The emotions were exquisitely dark and furious, churning and swirling like a
maelstrom. The fear came roiling round and round, al red and cold and fiery. It was an icy spike
ramming up the spine and through the heart and into the base of the skull, and it came out asamoan, a
scream, agasp, ashriek-

It just kept on getting louder and louder, until | thought we would &l go mad

And then, just as quickly, the uproar leveled off, hesitated, gathered for amoment more, and then-sated,
satiated, spent, exhausted-it began to ebb. The shrieks and screams died away firs, leaving only the
crying; then asif terrified of its own sound, the crying too began to ebb, leaving only afew small
whimpers here and there around the circle.

| looked around at them. They looked shocked, stunned, horrified, haggard.

And at the same time, they seemed more aive than before. Asif some of the walls of impassvenessthey
hid behind had been shattered.

"l don't want to play thisgame anymore,” Holly said. "Thisisn't fun.”



"We're dmost through,” | reassured her. "And | promise you that the next part is much more fun than the
last part."

Thekids looked very nervous. | had to move fast.

"All right, listen. We're dmost through now. There'sjust one more thing to do. | want you to close your
eyesagain and pretend again. But thistime, | want you to pretend that you're the scariest thing in the
world; that everybody in the world is scared of you, al the monsters and mean people and thingsin the
dark are scared of you! Close your eyes and watch them run away from you; but you have to make the
kind of noisesthat will scare away al the scary things, okay? Is everybody ready? Let'sal bebig and
strong and mean and scare away al the bad monstersin the world, right now!"

This sound wasthe loudest of dl-and the most joyous. Beethoven would have envied the spirit of this
chorus. They were discordant and beautiful and hideoudly loud, and | loved every jangling decibel of their
defiance.

"Get angry a themongterdl” | shouted. "Tell them what you think of them. Tell themto goto hdll! Tell
them to go fuck themselves!" | got alittle carried away mysdlf, but the kids didn't mind. They laughed and
screamed and cheered and soon they were jumping up and down-and dissolving into laughter and happy
tears and hugs and kisses and silly-sad smiles, and it was okay, and it was good, and for just alittle
while, they amost looked like norma children again.

They even looked happy.

We hugged and laughed and ended up al jumping naked in the pool and had the biggest water fight in the
world and it was the best summer night of my life. And theirstoo.

| was grinning like a crazy man, | was so pleased. It had worked. | had done good.

2

Therewas ayoung felow named Jm

who liked to get naked and swim

with plagtic sex toys

shaped like pubescent boys,

‘cause held rather be gay than be grim.

?
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Hell in the Specific

"A wad isaterrible thing tomind.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

Of course, Betty-John gave me hell.

"Just what in God's name did you think you were doing?' she demanded. "Kimmy-Winklesis till having
nightmares. Simone can't op crying. Allie and Dave are afraid to go to bed alone. And trust me, you
don't want to hear whét little Jm Pauley did!

"Y ou'veturned haf the kidsinto Weeping Willies and the other haf are so jumpy, Birdieisthinking about
sedating the whole camp for aweek. Have you seen what's going on? The ones that aren't bursting into
tears every two minutes are having such an attack of the sillies, it's got to be a psychotic reaction;
everything we say to them, they burst out giggling, asif it'sall some colossd joke. They're running around
like deranged gargoyles, making faces and trying to scare the shit out of each other-including the ones
who are till s0 sKittish, they're back to wearing digpers. Jesus, Jm! Isthis how you repay afavor? | was
in there, fighting for your goddamn fences and you're out here, playing psychotic head games on the
children. Most of them are so hoarse they can't talk; six of them have sore throats, and three arein the
psych ward today for observation."”

| ligened to it al without commen.

Thereredly wasn't anything eseto do. Thiswas something el se Jason had taught me, taught al of us.
When people give you acommunication, you don't have to do anything with it. Just hear and
acknowledge that you heard it. "Answer the question, acknowledge the statement, that's the basis of true
communication. Don't do anything else. That isn't communication.”

S0, | let Betty-John say whatever she had to say knowing inside that it didn't have athing to do with me.
It was her upset, not mine. | listened. | empathized with her anger. But | didn't have to accept it asa
persona attack, because-1 could even hear Jason explaining it to me-her anger wasn't about what | did,
her anger was really about her fear. What | did only triggered it. So, now my job wasto let her have her
anger S0 she could get past it.

If | wereto argue with her, shewould stay angry. If | wereto try to justify what | did, she would haveto
do something to prove hersdf right and me wrong. She would have to punish. So | should do nothing
except listen. When she was through being angry, her anger would disappear and she would have nothing
left to say or do.

It took awhile, but she finaly ran down.

"Okay," shesaid. "What? I'm waiting. What was the point of that little exercisein hysteria?'

"The children arefine," | replied ascalmly as| could. | wanted to project certainty. It was very important
that she be reassured. | would have to explain this very carefully. "What you're seeing right now isa
release of energy. It'svery normal. It'svery naturdl. It's hedlthy. It'sagood sign. | know it lookslike
upset; itis, but it's upset pointed in theright direction, not the wrong. Trust me.”

B-Jay gave me her most skeptica look. "I've heard that same kind of bullshit before, Jm, from confirmed
child-molesters: "But the child enjoyed it too." "

| didn't want to argue with that one. That brought up too many memories of Loolie and-there wasjust
too damn much knotted up in that conversation. | needed to bring the discussion back to theissue at
hand.

"B-Jay," | said carefully. "These children arelittle walking timebombs. The day | arrived here, you told
me some of what they've been through, and you've been reminding me ever snce that these kids are
desperately trying to do whatever they have to do to survive. Do you think | haven't been looking at
them?| seethat everything you've said isright on the money. Most of these little monsters have walled
themselves up so tight that nobody's going to get at them. God, B-Jay, it's terrifying how right you are.



Theresvery little chance that any of them will ever be fully human, let done sane. But we haveto try
anyway, becauseif we don't civilize the next generation while we gill have the chance, then thereisn't any
point in fighting the other war either. That's what thisis about. | wanted to do something that would make
adifferencefor them."

B-Jay's expression relaxed only alittle. It was hard for her to argue with her own words.

"Theonly thing that'sredlly going to help these kids,” | said, "isif they learn how to . . . how to reach out
to usfrom their own side. They've got to learn that pain and fear and grief are normal, and they've got to
learn how to let it out. That'swhat al that screaming was. A safety vave. They needed it. Otherwise,
they're just going to keep on building up intolerable pressure until they explode and do something
dangerous and stupid and selfdestructive.”

B-Jay wasfrustrated and angry and disbdieving. "Who made up this shit, Im? Where did you get this
ides?"

| wanted to respond angrily, | wanted to reach her so badly. "B-Jay. | madeit up. I've donethisal my
life; whenever | get so frustrated and crazy with other people'sinability to hear what I'm trying to say;
whenever | get so crazy that | want to put my hands around their throats. | go and lock myself in adark
closet, or | get in the shower and turn the water up full, and then | scream and scream and scream as
hard as| can and aslong as| can until I'm too wesk to even stand up any more. | mean it. It works. It's
like blowing off dl the rage and fear and grief in one great painful orgasm. If | can't let it out, then | have
to carry it around insde of me-and if | do that, then I'll die. Or worse, I'll do something terrible and other
peoplewill die"

B-Jay's eyes were ill hard. "Maybe it works for you, but these kids . . ." She shook her head.

"Okay, yes. What | did was extreme; but it looked to me that something extreme was called for. Most of
these kids are till robots. They're only going through the motions. Y es, you're making progress here; but
oh, so dowly. It's so frustrating, because | know wheat's possible for children. So do you. Thesekidsare
gl doing whatever you want them to, like machines, because they don't know there's anything more. It's
just another set of rulesfor survivd. Their lives are going to be about finding the right set of rulesand
nothing more. They won't be dive. No-hear me out: Do you think | don't know what these kids are
feding? I've been there, dammit. And | hurt so badly for them that | had to do something.”

"So you taught them to be crazier?"

"Givethem aweek, you'll seethe difference. They're starting to play with each other in awhole new way.
They're starting to relate to each other instead of at each other. Please, B-Jay, don't be so quick to
judge.”

"Jm, | believethat you believe what you're saying. But, you should have checked with mefirgt. You
should have waited until-"

"Goddamn it, B-Jay!" It was my turn to be angry. "1 tried to check with you, but you never have thetime
to listen to anything, and you're dways asking people to put off their plans o you can get yours done,
and then you have the nerve to wonder why everybody's dways pissed off at you and why people are
aways doing things without your permission. | don't know about everybody ese, but I'm sick and tired
of waiting for you to have thetimeto st and listen. And please don't give me that story about how much
you haveto do. I've heard it already, ten times over, and | can probably give as good a performance of
poor B-Jay asyou can.

"These kidswere hurting, and | had atool that | thought would help them. Thisisonly thefirst step.
These kids need to be trained, given the tools to handle their own emotions, their own reactions, so that
they can cope with the rest of the bullshit that lifeis going to throw at them. It al comesdown on al of us
before we're ready for it. The least we can do for these kids is give them some tools for fighting back. |
gave them permission to scream at the universe. Now they have away to expresswhat they're fedling,
where before al they could do was bottle it up. Now they won't be pressure cookers or timebombs.
They'll scream it out, and then ther€lll be alittle bit of space for them to try to berationd, or ascloseto it
asthey're ever going to get.”

"Y ou think thisisan improvement?' Betty-John demanded. "Have you even looked at your own kids
today? Alec has turned into a babble-box. We can't shut him up. Hefinds aword he likes and repegts it



over and over and over until he gets bored with it, then he finds another word and starts al over again.”
"He's playing, B-Jay, in the only way he knows. But notice that he's playing with language now, instead of
resgting it. He'sinteracting with his menta landscape. And I'm so glad to have him babbling anything, |
don't care. He'sgot alot of energy to discharge.”

"He's not agoddamn battery! Christ on apancake! Where did you pick up this psychobabble?!
"Uh...," | hesitated.

"What are you, Jm? An unreconstructed Modie?!

"I've never donethe Modetraining,” | said, vaguely uncomfortable.

"Well, you sure ashdl talk likeit! Where have you been, Jm?"

| shook my head. "l don't want .. ."

"Uh-uh. No way. If you want to teach the kids to open up, you'd better start with yoursalf. Just who the
hell are you anyway, mister?

"Y ou know who | am.”

"No, | don't. For al I know, you could be arenegade spy yoursdlf.”

| felt my blood turn cold at that. | dmost rose from my chair. "I'm not. Not that; | know what renegades
are like, B-Jay. Better than you think. I'm not one of them. | don't ever want to be like them again-"
"Agan?'

| hedtated. Then | admitted it. "Yes. Again. | was captured. Brainwashed. | lived with a Tribe of
Revddionigs"

"Oh, shit!"

"...fordmogt ayear. | finaly escaped. But not before | saw what they were capable of." | had to stop
for amoment. | had to wipe my eyesbefore | could continue; | hadn't realized how much it till hurt. "
learned alot from them, yes. Okay, | admit it. Not everything they said wastotaly off the deep end. But

| know who they are and how dangerousthey are. And | broke their brainwashing on my own."

"You think s0?Y ou till look alittle glassy-eyed to me. If I'd known.. . ."

"Y ou'd have turned me away, right? That's the famous BettyJohn compassion.”

She hesitated. "No-but | wouldn't have trusted you near the kids either.”

"Oh, comeon, B-Jay! Y ou'retalking like agoddamned reactionary. The breakthrough exercises work
no matter who appliesthem.”

"Don't be stupid, Jm! Do you think this stuff is new to me? Give me a break! Most of the crap you're
repeeting is leftovers from the Technology of Consciousness Movement of the last century! Shit, you
guysaredl dike you think you just invented enlightenment last week."

She pointed afinger a me, jabbing me hard in the chest. "L et metell you something. Persond
enlightenment seminars were the big fad when | wasin college. They cdled them Effectiveness Training
and Power Sourcing and Jargon Blasting. And everybody was doing Mode. Y ou weren't dive until you'd
done Mode. | had alot of friends who disappeared into that black hole; some came back, some didnt,
but while they were under the influence, it was dways the betific smile and the patronizing Y ou haveto
experienceit to understand.’ | understood what was going on then, and it hasn't changed any now. Every
day, you have to have a new transformation, anew breakthrough in possibility, anew leve of bullshit and
psychobabble!

"Hell, | didn't even do any of the seminarsand | got sucked in for awhile. | was one of the ones who was
going to prove| could be just as enlightened without doing any seminars; | was too stupid to see that
made mejust as much a prosdytizing evangdist as everybody else. And al of uswere redefining our
language every day, so we could map out the diverse new landscapes of responsibility. It was rabbit-hole
city. Oh, we had conversations about conversation and learned about the possibilities of possbility. We
got so good at it, we bludgeoned people to death with our enlightenment. We played caseworker with dl
of our relationships. parents, teachers, friends-and we couldn't understand why they were so repulsed
when al we wanted to do was give them the gift of seeing how impoverished their lives had been. Oh, we
were a salf-righteous bunch of assholes.

"We handled each other's cases all day long. We scoped each other. We handled rackets and busted
numbers. We metered and bench-marked and state-mastered. We did it al. And you know what? Our



liveswere fucked up even worse, because now we had anew level of bullshit to explain why they didn't
work. | finally got wise, when | redlized the cost to my soul.

"I didn't trust the Modiesthen. | trust them even less now that they're taking over the government. But
most of all, | don't want Modies or neo-Revelationists or anyone el se playing with these kids heads,
because these kids dready have enough problems.”

Shefinished with alook of findity, asif there was nothing more to say on the subject. And maybe there
wasn't. Her mind was made up and nobody was going to changeit. Her expresson wastight, asif she
was daring me to respond.

| redlized something abruptly. Something | should have known al aong. Betty-John wasjust as crazy as
therest of us, in her own charmlessway.

Of course, | wanted to believe she had it al together. | wanted to believe that someone somewhere knew
exactly what they were doing and why. | wanted to know that it was possible, becauseif it was possible
for anyone e se, then maybe it was possible for me too. But maybe it wasn't possible here.

"Well? Don't you have anything dseto say?"

| shook my head. "It wouldn't do any good. Y our mind ismade up. | did what | thought wasright. Y ou
don't think it was right. We both want what's best for the children. We each have different ideas. But
you're the one who's entrusted with the responsbility. Not me. So it's your word that hasto count, not
mine." | thought for amoment longer, then added, "I wanted to be of service here. | ill do. I'm sorry that
you don't gppreciate some of what | haveto offer.”

She opened her mouth and closed it just as suddenly. She looked surprised. She hadn't expected meto
say what | just did. "Well," shesaid. "Well, I'm glad you redizeit."

| nodded. | redized it. | redlized alot more than she knew. Family wasjust as much a cult as Jason's
Tribewas. A different philosophy, adifferent leader, adifferent purpose, adifferent head game-but a cult
nonetheless.

And either | wanted to beapart of it or | didn't.

Thetruth was, | wasn't sure what | wanted any more.

"l just want to help thekids," | said. And that much wastrue. She sighed. She ran ahand through her
graying hair. Shelooked very tired. She shook her head in resignation. "Go do something where you
can't get into any moretrouble. | got your worm fences gpproved last night. Go put them up." Then she
added, "Just stay away from me for awhile. And stay away from the kids too. Even your own. | don't
know how I'm going to clean up thismess. . . ."

2

A lady who jogged in the breeze

had bosoms that flapped to her knees.

Said she, "They're quite warm,

they keep medry inastorm,

and when it snows, | use them for skis™"
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? Worm Fences

"Good neighbors make good fences." -SOLOMON SHORT

It'simpossibleto build afence that will keep aworm

Actudly, out.

A full-grown Chtorran islike a Patton-6 tank with amouth. A haf-grown worm is the mouth without the
tank attached. The best you can hopeto do is dow the worm down-or at least makeit so painfully
uncomfortable for the creature to go over, under, or through the barricade that it looks for away to go
around instead.

Theideaisto make the price of lunch higher than theworm iswilling to pay.

That's what Jack Balaban and | were doing.

Using Duke's name and number again, | requisitioned enough worm fencing to cordon off the narrowest
part of the peninsulawith multiple rows of razor-ribbon and punji-barriers. Sooner or later, | knew, one
of Uncle Ira's accounting programs was going to catch up with me; but in the meantime, | seemed to have
an unlimited credit account; that is, Duke did.

A good fence would betricky to ingal, yes, but if we were thorough, we might be able to buy oursaves
areasonable degree of safety. Firgt, wewould lay down astrip of razor-ribbon, severa long coils of it,
firmly anchored every haf-meter by a spike in the ground. The razor-ribbon adone wouldn't stop the
worms, but it would certainly stop any human beings working with worms. We needed to keep the
renegades from getting to the punji-barriers; renegades had been caught hammering down bresks for
their extraterrestrid partners.

Then, thefirst row of punji-strip would be ingtaled just behind the razor-ribbon. Punji-strip camein huge
ralls; you unrolled it where you wanted it and spiked it into the ground. What you got was awide strip of
auminum spikes, unevenly spaced, pointing in al directions, mostly upward. The spikes were sharp and
nasty looking and coated with microencapsulated bad news: poisons, ucrve jdlies, and various forms of
bacteriathat seemed to like the vaides of a Chtorran.

A human being might be ableto pick hisway across a punji-barrier, if he were careful, but aworm could
never makeit. Too many clumsy little feet. The worm would rip out its belly. The average Chtorr didn't
have the leverage to step over these spikes; itsfeet weretiny little stubsthat didn't lift itsweight as much
as helped shuffle it forward. Punji-barriers were nasty.

The barrier donewouldn't kill theworm, just injureit badly; hut the stuff on the spikes could give aworm
abad case of the cold rullywobbles. And someday we'd find something that would kill them alittle
quicker.

The worms knew about the barriers, of course. Most of them stayed away from them. Only avery young
and inexperienced worm would willingly make the attempt to cross one, and then only once; the value of
the barriers was more as deterrent than as weapon.

Behind the first punji-barrier, another row of razor-ribbon. Behind that, another punji-barrier. Behind
that, more razorribbon. The theory was that the combination of the two would discourage most worms
and renegades.

The army generally recommended nine lines of razor-ribbon, separated by eight rows of punji-barriers,
the army a so recommended trenches and mines where possible, plus robots and field sensors. | didn't
have atrench digger and | didn't want to risk planting mines. A robot would be useless here, and sensors
are usalessif there's no one to watch the monitors.

So far, the statistics showed that the fences worked; even small ingtdlations, like this one, were effective
enough to justify the expenditure. Some pessmists said that it was only because there were enough other
good placesto feed that it wasn't yet worth aworm's trouble to plow through the barriers.

The pessmists were probably right, but I'd vote with the Satistics for now.

Fortunately, just beyond the hiking ridge the peninsula shrank to avery narrow strip of land, only thirty



meterswide. Indeed, the peninsulawas only a peninsula because of palitics. Family had been designed
and built asalong crescent idand. It was aso supposed to have its own independent government; but the
county fathers, fearing theloss of millions of lovely tax dollars had passed an ordinance requiring thet al
utility cables be accessible above ground. This meant that the builders of theidand would haveto lay
down a connecting strip to the mainland, a narrow connecting tongue of rugged, ugly rocks, and in so
doing, would aso put Family firmly under the jurisdiction of the aforementioned county parentage. Before
the Chtorr had come, the joke had been that the people of Family wanted nothing more than to be
orphans. Now the Chtorr had given them their wish. Sort of.

My thought was to put the worm lines down just behind the rocks and hope that no worm would want to
cross the rocks and the fence. The rocks were pretty nasty just by themselves. On the other hand, if a
worm was determined enough to make it over therocks, then it probably wasn't going to be stopped by
the worm fence either.

Maybe Betty-John was right. Maybe | was being paranoid. And maybe | till woke up in the middle of
the night, shivering and thinking of Jason and Orrieand Jessie.

No. | had to vote with the statistics.

| voted with three rows of razor-ribbon and two of punji-that was al we could afford to install-and a
heartfelt prayer that it would be enough to deter.

Now, if only the worms would agree with me. We started early in the morning. Tommy and me, Jack and
Dove.

Jack Balaban was a dour looking man with aWelsh accent so thick he was nearly incomprehensible half
thetime. He had adight stoop to hisbody, asif life had been beating on him for severa decades, but he
was surprisingly tender toward Dove.

Dovewas ayear older and haf ahead tdler than Tommy. He wasn't exactly mute, but preferred to
speak in sounds, whistles, and noises instead of words.

When Dove saw acar, he would point and make the shrill whine of aturbine. If he saw aplaneor a
chopper, he would make appropriate engine sounds. He could describe floaters, boats, jet skis,
motorcycles, and off-road vehiclesthisway. He was also fond of imitating the eectronic chime of the
telephone, sartling peopleto their feet, until they redlized it was only Dove again. Hisrepertoire dso
included an astonishing range of explosions, warbles, wheeps, and whistles.

Apparently, thisskill had rubbed off on Jack, because the two of them had devel oped their own language
of sound effects and conversed not so much in words asin noises.

When | was around, however, both of them shut up. | finally confronted Jack withit.

He shook hishead and denied it. "1 don't didike yeh, Jm. | don't like yeh much, but | don't didikeyeh
either. Just don't care much either way, | don't.”

"Isit something I've done?

Jack thought about it amoment, stroking his mustache. "Na." He pulled on apair of thick gloves and
picked up acoil of razor-ribbon he had been laying out. He resumed uncoiling it acrossthe grass.

| picked up the gas-hammer and followed him. "Well then, what isit?'

"Do yeh haveto be liked by everybody yeh know?' he asked.

"If someone doesn't like me, I'd like to know why," | said. "If I'm doing something wrong, I'd like to
know, so | can stop doing it.”

"You'rejust likedl Americans," hesaid. "Y ou're too worried about who likes you, and not enough
concerned with gettin' thejob done.”

| thought about that.

Maybe he wasright. But maybe not. | thought | was more concerned with results than with making
friends. Certainly, I'd had my share of argumentsto proveit.

"I don't think that's s0," | said. "We're out here doing thisjob right now because | pressured Betty-John.
And | don't think shelikes me very much anymore because of it."

"Yeh," he acknowledged. "That'sthe other sde of it. When yeh do findly decide to work for results, yeh
don't care who yeh walk over."

| decided that Jack didn't have a very clear-cut philosophy behind hisargument. He wasjust going to say



whatever he needed to say to judtify hisdidike for me, and if the facts disagreed with his opinions, he
wouldn't dter hisopinion; hed ater hisjudtification.

Weworked in silence for awhile. It was hard work shooting the anchoring spikesinto the ground; even
with the gas-hammer. Abruptly, Jack said, ™Y eh never properly mourned your mum, did yeh?"
"What'sit to you?' | snapped.

Jack shook his heed. "Nuthin'."

And then, the nickel dropped. | straightened and |ooked across at him. His expression was dark and
unpleasant.

"Y ou were deeping with her, weren't you?' | asked.

Hedidn't answer. He was wrestling with the coil of razor-ribbon. But | knew it was the truth by the way
he ignored me. There was something Jason had said, something about how to get the truth out of people.
"Most people don't tell the truth, not redly,” Jason had said. "They've been trained not to. If you want to
get the truth out of them, you have to startle them or get them angry. Most people only tell the truth when
they get angry. So if you want to get the truth out of someone, you have to upset them firdt. It dmost
awaysworks; the only drawback isthat you'll have arealy angry person on your handsfor awhile.”
Hmm.

| said to Jack, "Did she give you a bargain rate? She did that for steady customers.” | said it with
deliberate calm.

Jack didn't flinch. | had to give him that much.

Helaid down theroll of ribbon, straightened, brushed off his hands, and looked around for the boys.
Dove and Tommy were aways away, carefully unpacking the rest of the spikes.

Jack turned back to me. "Did yeh have to study to be an asshole or doesit come naturdly to yeh, Jm?
Colored by the musical lilt of hisWelsh accent, the words were as pretty to listen to asthey were mean.
"Shewasawhore!" | said.

"Mebbe s0," he agreed, Sartling me. "Weve dl done someterrible things since this whole bad business
began." He pulled off aglove and ran hishand roughly through hiswavy hair, asif he was puzzling out the
best way to say what he thought. "But therés il adifference between doin' terrible things and bein' a
terrible person. Y our mum was afine lady, but she was londly for your dad, and if shetook her comfort
where she could find it, who're yeh to St in holy judgment?Y our mum had alot of love for these children
here, and she did alot of good thingsfor them, and | don't much like listenin' to you spittin' on her good
name."

"Y ou think she was good? | can tell you stories-"

"Sure, and so can |. For every bad story yeh tell me, | could probably tell yeh six good onesto counter
it
"Y ou know why she had so much loveto give these kids?" | could fed the blood rushing to my face.
"Because she sure as hell didn't waste any of it on her own. I'll tell you how much love she had! My sister
moved off to Augtrdia, she couldn't stand my mother's silence. And | was so pissed off at finding a
different man in her bed every timel saw her, | finaly stopped going to see her. Y ou know she divorced
me"

"Y ou divorced her. She needed you, lad.”

"That'swhat she said, too. She needed. Didn't you ever notice that everything was aways about her and
her loss, and what she needed now. She needed usto take care of her now. That's what she said. But
who was going to take care of us? She wouldn't. All she did was demand. She screamed at me, every
day-it was al my fault that nothing worked anymore, why couldn't | be abetter son? She wouldn't leave
me aone. She was driving me crazy. Why do you think | went into the army?1 could have pleaded
exemption, but it was the fastest way | could think of to get away from her.”

"Shewasgrievin', lad-"

"Sowas|! And she wasn't there for me, so why should | have been there for her!”

"It's not the same, lad. Y ou lost your dad, and that's a hard one to handle for anybody. But what she lost
IS so much greater than what you lost that there's no comparison. Shelost her lover, her mate, her friend,
her companion, her partner. Y ou lost your dad, but she lost her whole reason for living. Everything she



ever did, shedid for your Dad. She was so aone without him-yeh never noticed that, did yeh? The poor
womanwasin such pan.”

"How do you know all this?' | demanded. | was holding one of the spikeslike aclub.

"Shetold me, shedid,” Jack said. "And no, | never did deep with her. | could have. Lots of men did. She
was alovely lady-and alady in every sense of the word-but they'd get up in the morning and they'd leave
her. And sheld be done again. Nah, it wasn't good. But they never sat with her and listened to her, never
let her say all that she had to say. She reached out for yeh, Jim. Y eh and your Sister. But Maggie was
mourning the loss of her children and yeh were so wrapped up in yoursdlf that neither of yeh were
hearing. She needed yeh, that's why she plucked and pulled so hard. She was goin' down without alife
jacket. And then, when she needed yeh the most, yeh ran away from her. What was she to do? She
gtarted grabbing for any man who would hold her, if evenfor alittle while. The same way any drownin’
person grabs for any piece of flotsam. Y eh only saw the grabbing. Y eh never saw the person drownin'.”
He snorted. "Probably, because it would have meant yeh would have had to stop worryin' about your
own drownin' for awhile.”

"You son of abitch,” | said coldly. "Y ou don't know what I've been through.”

"You'reright. And | don't rightly care to know, ether. | think you're asdlfish spoiled brat and | don't care
to spend much time with yeh. I'm puttin' up these fences because Betty-John asked meto help yeh; that's
the only reason.” And then he added, "And mebbe alittle out of respect for your mum. Now, areyeh
going to hit me with that spikein your hand, or are yeh going to put it in the ground and get on with the
job?!

| threw it down at hisfeet. That was supid.

Jack just looked at me.

So | picked it up again and jammed it into the ground, anchoring aloop of razor-ribbon. | drove the
gpikein hard with the gas-hammer. And the next six too.

Jason was right. Getting a person angry was very enlightening. And then | sopped in frustration.

"What's the matter, son?" Jack asked abruptly.

"Nothing," | snapped back at him. "Everything. Dammit, | hate being wrong." | stood there with the
gas-hammer poised over the seventh spike and | didn't have the Strength to squeeze thetrigger. | felt
suddenly exhausted and sank to my knees. "1 keep trying to do my best and it's never good enough for

| stopped mysdf from saying more. My throat hurt. My eyes hurt.

| looked out across the bay, waiting for the frustration to pass. The water was dark and gray and dirty
looking. Red dudge? Probably. | looked over at Jack; he was waiting for me to say something. It was
hard for me to speak. "Okay, | never had the chance to say good-byeto her. At least, my dad and | . . .
well, that was complete. But . . .

"l wasright. Y eh haven't done your cryin', have yeh?"

| glowered up a him. "Go fuck yoursdlf. Leave meaone.”

| levered myself back to my feet and strode off away, just to be aonefor awhile. Just to cool off for a
minute.

Dove came pushing through the dry brush and made ticktocking noises at me.

"I don't undergtand that talk, Dove. Why can't you speak in English?”

Dovelooked hurt and retreated quickly, and | felt like an even bigger assholethan | dready was. That's
right. Takeit out on thekid.

Except-everything Jack Balaban had said wasright. | had abandoned her when she needed me the mogt,
the same way 1'd abandoned everybody el se when they needed me. That was the pattern of my life. Get
close, get close enough to hurt-and then betray.

But always make sure that you have agood reason first. A good reason aways |ets you off the hook.
The funny thing wasthat | couldn't cry.

| couldn't cry because | couldn't remember her. | couldn’t remember her face.

What | kept seeing was the enigmatic smile of that Japanese fellow at dinner that night. | kept seeing the
smarmy greediness of the man she was deeping with, Alan Wise, or whatever his name had been. |



remember wondering about wormsin Santa Cruz. | remembered everything except why | should care.
All'I could remember were dl the things | resented: the time she did thisto me, thetime she did that. |
was glad to be free of her. No. Jack Balaban was a stupid old Welshman, who made noisesto children.
How could | be mourning someone | was o angry with?

Damn.

| pushed through the brush, in the direction Dove had come from.

I'd called Dr. Davidson in Atlanta once. Hed actualy answered his own phone. I'd wanted to ask him a
question. "Isit possible to grieve for awhole planet?’

He hadn't said yes, he hadn't said no. What held said was, "Y ou don't think it's possible, that'swhy
you'reasking." And I'd had to admit that was the truth.

"Jm," héd said. "The Earth isa part of you; the cool green hills of Earth areapart of dl of us, and they
awayswill be. We haven't lost them. We just have to look for them in our heartsfor awhile, and hold
them there asavision of what once was."

"And will someday be again,” | added. Dr. Davidson didn't respond to that. Y ou don't agree?”

"I don't know." There was something about theway he said it. Flat. Unemotionally. Heredlly didn't
know. It was chilling. Thevoice | depended on for answersdidn't have al the answers.

"If we can't grieve for awhole planet,” | said, "how do we do our grieving?'

"A pieceat atime," said Dr. Davidson. "Y ou can't do everything at once. Do it one part a atime. Grieve
for the great dephants. Grievefor the verdant grass. Grieve for the shining dolphins and the laughing
otters and the dusty grasshoppers. Cry for the golden butterflies and the fat wrinkled walruses and the
slly-looking duck-billed platypuses. Weep for the red roses and the tall ficus and the sprawling greeniivy.
Sorrow for the highflying eagles. Even the scuttling scorpions and the ugly-tough crabgrass and dl thetiny
diatoms. Grieve for the purple mountains and the silent icebergs and the deep bluerivers. Grieve for them
al, onepieceat atime, oneday a atime. And inyour grief, let them livein your heart.

"Y es, missthem-but in your sorrow, aso cherish them.” It made sense. Of a sort.

At least it wasaway to continue. But . . . my mother.

| couldn't grieve, because | couldn't forgive.

And | couldn't forgive her because | couldn't forgive myself. For Jason.

| was the person my mother used to warn me about. She would have to forgive mefirst before | could
forgive her. And she couldn't do that, because she was dead.

So | couldn't cry.

| could only beangry.

| was Staring at what | was seeing without seeing it at all. And suddenly, Dove's tick-tocking noises made
sense. He had been imitating the sound of footsteps.

There were footprints here in the soft dirt. Cleated footprints. Neither of the boys, and neither Jack nor I,
were wearing cleats on our shoes.

Infact, | couldn't think of anybody who wore cleats. Strangers had been prowling the base of the
peninsula. | forgot about my mother.

She was going to have to wait until | had thetimefor her. Again.
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There was an old voyeur named Zeke,

who liked to hide in the closet and peek,

then jump out with loud cries

of "Ahal" and"Surprise!”

and point out your flawsin technique.

2
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"Thisisassafe asit gets.”

"No manisanidand, but some of usare pretty good peninsulas.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

"Makeit quick, Jm," B-jay said. "I've got enough problems dready. Weve got kids missng again. I'm
afraid that they're going fera on us. Y ou're going to haveto put off finishing your fence. | want you in the
Search party.”

| shook my head. "Joey Donavan's been missing over aweek. That's not feral, that's something worse.”
"Weve had this conversation before, im. I'm tired of hearing about Chtorrans. . ."

"B-Jay, listen to me! There are renegadesin the hills and they're scouting Family.”

| told her about the footprints, and the boy in the hills. "I should have redized it before. They use children
as scouts. B-Jay, 1've got to have some help finishing the fence. Y ou've got to call Santa Cruz for military
protection.”

" am not going to put mysdf under the authority of the military government, dammit! | fought too hard to
get out from under their thumb.”

"Don't be supid! We have no defenses here. We have two hundred kids and |ess than twenty adults. A
truly determined assault will devastate this place. They could be on us tomorrow. Or tonight!"

B-Jay pushed a hand back through her hair. "Jm," she said. "I've heard the speech. Y ou've got your
fences. Thereisn't anything e se you can do and there isn't anything new you can tdl me."

"Do you know how renegades use children?"

She held up ahand. " Spare me the horror stories. | have an imagination. Jim, you've spent the last two
weeks putting up those damned dangerous fences. Now, you're telling me they're not going to work?”
"Those fences will stop worms. They won't stop truly determined renegades.”

"Jm, stop it!" Betty-John screamed at me. Her facewasred. "I am sick and fucking tired of your
Chtorran paranoia So iseverybody else! Weve got children missing and you want to arm for war! Give
the rest of us some credit too! Let usberight onceinawhilel”

"Okay, beright!" | shouted right back. "But you'll end up just asdead asif yourewrong! You'relivingin
adream world! Y ou don't know what's out there!"

"And you do?'

"Yes, dammit, | do!" | was screaming in her face. "Chrigt, B-Jay, I'm trying to save lives!™

"Soaml!"

For amoment, we both just stared at each other, both breathing hard and glaring angrily, neither backing
down, neither willing to concede aninch.

Betty-John spokefirgt. "I have done everything | can for you, Jm. | redly have. | went out on alimb for
you, S0 you could build those worm fences, even though you're the only one who seemsto think we need
them. Nobody else does. Weve never been attacked here, we've never even seen aChtorran in this
digtrict. Thisisone of the safest countiesin California. But not aday goes by that you don't worry about
Chtorrans and renegades. Congdering your history, Jm, don't you think that'salittle, um . . . derivative?
Symptometic?

"Y ou think I'm off the degp end, don't you?"

"Yes, | do. | think you'rejust as crazy astherest of us. But at least your crazinessis specific. Jm, you've
been hypersensitized to thisissue to the point where you can't see anything else.”

"l don't fed safehere” | said it very quietly.

"l got that. Thisisassafe asit gets.”

"No, itisn't. There's more we can do.”

"We don't have the resources."

"We can't afford not too."



"I'll bethejudge of that."

"Why don't you listen to someone who knows more about it than you do?!

"Jm-" Betty-John's expression hardened. "This conversation isn't getting us anywhere. I'm not going to
authorize any more fences or put gunsin the hands of children or ask the military governor for assistance
or anything else. And if you want to stay here, you had better get used to theideathat thisisthefind
word on this subject.”

"If that'sthe fina word, B-Jay, then maybe| can't stay here anymore!”

B-Jay looked asif 1'd dapped her. The room was suddenly cold. She said dowly, "I think you'd better
go now, Jm. And maybe you'd better reevaluate what kind of contribution you can make here.”

"What do you mean by that?"

"l don't think we should talk anymore right now."

"No, tdl me!”

Shesad dowly, "Jm, if that's how you redlly fedl, then perhaps you'd better look at moving to someplace
whereyou do fed safe.”

"For the sake of my children, | may haveto."

"No," shesaid. "The children stay. Y ou go."

"They'relegdly mine

"| can fix thet too."

"Huh?'

"Thewd|-being of the child, Jm."

"Y ou need grounds."

"I have grounds. Y ou're sexudly abusing Tommy."

| sank back into my chair asif I'd been dammed with abrick and just stared at her. "1 don't believethis,"
| said. "Y ou're agoddamned hypocrite.”

"Youd better believeit. | mean what | say. I'mtired of hearing about the Chtorr. I've busted my assto
get this place working. A lot of us have. And were dl getting pretty annoyed with you coming in here and
telling ushow it hasto beinstead. Y ou're wasting alot of our time and alot of our resources, and we're
al pretty much fed up with you. If you're not willing to be apart of the solution, then please don't bea
part of anything here."

"Fine" | said. | stood up. "1 hope to God you don't one day walk out the door and see Chtorrans coming
down that street, because then it'll be too late to change your mind.”

"l can livewith mysdlf, Im. Now | want you to learn how to live with yoursdif.”

"I'm doing fine, lady." | strode out of her office and headed for home.

Thekidsand | could leave for San Francisco right after dinner, and | could probably have us a plane for
Hawaii in the morning.

2

Rick promised to gently deflower

amaiden who lived on South Gower.

(Thetruthis, he spread

her legs wide on the bed,

and finished her off inan hour.)
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Day of Blood

"Violenceisthelast word of theilliterate. Also thefirs."
-SOLOMON SHORT

But what if shewasright?

What if | had fdlen off the deep end?

That's the problem with being crazy-you have to take other people's word for it, because it doesn't look
crazy fromingde. | strode up the street. Some of the kids were playing agame, the object of which
seemed to be to see how much noise you could make while moving a soccer bal up and down the road.
| crossed to the park to get out of their way. | could smell honeysuckle and pine and roses.

Maybe | should trust B-Jay. | didn't want to leave here; | liked it here.

But it was atrap. There was no place to run to. If someone was determined enough to come over the
hiking ridge, they could surprise thewholevillage. A pride of Chtorrans could sweep the length of the
peninsulain minutes.

What would it take to make this place safe?

We could minethe hiking ridge, we could bury booby traps the whole length of it. But that <till wouldn't
be sufficient. Nothing short of blowing up the ishmus would work. And we couldn't do that, because dl
of the service cablesfor the phones ran through the isthmus, as well as the power cablesthat fed
electricity to Santa Cruz. Somewhere out there were five greet turbines, churning silently in the ocean
current.

Wheat el se could we do? We could evacuate.

Betty-John wouldn't even congder it.

And shewasright. Where esein the world could shefind facilitieslike this?

No, the only dternative was to move everyone to the south end of theidand and establish very tight
security, constant patrols, and hold regular classes and drills for every person on theidand. We should
start teaching the teenagers how to use grenade launchers and torches.

But B-Jay didn't want the kids growing up in apolice state. "That kind of Stuff creates an atmosphere of
fear and paranoia Behind me, | could gtill hear the children screaming and hollering. They sounded
happy. B-Jay wasright, they didn't need fear and paranoia.

But was | wrong? They needed to be safe! That was where the argument had started. Dammit. | couldn't
get it out of my head. The sentences replayed themsdavesin endless|oops.

And dl | wanted was for usto be safel

| knew what was happening ingde my head.

It wasthat surviva mind that Delandro had talked about. The mind isacomputer. It wantsto survive. It
will do whatever it perceives as necessary to survive. There are no limitsto what it will ask for. The more
you think you have to protect, the more vigorously you will try to defend it.

It's neither good nor bad, it'sjust the way the mind works. And | wanted to protect my kids.

| redized | waswaking down to the hiking ridge again. | wanted to seeif any more of the worm lines had
been disturbed. | wanted to seewhat else | could do. Every problem has asolution. There had to be one
here.

Behind me, the screaming grew louder. And suddenly took on ashrill sound. I whirled around to look.
The children were shrieking and scattering in al directions. | heard it before | saw it.

“Chtorrrr! Chtorrrrrr!"

Three Chtorrans broke out of the park, asquad of men and women running with them!

Huh-?

And even before | asked, | knew what had happened.

They'd come over the ridge and gone straight into the park. Not down the street, they'd have been seen



immediately. They used the park as cover and went to the heart of Family.

The Chtorrans plowed into the children like bulldozers. | yelled. | started running toward them-

-then zigged into the park and started heading for home. And the Jeep.

The darm went off as| wasrunning. It was aflat double-note wall, risng and faling. | hurtled down a
grass dope, over the little Japanese bridge that crossed the brook, and up the opposite side. There were
children standing confused, trying to figure out what the sSren meant.

| pointed ahead. "Run for home! Get out of the park! Get out of the streets! Do it asfast asyou can!”
Wherewere my kids?

As| came charging out of the park, | saw Holly standing in front of the house staring down the Stret.
There were sounds of rifle fire coming from the village. Dammit.

| scooped her up in my arms and went charging through the front door.

"Y ou haveto hide, sweetheart. Thisisn't agame anymore!”

"No, Daddy! No!"

| went down on one knee and grabbed her by the shoulders. "Listen to me, | love you! And you haveto
hide!" God forgive me. | shoved her into the closet and locked the door. | grabbed my torch and ran.
The Jeep whirred to life and legpt forward. | svung it around in atight turn, going up over the curb and
ripping out abush as 1 hcaded south. | would meet the Chtorrans at the plaza. Therifletire had stopped
now. But | could still hear that dreadful purple screaming.

As| headed toward the south curve, one of the Chtorrans came Ilowing around to meet me. It stopped
in amazement. It hadn't expected to see a Jeep coming barrelling down toward it. | stood on the brakes
and came screeching to ahalt ahundred meters away fromit.

"Comeon, you big red dug! Cometo Poppa! I'll give you aone-way ticket to hell!" | was standing on
the seat now, just hulling the torch tanks onto one shoulder. | unlocked the safeties and double-checked
the charge. "Come on, you dimy red bastard! "

The worm cocked its eyes at me, one high, onelow. It chirruped aquestion. It hesitated. It probably
wanted to back up, but it didn't dare. It had been sent thisway as a scout.

Its behavior was atypica. Thiswas no ordinary worm. The wild wormswould have screamed and
charged. This one could recognize the threat | represented to it. This one wanted to survive. The question
came up in the back of my head: did Chtorrans have mindstoo? Or wasit only the tame ones?

"Come on, you bastard!" | challenged it again. It was till out of range. | couldn't drive and fire the torch
at the sametime. The worm couldn't attack. It was a standoff.

It couldn't last. Sooner or later, the others would come around that curve. | didn't think | could burn three
worms at once.

| heard footsteps behind me. Before | could turn and look, Little vy was diding into the driver's seet of
the Jeep. "Move over,” shesaid.

| grabbed hold of the top of the windshield and braced mysdlf. "Go dow," | said.

She eased the Jeep forward. The Chtorran began backing up. She increased our speed. | steadied
myself and braced the torch. | would only get one shot here.

Theworm reared up abruptly, issuing its chalenge. "Chtorrrrr! Chtorrr!™ Then, it came down flowing.

| burned it beforeit hit the ground. The jet licked out and touched the purple and red horror. The flames
exploded around its body. The creature raised up again, whirled in the air and came down writhing and
twisting acrossthe road. Its screamswere horrible. It waslike watching aman die!

And then it wasn't live anymore, just a burning thing, greasy and rubbery and sending huge clouds of
black smokeinto theair. "All right, let'sgo!" | pointed to the road beyond the worm. Little Ivy backed up
s0 she could go around it-and saved our lives. The grenade carved a hole in the street where the Jeep
had been. | saw the flash-was dammed down in my seet by the concussion-felt the Jeep lift off the
ground, then drop back-felt the gravel and pieces of road spatter down from the sky.

Four men and three women were just running around the curve. Two Chtorrans were moving with them.
They were aperfect skirmish line. For amoment | could only admire the military beauty of the operation.
Humans and Chtorrans together-the effect was devastating.

Then-moving automaticaly, | was standing again with the torch-1 was ill too dazed from the grenade to



be conscious. They saw me and scattered sideways.

Another Chtorran came around the curve then, and four more humans. | recognized the Chtorran. | don't
know how | knew-whether it was his shape or his coloring or the way he moved-but it was Orrie. And
the humans. | recognized Marcie. And Delandro.

Marcie was carrying arocket launcher. She went down on one knee

Little Ivy was aready backing the Jeep. She swerved and the burning Chtorran was between us. Our
view was obscured by the cloud of greasy smoke.

Ivy put the Jeep into forward and pointed it into the park. She stood on the pedal and we legpt over the
curb and down the dope. Something exploded behind us. | had aglimpse of trees splintering and flying
through theair. | hung on for my life. We bounced and skidded across the grass and into the stream, then
up the opposite side. | looked back; | couldn't see them any more.

| pointed ahead. "Head for the road. Well come around behind them- " | scrambled around to try to
reach the grenade launcher in the back of the Jeep.

We bounced up onto the pavement again. There were bodieslying in the Street. There was red blood
flowing in the gutters, pooling into dark puddles. There were children standing, dazed or crying. There
were people running. We skidded around them and kept going, around the south loop, around the curve,
past the burning Chtorran again.

They were heading northward-up toward my house-where Holly waslocked in acloset! | fired thefirst
grenade at the fat Chtorran in the rear. The explosion sent it flying, tumbling, rolling acrossthe lawns. The
explosion scattered the humans. Two went down. The others broke for the trees and the park.

They were met by ahail of gunfire. | saw Jack and Dove step from the trees, each carrying an AM-280.
The laser beams stabbed and pointed. The guns burped molten fire and carved holesin the men and
Chtotrans they touched. Two more renegadesfell.

And then Orrie was upon them. He fell across Jack and legpt for Dove. | didn't see what happened next.
The renegades charged into the trees after Orrie.

Thelast huge Chiorran was just whirling around to charge toward me. Heraised up for achdlenge. |
fired the second grenade, but the shot was low, the explosion went off in the street. The concussion
hurled the Chtorran backward, knocking it ass over teakettle and damming it into ahouse. My house.
Windows shattered.

Thefirst Chtorran was getting up now. Black blood was flowing from itswounds. It was limping across
the street toward the safety of the park. | fired the third grenade; it imbedded itsdlf into the Chtorran flesh
and there was a muffled thump. For just a second, the Chtorran seemed to puff out, then it disappeared
inabal of flame.

There were two more grenades. | Sighted on the last Chtorran again, it was peding itsdlf off thewadl. The
Jeep hit ablast hole in the road and the grenade went wild, exploding the roof off the rear of the house.
The Chtorran charged for the trees and was gone.

"Go after them!" | pointed. Little Ivy said something | didn't catch. | looked at her. Blood was dripping
down her face and shirt. When had that happened?"Go on!" | screamed at her.

She gulped and drove. We bounced up and over the curb and down into the park again. We did and
skidded down the dope, carving up the grass and trees. Two robot gardeners were trying to mow across
apath of chewed up ground where an injured Chtorran had dragged part of itself. We careened into one
of the robots and sent it pinning across the grass and into the stream. We did to ahalt

"Whichway?"'

| pointed ahead-

The Jeep lurched and did. | saw something purple. | fired thelast grenade-the explosion was abal of
orange that toppled trees and |eft asmoking crater that we had to swerve around-1'd missed the worm.
They plunged down the dope ahead of us-Oh, God! -there were children till at the swvimming hole. They
were clustered together, naked, by the big rock, al huddled and scared looking.

Orrie hit them like atorpedo. The bodies went under him like kindling wood. Their screamswere
horrible. I held my fire. The humans went charging after Orrie, legping over smdl bloody bodies. Little
Ivy was swearing next to me, astream of invective that would shatter glass. Still | held my fire. The



second Chtorran disappeared over the rocks after its companion.

Little Ivy let the Jeep dide to ahdt before the carnage. She legpt out and ran to the children. Shit. Just
when we had them. | did over into the driver's seat and stood on the peda. The Jeep skidded out and |
went around the big rocks. Something exploded behind me. | came around the rock to see Marciejust
standing up, the smoking launcher in her hands.

| aimed the Jeep directly at her. She legpt sSideways, the rocket launcher went spinning. The Jeep plunged
into thewater. | put it into reverse and tried to back up. A spume of water sprayed out from the wheels.
| had to easeit out. | started swearing. Marcie was getting away. "Come on, Jeep!" | banged the
dashboard. It legpt backward. " Thank you!™

But the renegades were gone. The Chtorrans were gone. They'd disappeared into the thickest part of the
park, where the Jeep couldn't follow.

No problem. There was only one way out. And | was going to be waiting for them. | backed up, turned
the Jeep around and headed for the street. | wasn't through. Not yet.

The Jeep banged out of the park and skidded and swerved acrosstheroad. | pointed it north. There
were people running toward me and pointing behind them. | couldn't hear what they were saying. | must
have been deafened in one of the explosions. | recognized Birdie. There was blood streaming down her
face. | waved her out of the way. | moved the Jeep ahead.

There were more bodies here. My God-what had they done? It looked like there had been akilling
rampage here-but | had seen those Chtorrans. | saw how they moved and reacted. Thiswas no feeding
frenzy. Thishad been ddliberate. This had been punishment.

Thiswastheworst thing I'd ever seen.

North-to the north end of the loop. They had to come out of the park there. And I'd be waiting for them.
| couldn't hear the Siren any more. Wasit dtill going?

| switched on the Jeep siren. There were more people heading south toward me on the road. | didn't
want to dow down-I swerved to the right and headed past them on the sdewalk. Then hack down on
the street and around the curve.

-and there they were, just disappearing over the crest of the hiking ridge! | hadn't been fast enough.

| fired my rocketsanyway. | blew thetop of that hill away. | didn't know if | hit anything. | wasn't going
up to look.

And then therewas silence.

It was over. And there was no such place as Family any more.

2
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Pavanefor aDead Infant

"Thereisno such thing asaholy war."
-SOLOMON SHORT

| sat there in the Jeep until dusk. The day grew dark. The sun tipped into the ocean and lit the seawith
ydlow flames.

| waited in the Jeep at the north end of the peninsula. | sat below the hiking ridge and listened to the sky.
Anything that came down that hill tonight was going to die. If they redlized how badly they'd redly hurt
us, they'd be back.

| wasready for them.

| sat and watched the sun melt into the sea, spreading afilm of fire acrossthe oily water.

What was it Delandro had said? Why couldn't | get him out of my head? Oh, yes-transformation. Hed
spoken of the process of transformation. He said it looked like fire. Energy flowed, it became unfocused.
The old pattern had been destroyed. Now, we create a new pattern. We choose the pattern and create
it. Cregtion isthe act of pointing to what's possible, and by the act of distinction, it becomesan
experience. The experience isthe creation; everything after that follows asinevitably asthe carsof atrain
follow the engine.

Why did | remember that? Because | knew what he meant by transformation now. I'd transformed
myself this afternoon. Delandro wasn't going to like this transformation. No, he wasn'.

Hewas going to regret it bitterly. | promised that. The street lights glowed to life.

The mothsflickered around the lamps. Bait.

Those lights were one more way we'd announced our presence to the world. To the Chtorrans.

"Jm?'

| looked up. It was B-Jay.

"We need you. Come on down."

| shook my head. "I haveto stay here. Someone hasto stand guard. "

"It'sdl right, Jm. | caled Santa Cruz. The military governor's been informed. They're sending out a Red
Crossteam. And soldiers are patrolling the road. Nothing elseis getting on the peninsulatonight. Y ou
don't have to stand guard any more. Y ou've been relieved.”

| looked at the torch in my hands.

"Comeon," shesaid, climbing into the Jeep. "Drive me back.” | reached around and stowed the torch in
the rear of the car. | turned the key and the Jeep whirred to life. There were athousand things my mind
wanted to say to B-Jay. But | didn't want to start it. | knew how that loop would go.

We coasted dowly down the avenue. There were stains on the road. There werefalen trees. There was
ahouse that had been blown apart. My house.

| brought the Jeep to astop. | climbed out.

| moved like azombie into the rubble. I went to the closet and unlocked it.

Holly was curled into atiny ball on the floor. She was surrounded by coats and sweaters and blankets, as
if she had made anest for hersdlf.

"Holly," | whispered. "I'm back. It'sal right now. Come on, you can wake up.” | pulled her into my arms
and held her. Shedidn't uncurl. Shewasin afeta postion. Her eyes weretightly shut. Her face was
curioudy blank. | stroked her hair, smoothing it. I kissed her. "Come on, sweetheart. Wake up now."
She didn't respond.

| stood up and carried her out to the Jeep. | put her into B-Jay's lap. | climbed back in the driver'sside
and eased the Jeep back into the road again. There were more stains, more fallen trees. There were
cratersin the pavement. Theair ill smelled of cordite.

B-Jay pointed and | pulled the Jeep up in front of the gymnasium. It had been turned into a hospital. |



took Holly from her and carried her in. | laid her down upon awrestling mat. One of the other girls came
up and put ablanket over her. | leaned down and kissed- my little girl. "I'm right hereif you want me." |
said to the girl who had brought the blanket. "Call meif she wakes."

B-Jay took my arm then. "Thisway." Sheled meoutside. "Areyou dl right?’

“I'mfine”

"Y ou sound dead.”

"l am deed.”

She stopped me and looked into my face. "Jm, stop being azombie. "

"No. Let mebeazombie. It get methrough this.

She looked like she wanted to cry. Shelooked like she wanted meto grab her and hold her and give her
asafewarm place to have her grief.

| couldn't do that. | hated her too much. | hated all of them. They'd told me | could be safe here. And
they had lied. Everybody lied. | couldn't be safe here. | couldn't be safe anywhere. How dare they lieto
me! | couldnt forgive that easily. B-Jay sniffed and dabbed a one eye. She said, "We have amorguein
the assembly hadl."

lle]rTWl

She shook her head. "He's ill missing.”

"Alec?'

"We have abody that could be him. Theidentification istill uncertain. ™

"Areyou sure you want to do this?'

"He'smy son.” | started across the lawn. B-Jay gulped and hurried to follow.

| stepped into the assembly hall. The chairs had been stacked hastily against the wall. In the center of the
room, plagtic tarpaulins had been laid out. Three rows of bodies had been laid across the plastic. White
sheets draped the bodies.

| stood there for along moment. The redity of the moment pounded in my brain in waves of dizziness.

A black boy, ateenager named Joe-Mary came up to us. "Who . .. ?' | managed to gasp and point.
B-Jay sad, "Jack and Dove. Little lvy."

"Little lvy! But-I |eft her at the creek! With the children!”

"The bastards threw agrenade at them.”

"Oh, God. Who ds=?

"Rita, Daddy Potts, Old Wag, Danny, Ida-George, Melanie.”

She stopped herself. She couldn't go on. She started weeping into her hands.

| couldn't pity her. | walked away. | said to Joe-Mary. "Show me the one you think is Alec.”

Hesaid, "Y ou sure you want to see?’

Heled meto asmal white bundle. He pulled back the sheet. There was atorso. No head. One arm till
attached. He'd been dismembered. The pieces had been ripped off of him like off adoll. Like abear.
Just like Bear. No head. Alec and Bear. Evento thelagt. | felt the burning come up in my eyes, the ache
comeup in my throat.

"It's Alec. | recognize the birthmark on hisside." The words came out like acroak. | couldn't speak any
more. | ran for the door.

| barely made it outside. | fell to my knees on the lawn and let my stomach heave. My chest spasmed, my
throat convulsed, my back arched. | brought up nothing but bile.

Betty-John came up behind me. She put her hand on my shoulder. "Jim, I'msorry . . .

"Fuck you! | don't want sympathy! Least of al yours!” | struggled to my feet and headed for the Jeep.
"Jm! Where areyou going?"'

"I'm going after the bastardswho did thig!" | said. | climbed into the Jeep and pointed it at the bridge.
Thetires screeched as | roared off toward Santa Cruz.

"

Juanita, the subject of scandals,



used to use unscented candles,
but now thinksit nice
touseadevice

with batteries, buzzers, and handles.
?



? 43? Eyeinthe Sky

"Lightning isone hell of amurder weapon-and the best part is, it can't be traced.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

| droveto thefirst public termina | could find and logged on as Mgor Duke Anderson. | had his code
number and | had his password.

Duke ill had a clearance. Amazing. | accessed the West Coast Satellite Eyebal Reconnaissancefile. |
ordered acomplete set of frames covering the last twenty-four hours.

Maybe Jason was right. Maybe Jm McCarthy couldn't lift aweapon against the Tribe. But Mg or Duke
Anderson certainly could. | just asked mysdlf how Duke would handle this and bent to the terminal.

| studied the wide-angle shot just long enough to locate Monterey Bay, then dialed down to the Santa
Cruz area. Using the joystick, | centered on Family. The peninsulawas atiny dagger sticking southward.
| dialed down on it, then moved forward in time to this afternoon. As the screen flashed through the
framesthey had been taken one minute apart-the shadows shortened and pivoted and lengthened. Their
angles changed asthe Earth turned before the sun.

There.

At the north end of the peninsula, just below the hiking ridge, walking distance from the unfinished worm
fence, aJeep was parked. A man was sitting in it holding atorch.

That was me. Guarding the barn after the horse was stolen.

| moved back in timeto the beginning of the attack.

Four worms and thirteen humans came across the rocks, around the end of the fence, dong the ridge and
down the dope, where they entered the north end of the park.

| moved the joystick and followed them through the park. Here on the west side was a group of children.
Therel was, just walking past them.

There. The worms burst from the park. | paged through the frames.

The worms plowed through the children.

And | turned and ran for my Jeep. The worms turned south-

- | moved forward intime.

Someone in avan was battering at one of the wormswith it. Three of the worms piled on the van and
pedled it open.

The fourth worm was aready moving around the south curve, and facing a Jeep. There | was. There was
Littlelvy. We burned the worm.

| moved through the frames.

Therest of the worms came around the curve. We fled through the park. There-we came out on the
opposite sde and turned around to attack the worms from the rear.

There. | blew aworm to pieces against my house.

There. The worms dashed into the park, flowed over Jack and Dove.

There. Wefollowed.

Thewormswerelost in the park. | couldn't see al of what happened.

| saw the explosion that killed Little Ivy. | saw the Jeep come barrelling out of the park. It turned north
toward the hiking ridge. There-I saw two worms come out of the park and flow up the dope. There
were people running with them.

There. The Jeep took its position. Where was the last worm?

Therewas ill one worm on the peninsula. Three worms had dashed into the park. Two had come out.
My God.

It had been on the peninsulawith us dl afternoon long. Maybe it was il there.

| reached for the phone. No, wait.

| moved forward in time. There was B-Jay getting into the Jeep. There was the Jeep moving off.

And there was the last worm and one human being moving across the road and up the dope.



The wholetime I'd been sitting there, they'd been in the park watching me. Jason and Orrie.

They could havekilled me.

No, they couldn't. I'd been sitting there with the torch in my lap, ready tofire.

It had been astandoff. I'd cut off their escape and hadn't known it. Shit.

But | knew something now. | knew they'd been on the peninsulauntil sunset. That meant they couldn't be
far.

I moved back in time until the Jeep appeared to back away from its position. There were two bright red
Smears moving across the road. There were people with the wormstoo. | began moving forward in time
again, thistime following them up the dope and over it. | moved northward on the peninsulawith them,
oneframeat atime.

They moved down the opposite Side of the hiking ridge, across the wide plateau, through the rough and
crumbled area, and across the rocks to the coast highway. | followed them from above. They couldn't
know | was watching from sixteen hundred kilometers above and six hours away.

They moved northward on the road for a half-kilometer to a place where it bordered awidefield. They
went inland then, two worms and thirteen humans. They were till moving on foot. Where were their
vehicles?

Oncethey were out of Sight of the highway, they turned north again. | flashed through the frames and
watched them jump from moment to moment; the effect was of astrobed and jerky movement. The
meadow they were on ended at a belt of trees bordering anarrow canyon road. They turned up the
canyon road. And then they were gone.

The dopes of the canyon were heavily forested. The road showed through only in patches.

| moved forward in time and widened the angle. No, they hadn't come out at the bottom end of the road
where it met the main highway.

| superimposed a state map on the frame and followed the road inland. No, nothing here.

They were gone. "Shit."

| leaned back in my chair and stared a the screen in front of me. It was an industria high-resolution
monitor, with 5,000 red lines of video information and another 5,000 lines of extrapolated data, al
repeated 120 times a second. There were 25 million pixels of data per frame. The system could be used
for anything from the most sophigticated kind of military reconnaissanceto finding lost golf bals.

But | couldn't find two wormsin aleafy canyon.

If they couldn't be seen from the sky, they couldn't be tracked. | leaned forward again. | typedina
search program. | 1D'd one of the worms as the target and set parameters. A ten-kilometer radius, from
thismoment until dusk. I hit ENTER and et the program scan through the frames for me.

Nothing.

The computer couldn't find them ether.

All right. So that wasthat. They weren't visible from the air, not asworms.

| went back to the moment where I'd lost them at the canyon road.

| followed the road north and east asit wound upward through the canyon. It came out on the crest of a
ridge and joined up with aridge road that headed mostly north.

If they were traveling by truck, it would be dusk before they got thisfar. They wouldn't show up on the
video.

All right. No problem.

| moved back through the frames, back in time to the moment of attack. | saw the worms-four of them
now-coming down the dope with their human companions. | followed them backward across the same
course, up the hiking ridge, across the plateau, across the rocks, up the road, acrossthe field, and into
the trees. And of course, they disappeared.

Now, | had thetime. They had been moving into position at the very same moment | had been arguing
with B-Jay.

I moved to the place where the canyon road met the ridge road and scanned backward in time. No
traffic up here-until a convoy hacked out of the canyon road. Three motorcycles, three trucks, and two
vans.



Bingo.

| tracked with them, moving backward through the day.

The ridge road wound northward for miles. A couple of times| lust themin thefoliage, but | just moved
farther north and waited for them to show up again on the frames. There they were. | followed them
backward until morning.

| amost missed the turnoff. | thought 1'd missed them and kept going north, but then | hit Interstate 5 and
| knew I'd gonetoo far.

Jason didn't like to use the Interstates. Too much traffic. And certainly not during the day.

I moved back to the ridge road to the first moment that the trucks appeared onit. Ahh, | see. They
turned onto it from this sde canyon. | followed them back up the side canyon. It dead-ended.

A narrow road wound up ahill to.. . .

There. Some kind of base. No, that long building was arow of motel rooms. That had to be alodge.
That wasacorra and abarn opposite. Yes. Jason liked to find little lost placeslike this. Thislooked like
some kind of aranch. Smart.

So now | knew where they had come from. But they were safe there.

So why had they attacked Family?

It didn't make sense. Family was too vulnerable. Today's attack proved that. Jason wouldn't put his
peoplein avulnerable place. Unless there were something about Family that required his specia
attention.

Oh, my God.

They'd been after me.

Infact, I'd even told them where Family was. That afternoon with Marcie and the puppies.

No-I hadn't told them where Family was. I'd only suggested one of the new peninsulas as agood place
to relocate. That was part of the information I'd dumped for Jason. He'd picked up the disk and studied
it.

Oh, God. Thiswas even worse. Family was still listed as a private-access area. B-Jay had refused to list
it as open-access because she didn't want refugees moving in.

And I'd told Jason to look for a private-access area. But why this peninsula?

Oh. Now | knew.

We had an extensive network of underground service tunnels and facilities. The worms could be hidden
from the sky. The aboveground uses of the village would look perfectly normal.

Jason hadn't been after meat all. And yet it was exactly as he had said over and over: Thereare no
accidentsin thisgame. Hed found me after al. And held beenright. | regretted it bitterly.

| was il staring at the screen.

Jason's camp was three hours away. At least. At night, driving with the lightslow, the trucks might take
four or more hours. They were probably till on their way.

My guess was that they would have waited for Jason and Orrie for aslong asthey could.

Let's see-yes, there they were. All the vehicles except one truck and one van were moving back toward
the camp. | looked at my watch. They'd left around five. They should be arriving there any moment.

But they were paralyzed without Jason. What was he going to do?

Even if he followed them as soon as he got to the last two vehicles hidden in the canyon road, he couldn't
be back at his camp before midnight.

A thought occurred to me. It probably wasn't possible. But it wasworth atry.

| picked up the phone and punched for the Santa Cruz Digtrict Military Governor. A woman answvered
the phone.

"ThisisMaor Duke Anderson, Specia Forces. | need to spesk with the governor.”

"I'm sorry, she'snot available.”

"Perhaps you didn't hear me. | said I'm Specid Forces.”

"I heard you. Colond Wright isnot available.

"Who am | speaking to?' | asked.

"Lieutenant Gall Beeker."



"Thank you, Lieutenant. | have amessage for your Colond. If she doesn't get it tonight, you may end up
as Private Gail Beeker. Does the name "Uncle Ira mean anything to you?"

"Uh-gtand by."

A moment later, another voice came on the phone. "Thisis Colong Wright. Who am | speaking to?"
"ThisisMgor Duke Anderson. Specid Forces. I'm investigating the worm infestation in thisarea. | saw
the attack on the peninsulathis afternoon, and I've located the renegades base camp. We have very little
time, Colond. We haveto hit them tonight. | know this group. They're Reveationists. They'll be on the
road before morning if they think their cover's been compromised. Can you mount anight misson?"
"Mgor," Colond Wright said, "my troops are not trained for this kind of operation.”

Right. A desk battaion. Leftoversfrom the Teamwork Army. They make the software run on time.

"Do you have pilots? Do you have choppers? Do you have men and women who can hold awegpon and
point it intheright direction?"

"I have three teamsthat are used primarily for rescue operations.”

"They'll do. Scramble them, please.”

"Mgor, | appreciatetheurgency . . ."

"No, Colond, you don't. These people have taken children as hostages. What you don't know is that
when they break camp, they don't take their hostages with them. They feed them to their worms, so the
worms can go aweek before their next meal. These are the children from the peninsula. Theremay bea
chance to save them, but only if we act now. All | ask from you isthat you ask the men and womenin
your command if there are any volunteersfor this particular rescue mission. Let them know that there
may be some shooting involved. In fact, you can count onit. I'll personaly assume respongibility for the
planning and execution of the operation. And I'll leed it too.”

There was sllence from the phone for amoment. Then Colond Wright said, "I'll assume the responsibility,
Maor. But you can lead the misson. Where are you? I'll have acar pick you up.”

"Don't bother. | have a Jeep. Just have someone meet me at the gate of the airfield with a clean jumpsuit.”
"I'll meet you mysdlf," she said. And switched off. The lady was okay. Regular Army aways ddivered.

| hit the keyboard and dumped to disk. I'd need thisfor the briefing. While the drive whirred, | picked up
the phone and called B-Jay.

| had a hunch there might be something sheld want to do tonight too.

2

Therewas an old prune name of Ginty

who only ate muffinsand thin tea.

Thinking of sex

gave her the blecchs,

and left her al dried up and squinty.
?
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Duke's Revenge

"The best thing about war isthat it makesit al right to hate.”
- SOLOMON SHORT

Colond Wright was asmadl lady with long black hair and amean expresson. Shelooked a me
disapprovingly as| pulled up to the gate.

"I don't likethis," she said. She handed me the jumpsuit. | started pulling it on over my clothes. There
were mgor's bars on the deeve. "Thanks" | said. And prayed that I'd have a chance to kill Delandro
before anyone found out the truth.

"I'm not doing it for you," shesad. "I'm doing it for my people here.”

"l know. Soam ."

"Y ou're younger than | expected,” she said. "Y ou look too young to have served in Pakistan.”

Oops.

| shrugged. ™Y ou looked up my record.”

She nodded. "1 looked up somebody'srecord.” She said, "I don't think it's yours."

| stopped in the act of pulling on the jumpsuit. | waited for her to go on.

"I know who you are," she said. Urk.

"Y ou used the name "Uncle Ira.’ That tells me that you're aworm-killer-and that's dl that | need to know.
Y ou burn worms. That's probably all you do. | suppose you're very good at it. But | want you to know
something: thereésalot more to thisarmy than just burning worms. | know you probably have alow
opinion of those of uswho St a desks and coordinate logigtics. That's usudly the way of the military. But
if it weren't for me kegping the Santa Cruz and San Jose districts operating, you wouldn't be able to do
your job."

"Colond," | said. | straightened, zipped up the suit and saluted her. "1 don't know what kind of abug
you've got up your ass, but | think you really need to deliver this speech to the person you're pissed at. |
know that it takes twenty-three support personnel to put one manin thefield. I've never yet goneon a
mission without praying that al those support people have done their job right. To the good credit of the
United States Armed Services, I've yet to be let down. Y ou know how | know? I'm ill dive. That's
how | know. So | truly appreciate that you've marshalled your resources on such short notice. | promise
to take the best care of them.”

"I'm coming with," shesaid.

"All due respects, malam-if you insgt, | won't argue. But it isn't going to be very nice.”

"I know. As| said, I've read your record. | assume that some of it actually represents your own
experience. Let'sgo.”

To givethe colond credit, the choppers were warming up on thefield. "Through here," she pointed. We
stepped into a briefing room. Forty men and women were just settling into their seats.

"Ten-hut!" someone shouted. The colond waved them back into their seats. "Maor Anderson will brief
you."

| did the disk into the terminal and punched up the appropriate frames. | put them on the overhead
screen. | took them through the entire sequence of frames. | showed them the attack on Famiily. |
described it in the most graphic detail possible, every death, every child.

| glanced up acouple of times. Their faceswere gray. Good. It was working. | wanted them to know
what they were up againgt. | went on. | showed them what I'd discovered about the base camp of the
renegades. " See here-that's me, sitting in this Jeep. Now, watch. When | leave, thisworm crossesthe
road and goes up the hill. Notice, there's a human being riding on its back. That's the Tribe leader.
"Now, here-if we backtrack from this morning, you can see where their campis. | have my own
suspicionswhy they attacked the peninsula, but we won't know until we interrogate. My guesstimateis
that the trucks carrying the attack party won't get back to their base until sometime between midnight and



one. Even if some of their trucks went ahead, the last one--the one that would have certainly waited for
thisworm here--can't possibly get there before then. We have just alittle less than two hoursto get into
position.

"What | want to do is put the choppers down here-on thisfield about five miles away. Well split theteam
into two parties. One team will circle around and come in from the north, the other will come up from the
eadt. | want to put a Jeep with atorch here on this road to the south, and that should box them in nestly.
Squad leaders, you'll fly with me. WEIl go over detailsintheair.”

| looked up, and redlized these men and women were terrified. I'd done my job alittle too well. | needed
to bring them back now. "How many of you have ever seen aworm first hand?”

A few of them raised their hands, not many.

"How many of you have seen aworm in combat?'

Two hands.

"All right, look-1'm going to tell you some things you need to know. Firgt of al, you have the advantage.
Y ou'll know what's going on. They won't. Theré'sgoing to be alot of confusion out there tonight, but
you'll have the night goggles, so you'll be ableto see clearly. Y ou'll have the torches and the AM-280's
and the grenade launchers. Any one of those alone would be enough to do thisjob. | know. I've killed
wormsusing al three of those wegpons.

"Next, | want to tell you something about this particular tribe of renegades. They're terrified of the United
States Army. | know. | waswith them for amost ayear.” That sounded wrong. "Under cover," | added.
"I needed to find out how they tamed their worms. And | found out. What | dso found isthat they did the
job alittletoo well. Their so-called tameworms are dso afraid of battle. They'll run from you.
"Now-who'sterrified?' | looked out over the room.

Three hands.

"Bullshit. | know there are more of you than that who're shitting in your pants. Let's see some hands.”
Four-no, five more hands went up.

"Good. Thanksfor being honest. All right, now-who wanted to raise his hand but was afraid to look like
afod?'

More hands went up.

"Who isn't sureif they should raise their hand or not?"

Some more hands went up. More than haf the people in the room.

"Good. Okay, now those of you who gtill haven't raised your hands, al those of you who should have
raised your hands and haven't?

A few more hands. We were getting there. There were some smiles now. Good. They were sarting to
relax.

"Now dl therest of you who haven't raised your hands-who's lying about being afraid?”

Two more hands popped up.

"If you haven't raised your hand yet, raise your hand." The last four hands went up.

"Good. Look around.” | raised my hand. Colonel Wright raised hers. "Everyone with their hand raised is
terrified. Y ou're supposed to be terrified tonight. If you're not, you shouldn't be going on thismission. |
don't want your degth on my conscience.

"Listen up: | don't want you to be brave. | don't want you to be heroes. | want you to do your job. It'll be
very easy, if you follow ingtructions.

"S0 hereé's the mission objective: burn the worms.

"That's the job. The worms must die. Now, | know ther€'s probably some vaue in capturing atame
worm. What | want you to know isthat I'm not interested in capturing these tame worms. These worms
areto be burned, no matter what.

"Now, let me put that in plain English. It isvery likdly that some of these people may stand between you
and the worm to keep you from burning it. Don't hold your fire. Take them both out.

"What we are deding with isa Tribe. Their identity iscompletely and totaly derived from the worms.
They perceive the worms as gods. Their gods must be destroyed if we are to destroy the Tribe. Yes, you
have your hand up?'



A tall black man stood up. "Sir? How are we going to handle prisoners?’

| met hisgaze coldly. "Easy. Y ou're not taking any."

"Gy

"Lieutenant, are you familiar with Paragraph Twelve?!

"Uh, yesdr. It specifiesthe conditions under which the military may invoke the Termination Act.”
"That's correct.”

His expression turned thoughtful. | could see him redizing the impact of the moment. Very likely, heand
his companions would be executing enemies of the human race tonight-including anumber of two-legged
ones. He didn't ook happy. "I got it." he said. He sat down.

"Thank you. Any other questions?' There were none.

| checked my watch. "Forty minutes. It'll be close. Colonel Wright says| can depend on each and every
one of you. Good. Follow your orders and you'll do fine. Colonel?*

She shook her head. "'l have nothing to add. It's your show, Mgor."

"Thank you. All right, move out-"

She nodded to me, and we followed the troops out to the choppers.

2

| have written some limericks quite fateful,

malicious and vicious and hateful,;

but I've torn up the jokes

that would sicken most folks,

and humanity ought to be grateful.

2
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? Agreaments

"Purity isalmost awaystoxic."
-SOLOMON SHORT

There were eight Jeepsin al. Each one had atorch mounted on its nose. Each one had aman with a
grenade launcher and two more with AM-280's.

Therifleswere a viable weapon against the worms only from head on. Y ou needed to drop down as low
as possible and shoot upward through the mouth. The bony brain case of the creature was not asthickly
shielded from below. It was possible to destroy the cerebra cortex with awell-aimed shot. The
laser-gight of therifle made awell-aimed shot possible. It was not recommended for those of dubious
courage.

Therewas afull wing of twelve choppers. Every qualified person on the base wanted to bein on this
mission. Colond Wright, concerned about unpleasant surprises, had authorized the expansion of the
mission. | wasn't unhappy about that.

The choppers unloaded the ground teams and the Jegps at the landing site, then moved off to wait until
we werein position. They would come in from the sky with spotlights and skyball flares. It was going to
be very bright here, very soon. Colond Wright was aso on the phone to Denver, trying to get asolar
mirror pointed our way on short notice. It would give usatiny local sun.

Mine wasthe last Jeep to move into position. Colond Wright looked to me. "It's your show, Mgor. Give
the word.”

| picked up the microphone. | said, "Thunder and lightning.” The Jeepsrolled out. The lights were off.
We crept aong the winding road as quietly aswe could, moving to our advance position.

The Jeep lurched ahead, picking up speed. | could hear the other machines moving into position now too.
| picked up the microphone from the dash, and thumbed the PA channel to life. Every speaker on every
vehicle blared as| spoke, "We have you surrounded. Do not attempt to escape. We have you
surrounded.”

The wakie-talkie squawked. "Sir? Don't fire! They've aready surrendered.”

"Huh?' Colond Wright and | exchanged a glance. "Everybody hold your position,” | ordered. | motioned
to my driver. "Movein."

The camp was an old dude ranch. There were a couple of battered buses here and nothing else. There
werefive teenagers and twelve deepy children standing in the headlights of two Jeeps.

Suddenly, there were choppers overhead-their spotlights came on, stabbing the ground, illuminating the
night

| climbed out of the Jeep. | pulled atorch out of the back and shrugged into a harness. Colonel Wright
watched as| did so. "Y ou think that's going to be necessary?"

"I don't trust anyone." | squinted against the glare of the spotlights. Lord, those choppers were loud. And
they were raising dust. "Send the choppers out. Have them start searching the roads.”

| walked over to thekids. | recognized severd of the children from Family. They were huddled together
in afrightened, trembling group; none of them was over ten years old. The other children, the onesfrom
the Tribe, stood arrogantly apart. Tommy wasn't in either group.

The children from Family were too frightened to be coherent. | went down on one kneein front of little
Crysd. "It'sdl right, sweetheart. We've come to take you home. Do you know where any of the others
are?' She shook her head. She didn't know.

| gave her aquick hug, then straightened. | pointed, ™Y ou, Corporal, get these children out of here." |
knew what | was going to have to do next and | didn't want them to see what was going to happen.

| waited until the kids from Family were herded away, then | strode over to the other group. | grabbed
thetdlest of the teenagers; a skinny boy with abig nose and awesk chin; and yanked him forward. He
looked scared. | pushed my goggles back off my eyes so he could see my face. "' Jeffrey-yes or no: Do



you remember me?"

He blanched. "Uh, yes™"

"I'm going to give you achoice. Liveor die?'

"Live"

"Good, Jeffrey. Where's Delandro?”

"l don't know. He didn't come back."

"I know that somebody came back, Jeffrey. Where did they go?"

"l can't tel you! | gave my word!" He was shaking.

"Y ou made an agreement?'

"Yes gr!"

"Y ou have an agreement with me. Which one are you going to keep?'

| unholstered my pistal. | knew that there were men and women looking at me. | knew what | was about
to do.

"Jeffrey,” | said. "1'm going to blow your fucking brains out.”

"Please, Jm-" He started crying.

"l don't want to do it, Jeffrey. Turn around.” | placed the cold metal gun barrel against the back of his
head. "Tak to me, Jeffrey.”

"Theyll kill me"

"Il kill youif you don't."

For amoment | thought he was going to break. Then he sniffed. "I'm sorry-I can't.”

"I'm sorry too." | squeezed thetrigger. Thetop of hishead disappeared. He toppled forward into the dirt.
The other Tribe children stared in horror. | knew | wasamongter. | didn't care.

| stepped sideways and pointed my pistol at the next teenager, a pear-shaped girl with adirty face. She
looked angry. Somebody grabbed my arm and whirled me sdeways-it was Colond Wright. " For the
love of God! What are you doing?" | came up with my pistol in her face-"Don't get in my way, Colone!"
"These are children!”

"Don't you believe that for a second! 1've seen these monstersin action. That one-" | pointed at Jeffrey's
body, "that oneis persondly responsible for the deaths of seven men and women, four of them members
of the United States Arrny."

She opened her mouth to say something. Sheredlized my pistol was still pointed at her. Shelooked at me
coldly and stepped aside. "There's going to be ahearing.”

"l look forward to it. | know Paragraph Twelve."

"Yes. | understand you're an expert oniit!"

"Whilewere arguing here," | said, "the Tribe leaders are getting away." | turned back to the girl. "Sandra,
I'm going to giveyou achoice. Liveor die”

"Die." Shelooked triumphant. She turned around and offered me the back of her head. " Go ahead,
asshole" shesad. "Doit."

| cdlosed my eyes. God forgiveme. | did it.

| stepped sideways to the next teenager.

Before | could offer him the choice, he pointed-toward the barn. | reached behind me and motioned one
of the Jeeps forward. Its headlights peered into the gloomy darkness of the huge old structure. There
wererotting piles of hay tumbled here and there. An ambush?

| pulled the boy away from the others. They were glaring a him angrily. "Watch him," | said to Colondl
Wright. "Hewantsto live."

| stepped over to the Jeep pointed at the barn. " Stand by with that torch. Everybody else” | called,
"keegp asharp eyeout.” It didn't make sense.

Deandro wasn't stupid. Neither was Jessie or Marcie. They wouldn't hidein the barn.

There might be something in the barn. There might not be. Probably, the only thing in the barn would be
what Delandro wanted me to see. No, there was something else going on.

Then why had the boy pointed?

| turned and looked at him. He wasn't shaking any more. He had ahint of asmile.



Hed been told to point.

Delandro had been prepared for this.

Hed told the boy to point at the barn. He'd even told thefirst two children to die-to makeit look like a
real confession. And of course, they would-to protect Orrie.

It was that goddamned survival mind. Delandro had taught them that their identity was Orrie. They would
dieto savethat identity. Their survival minds had given them death. The deaths of those two children was
only to vdidate thelie. Thisboy'sinformation was given credibility by the deaths.

Delandro had known what | would have to do. He'd outthought me.

Or had he?

Hewouldn't have planned this so carefully if he were trying to escape. There was something here hewas
trying to defend.

Why?

He cherished hismobility. It was hisonly defense.

Obvioudy there was something here that wasn't easily movable,

| had ahunch. . ..

| tried to remember what the layout of this place was from the Eyebal frames.

Therewasamain lodge building, two clusters of bungalows, aswimming pool, and the barn.

They wouldn't have had alot of time. They hadn't expected to still be here tonight. They thought they
would dl be on their way to the peninsula

| lowered my night goggles over my eyes again and dialed for infrared. There was nothing, not even on
the distant hills. There was some resdud warmth in the buildings. The barn showed some interesting
hotspots, but they were too small even to be children.

| wanted to go into that barn and look, but not until | knew the trap that had been st. | had the eerie
feding that I'd dready walked into it, that it was just amatter of time until | redlized how completely
caught | was.

| turned to Colonel Wright. "Have your teams search every building. Then torch them.”

| knew they wouldn't find anything though.

No, | had to look at thisfrom Delandro's point of view. Or Jessie's. She'd probably made it back and set
thisup. Or Marcie. That wasit. Marcie.

Sheld know exactly what kind of weaponry | could call down on them. She wouldn't dare mest it head
on. Her only hope wasto find some weak point.

Where would we be vulnerable? And then suddenly, | knew.

Thiswas adecoy. We were supposed to spend haf the night searching this place, then give up and go
home.

| turned to Colone Wright. "I'm taking six of the Jeeps. | know where the renegades are.” | pointed to
my driver. "Cal the choppers. Tell them to stand by to return to the landing site. But whatever they do,
don't approach it.”

| rounded up four squads and we scrambled.

Thetrip back down the mountain was faster than the trip upexcept for the last half mile, when we crept
agan.

"All right,” | said to theradio. "Everybody hold your positions until the sky lights up, then come acrossthe
landing fields fast and drop awide spray of concussion grenades!”

"Gotit!"

"Stand by," | whispered to my driver. "When the lights come on, | want everybody ready to head on
down. Fire on sight. Take no prisoners”

| sgnaled Colond Wright. "Any time, malam.”

| dided my night goggles up to maximum. | couldn't be sure, but it looked like there was something
moving around down there on our landing site. I'd guessed right. They were going to booby-trap our
pickup.

Well, wed handle that.



Suddenly, the sky lit up with sunlight. The west coast solar mirror, fifty kilometers across and 1,600
kilometers above the surface of the planet, had just been turned to create an artificia spot of daylight on
the west coast of California

Our landing Site was nearly as bright as day.

There were four wormsthere. And nearly every adult member of the renegade band. And two
truckloads of Claymore mines. They had enough of them to knock down afleet of choppers.

Almost immediately, the choppers were zooming in overhead. The renegades were aready running for
the ditch at the south end of the field and diving into it. Most of them wouldn't makeit.

Asthe choppers passed overhead, they began dropping sprays of concussion grenades. They popped in
theair likefireworks. They went off like popcorn, scattering bright flashesin al directions.

The ground began to explode--

The Claymores had been triggered. Each one triggered the ones around it. It was a chain reaction. The
bombs spewed fragments. Two of the worms were shredded where they stood. A third waswrithing in
pain. The fourth wasracing up the hill toward the lead Jeep. | nudged my driver. We started moving
down to mest it. | grabbed the controls of the torch.

But the girl in thelead Jeep was aready working. She brought the torch around and aimed it at the beast.
The flameslicked out and it exploded and died.

We went down to the field and torched the worms there. Most of the renegades were dead. Their own
bombs had killed them. Some were injured. | invoked Paragraph Twelve again. We caught the last few
survivors at the bottom of the ditch. They were too stunned to put up any resistance.

| was almost disappointed. Thiswas too easy.

| walked down the hill. | had the survivorslined up. Therewerefive of them. | gave each one achoice.
Liveor die. "Where's Ddlandro?' They choseto die. | wasn't surprised. Paragraph Twelve.

Neither Jessie nor Marcie was among them. Too bad. The last onetried to tell methat it was his choice
todie

"Uh-huh," | said. "Dead is till dead." | pulled thetrigger. God help me. It was getting eeser every time.
2

Heresthetale of Benjamin Sneed:

Where others were two'd he was threed;

and when they unmasked it,

(three ballsin his basket),

hewas voted "Mogt Likely to Breed."
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The Secret of the Barn

"Expect theworst. Y ou'll never be disappointed. "
-SOLOMON SHORT

| drove back by mysdlf. | needed to think. Halfway back to the Tribe's camp, | made adecision. |
counted to ten. It fill felt right. | picked up the phone and made acdl. "Birdie, Jm. Don't ask questions.
Just listen-" | hoped that for once, she would believe me.

Colonel Wright was dready waiting for mein front of the barn. She hadn't burned it yet.

Mogt of the other units had moved out. The children had been loaded onto one of the buses and also
moved out. We had passed it on the road.

Colonel Wright was standing in front of the huge open doors. "I think you ought to seewhat'sinsde
here"

| strodeinside.

Therewas acorrd made up of hay bales. Thewalsof it were eight feet high. | had to climb up a
gairway of bundlesto look intoit.

Therewerefive littlewormsin the corra, the smalest worms I'd ever seen, smal enough to hold in your
armslike ababy. And something else.

Thefloor of the corral was dark and wet with blood.

There were some fragments of clothing scattered about, but it wasimpossible to identify it as anything
more than scraps of cloth. Here were the missing children.

The baby wormslooked up a me and trilled. "Prrt?" they asked. One of them made asif to climb up the
hay, but it was dtill too unsure of itsdlf. | realized | was smiling. Baby creatures-of any species-are
adorable. Even worms.

How old were these? A week at the most.

Thiswas what Delandro was willing to abandon here. Hisliabilities. He could aways raise more worms,
he didn't need these. And he could always find food for them. No, they'd abandoned this place by the
time we got here.

But he-or Marcie-had known what | would think; that the renegades considered the worms too vauable
to abandon. Except they were wrong.

| knew onething. If afanaticiswilling to give hisown lifefor acause, he sure ashdl isn't going to have
much regard for anybody else's.

| unshouldered my torch. "Everybody out. Once this barn goes, you'll have lessthan thirty seconds.”
Colond Wright looked at me. "We could take these specimens back with us. . . 7

| shook my head. "They've aready been imprinted. We'd get nowhere with them.”

"Imprinted?’

"Uh-huh. Y ou'd better get out of here now." | waited until she was gone. | looked at the baby worms one
moretime. | said, "I could dmost learnto like you little sonsabitches-if only you didn't have such lousy
egting habits"

And then | burned them.

They died quickly. | wasglad of that.

Thefireleapt up the walls and exploded. The roof of the barn wasjust erupting into flame as| came
dashing out the door. | turned around just asit hit the flashover point. A moment later, thetop fell in.

| turned to Colond Wright. "Thanks. Y ou done good, lady. Let'sgo."

"Will you be wanting anything else, Mgor?'

"Y es, asamatter of fact. Can you have amobile reconnai ssance van waiting for me?"

"Any particular reason?"

"Therés ill one worm unaccounted for. | want him."



She nodded. "Find him fast. Burn him." After what sheld seen here, she didn't need alot of convincing.
"And the Tribeleaders," | added.

Shefrowned. "I thought we got them.”

"Theresat least four of them that weren't among the dead or missing. | don't think they got back here. |
don't think they were planning on coming back." | climbed into the Jeep beside her. She eyed me
sdeways. She knew that there was alot more going on here than | had told her, but she wasn't going to
ask. Sheturned forward again and put the Jeep into gear.

Aswe pulled away from the burning buildings, she said quigtly, "l want to say something.”

"Go ahead. Y ou can't hurt my fedings. | don't have any, anymore.”

"I didn't like you when you set thisup. | didn't like your briefing. I didn't like the way you handled this
mission. Understand this, Mgor Anderson, or whoever you are-l don't like you. | don't want you in my
digtrict. | don't want to ever have to deal with you again. Isthat clear, Mgor Anderson?'

"That'sred clear, Colond. Youll be glad to hear that we'rein total agreement. "

"Thank you, Mgor."

"Y ou're welcome, Colond.”

Thevan waswaiting for me at the edge of the airfield. | tossed the torch in the back, climbed into the
driver's seat, and headed back toward Family.

"

A maiden who had athird breast

always kept her hand close to her chest,

and | promised her well

that | never would tell.

(Write me privately. Name on request.)
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Recriminations

"Everything is connected to everything else. That'swhy it's so hard to keep a secret.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

| turned off onto the canyon road.

Threeklicks up, there was a sharp curve. Hidden in the bend, out of view of anyone who might be
coming down the road was aroadblock of two schoolbuses,

Betty-John, Birdie, Big lvy, and ahandful of teenagers were there. All of them were carrying weapons. |
pulled the torch out of the back of the van and joined them.

Birdie had listened. Good.

She came up to me and asked, "How did it go?"

"Wegot dmog dl of them.”

"What about the children?’

| nodded. "There were seven of oursthat | recognized, and three more from | don't know where." |
named the ones | knew; Birdie didn't look happy. "Colone Wright istaking care of them tonight in Santa
Cruz."

Betty-John asked, "What happened to the renegades?”

| said it without emotion. "We didn't take any prisoners.”

"Good," she said. She started to turn away, then she turned back to me. Shelooked haggard and
broken. "Y ou wereright, Jm. "

"I would have rather been wrong."

"What I'm trying to say isthat | should have listened to you before.”

"Y es, you should have." Thiswas hard for her, and | wasn't making it any essier.

"I-I'm s0 sorry. | should have believed you, but-1 never thought-well, I'm sorry, that's all.”

| knew what | was about to say and | wasn't going to stop myself from saying it. "I'm sorry too, B-Jay.
Because sorry isn't enough. It never is. I'm the expert on sorry. | can't find Tommy. Alec'sdead. Holly
might aswell be. Y ou want to know something? I'm more angry at you than the renegades.”

"I'm trying to apologize-!" she blurted. "Do you have to beat me up too?"'

"Yes, | do! Goddammit! Because | don't have anyone elseto takeit out on!™

She gtarted to protest, then she redlized what 1'd said, and stopped hersdlf. "Go ahead,” she said. "Let it
al out. Let me haveit then."

| hesitated-

"Goon..."

-and then | couldn't help myself. | letit out. | let it al out. "Y ou narrow-minded, thoughtless, stupid,
inconsderate, self-centered bitch! My kids are dead! And how many others? They'd be dive tonight if
you'd have just listened to me. We could have had the fences up by now! All | wanted wasto savethe
kids, but everything had to be done your way. Y ou had to analyze it, you had to have meetings abot it,
you had to think it over! And then you had the gall to tell methat | was acting paranoid and psychotic!
Well, look who paid the price!”

Shelooked shaken. "Isthat al?"

"No! Y ou got what you asked for! Thisisit, lady! Dead children al over the street! The children paid for
your supidity!

The tears were streaming down her face now. "Isthere anything ese you haveto tel me, Im?"

How could she stand to listen to me like this? I'd have decked me. | should have stopped, but | couldn't.
| hadto say it. "I hate you, B-Jay. I'll never trust you again.”

She was sobbing. She choked and said, "Go on, Jm. Y ou're the only one wholll tell me the truth. |
betrayed Family. Y ou'reright. | don't deserve anyone'strust. Not ever again." She was crumbling before



my eyes.

In the middle of my anger, | wanted to grab her and hug her and tell her that it wasn't true, she was il
worthy of our love and trust and respect. But God, | hated her so much! | wanted to kill her. | wanted to
get even with somebody. Anybody.

Poor B-Jay.

Sheld done her best. Shejust didn't know. If only she'd listened to me-the confusion was driving me
crazy!

| didn't know what | was feding any more. "l don't have anything elseto say."

B-Jay turned away from me, shefdl into Birdies arms and Sarted crying. Birdie gave meafoul look. Big
Ivy cocked her rifleloudly and glared a me. | turned away from them dll.

Big Ivy cameuptome. "Yourean asshole” shesad.

"Tdl me something | don't know."

"Don't you think she feds bad enough?'

| whedled around to fix her with an angry stare. "Don't handle my case! Y ou don't know what | had to
do tonight. Y ou don't know anything! At least B-Jay can cry it out now. | can't.”

"Maybe thiswasn't such agood idea, after al . . ." Birdie started to say.

One of theteenagers called. "Douse your lights! Everybody!" He held up awakie-talkie. "L ookout says
therésavan coming." B-Jay pulled away from Birdie, wiping her eyes. "Everybody: postiond”

| walked around one of the buses and stood in the blind part of the curve. | unshouldered the torch and
waited.

It wasn't long.

We heard the engine growling down the canyon. We heard a screech of tires. We saw the beams of the
heedlights

It wasaminibus. It came barrelling around the curve too fast to stop. The driver saw the roadblock too
late and tried to turn. The van did and skidded and dammed sidewaysinto one of the buses, knocking it
into the second bus.

Almost immediately the van tried to back up-I laid down a sweth of flame acrosstherear.

The door to the van popped open and the driver hopped out, holding his handsin the air. Hewasonly a
boy.

"Liedown ontheground,” | ordered. He threw himself flat. | stepped away from the tree I'd been hiding
by. | waved toward B-Jay. Someone switched the headlights of one of the buses on. Other people were
moving out from the bushes now, their guns pointed &t the van.

"Come out dowly," | ordered, "with your hands over your heads.”

There was no response.

| went to the van and puiled open the door and peered in. They hadn't been wearing their seat belts.
There were six of them. Two were unconscious. Delandro was cradling Jessiein hisarms. Marcie had a
rifle pointed toward me. Frankenstein looked like he had a broken arm.

| pointed my torch at Marcie. "Drop it, stupid. Or thiswhole van goes up in flames.”

She looked to Delandro. He nodded. She put therifle down. "Everybody out,” | said. "Hands over your
heads." | turned and called to Birdie. "Were going to need a couple of stretchers!” B-Jay came up to me
then. She peered at the renegades as they climbed out of the van. | made them lie down on the pavement
next tother driver.

"Which oneisther leader?' she asked. | pointed at Delandro with the torch. "I'm going to burn him," |
sad.

B-Jay stepped in front of me. "No, you're not," she said.

"B-Jay-hekilled my kids."

"He'sgoing to have atrid fird."

| stared at her. "Y ou've got to be kidding! After what he did today-?"

"I'm not an animd, Jm! Sure | want revenge-but not so badly that I'm willing to throw away what little
humanity | haveleft! | havent falen asfar asyou yet!"

| lowered my torch. | stepped closeto her. | said, "I know these bastards. Y ou go ahead. Y ou think you



can haveatrid?Youtry and I'll tell you exactly what's going to happen. Y ou won't be ableto. Y ou're
going to end up giving them back to me. And then I'll burn them. | canwait.”

Betty-John didn't answer. She started directing the cleanup operation. | went back to my van and tossed
thetorch in the back. | drove back to Family aone.

"

Skydiver Daniel McDopp

used to masturbate right from the top.

Whenever hefdl,

hejerked off like hell.

He was good to the very last drop.
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Jason Makes a Choice

"For every action, thereisan equa but opposite criticd anayss.”
- SOLOMON SHORT

| finally went to see Delandro in his cell. After severd private centuries of indecision, | went to see him.
| didn't know what | wanted to say to him-and | did. A thousand different speeches raced through my
mind. | discarded them al as being ingppropriate.

Part of me wanted to say, "How? How did we end up like this? | amost believed in you. | wanted to
beieveinyou!"

| knew what he would say. "Good for you, James. Y ou get to beright again. Y ou're running your
righteousness machine." And if | believed that, then he would be right again-and | didn't want to give him
that opportunity to be right, because | was astired of his salf-righteousness as| was of mine.

What | wanted, very honestly, was revenge.

Tota revenge. He had to seeit for himsdf-that he had failed and | had won.

But of course, that was just me wanting to be right again. It was anest little trap Jason had constructed
around my mind. There Wasno way out of it. | couldn't be right without automatically being wrong.

| guesswhat | really wanted was an gpology for the damage held done to me.

Except he'd say that nobody can damage you except yoursdlf. Everything he said put the blame on me
and took it off him. All he was, was the delivery boy. It was my fault for accepting the package.

| unbuckled my gunbelt and left it with the guard. She unlocked the stedd door and let me enter.
Deandro was laying on his bunk, his hands on his scomach, staring at the celling thoughtfully. "1've been
waiting for you," he said.

Therewasachair. | sat down facing him. ™Y ou have a speech prepared, don't you?" | shook my head.
"No?' He hadn't moved. Now he turned hishead and looked a me. "Y ou're not telling the truth, Jim."
And there was that great, warm grin again. He laughed. "Y ou do have a speech prepared, pobably
severa speeches. And you've probably rehearsed them all. But you've decided not to deliver any of
them. Isthat the truth?*

"Y ou've dways been good at reading minds, Jason. Why should | argue with you?”

"Y ou didn't come down here just to gloat,” he said. "I trained you too well for that.”

"Why am| herethen?'

"Jm," he said, shaking his head. "Don't pretend to be stupid. Someone might believeit. You're here
because you need to be complete with me before tomorrow. Y ou know what's going to happen in that
courtroom and you know what's going to happen afterward. And you know who's going to haveto doit.
"Y ou're going to kill me tomorrow, Jm. But you want meto forgive you first. Or you want meto beg for
my life. Or you want meto give you some justification for killing me. Too bad. I'm not going to
cooperate. Y ou have no power over me, except what I'm willing to give you. | give you nothing.”

| replied very quietly, "But | can give you something.”

"Ah," hesaid. "Now, we get to the offer." He sat up opposite me. His eyeswere still the most penetrating
blue I'd ever seen. "Go on." He scratched his neck distractedly. | knew that gesture.

"l can giveyou achoice," | said. "The same one you gave me. Y ou can live or you can die.”

"Y ou have a contribution you can make to the war effort. Y ou know things about the worms. The army
needs to know what you know. An arrangement can be made. Y ou and your people will still be
prisoners, but you'll live. Or .. ." | shrugged. "WEell have atrid."

"And youll kill us"

"Doyouwant to live or die?"

"My surviva mind wantsto live, of course-but | think I'll chooseto die. That way, thereis nothing you
can do except serve me again. Y ou can carry out my wishesfor me, im. You see, | may be confined,



but I'm ill in contral. Y ou can't even have revenge.”

"In other words, you're not going to let me be complete, are you?"

He shook hishead. "No. Why should |7

"I don't know. | thought-1 guess | waswrong, but for awhile, | believed you were so enlightened that
you loved dl humanity.”

"No. | never said that. | never did.”

"My mistake," | acknowledged quietly. | met his gaze again. "Now, let'stalk about your mistake.”
"Yes?' Hewaited.

"It'stheway you handle your . . . enrollments. Y ou give people a choice between life or death. But you
never had the authority to do that. Y ou didn't have areal contract with the people you captured. The
agreement wasinvaid. | never asked you for the opportunity. | never gave you theright to give methe
choice between life or death. Y ou assumed an authority you never had.”

Delandro asked, "Do you want me to respond to that?' | nodded.

"I never had to ask your permission. | dready had the authority. | was acting on behdf of the young god.”
"That authority isn't recognized here" | said. "Aslong asthisisaplanet of human beings, you're under the
authority of the government of human beings.”

"And | don't recognize that authority.”

"Too bad. Becausethat ill leavesthe question of disposition unresolved. What are your fellow human
beingsto do with you?'

"Jm, there's only one possible outcome for tomorrow's hearing. Y ou know it and | know it. We both
know what's going to happen and how it's going to happen. If you want, I'll even write out your dialogue
foryou."

"No thanks™"

"My choice has dready been made," Jason continued calmly. "It was made & my first Revelation and
everything | have done has been the continuation of the process that began on that day. | serve the new
gods. Whatever | have said and done has been part of that service.

"Y our gods can't help you here," | said. "Not in this court. Likeit or not, you're going to be judged by the
members of your own species.”

"The human raceisincapable of judging itsdlf-and | promise you that there are no human beings on this
planet who can judge our actions, because we are no longer operating in ahuman context. We are
beyond your experience. Y ou don't redizeit yet, m, but your authority has becomeirrdevant to the
future”

"Thisisgetting tiresome,” | said.

"You can leave," Jason replied.

"I came down hereto try to save your life. Not because | have any affection for you. | don't. But | want
to know what you know about the worms."

"l don't want you to save my life. And if you want to know what | know about theworms. . . well,
theres only oneway youre going to learnit.”

He studied me camly. Hesjust aman, | told myself, but | couldn't quite bring mysdlf to believeit. I'd
seenhiminthecircle. 1'd seen him at the Revelation.

"There's so much that you don't know, James. Y ou shouldn't have fled the Revelations. Y ou'd
understand. Y ou can no more fight the Chtorr than you can fight yourself. Thereisno victory down the
path you follow.”

| stood up. It wastimeto go. "It's over, Jason. Ended. Y ou failed. The Tribe isgone. The children are
dead. The babies are dead. The new gods are dead. All of them. Every one."

Jason stood up and looked me straight in the eye. His eyes were the sharp blue of the noonday sky. He
camevery closeto me. "Jm, look at me. I'm not the man you think | am. | never was." Hewas
unbuttoning his shirt.

"Y ou need to know this. | see so much that is so far beyond your understanding. . . ." He stepped back
sothelight could hit him fully.

Andthen | saw.



Therewasfine pink fur al over his chest. He glistened with purple and orange patterns. | stared at him,
horrified.

Thefur wasthickest inaline up hisbdly, dl theway up from hisgroin to his breastbone; it thickened and
stretched across his chest like agreat red tree. It was almost beautiful . Jason shucked out of his pants
and | could see how the fur was spreading down the inside of histhighs. He turned around and | could
seethat it was growing across his back. | saw pink and white strands peppering hishair aswell.
"Touchme," he commanded.

Despite mysdlf, | reached my hand out. Thefur tingled like worm fur.

It wasworm fur.

Heturned around to face me again. "Jim-I can see you with my eyes closed. | can smell you and taste
you. You smell of sat and fear and blood. Y ou taste of londliness. | can hear what you're thinking. You
radiate in colorsthat you don't even know you have."

He stopped and looked at me oddly for amoment, peering curioudy at a spot behind my eyes. And then
he started laughing. "Y ou really don't know, do you? Y ou redly areavictim.”

And then he stopped himself and said, "Y ou'reright, Jm. I'm not human any more. I've transcended
humanity. I've grown beyond it. | would have shared this gift with you, Jm. | wanted to, but you wouldn't
let me, would you?'Y ou never understood how we al loved you. No. Because you won't let yourself be
loved, by anyone. Y ou're doomed to go through life putting turdsin your own punch bowl and wondering
why everything tastes so shitty. Y ou poor damned fool, | fed so sorry for you, for what you've lost.
You'reaJdudas, Jm. Y ou've betrayed the living gods.”

Therewasalot | could have said to that, but | couldn't find the words. What | said instead was almost
ampligtic by comparison with Jason'svision. | just shook my head and said, "Y ou made aterrible
mistake when you attacked Family."

Jason was rebuttoning his shirt, tucking it back into his pants. He looked up a me with ahard expression.
"I keep my word, Jm. | told you once, that if you ever broke your word to me, you would regret it
bitterly. And that is exactly what has happened. No matter what you do in the future, you will dways
know that you broke your word. And you will aways know that you had reason to regret it. There are
people dead today who would not be dead had you kept your word.”

"Y ou can't put that blame on me."

"Jm, you know what your responsibility in the matter is. Y ou know where you failed. Therésnothing |
haveto say or do at dl. Youll doit dl yoursef, far worse than | ever can.”

"I'm not going to play word games with you any more, Jason. | came down here. | gave you a chance.
My conscienceisclean.”

"That's bullshit and we both know it."

"You'renogod,” | said to him. ™Y ou know what your failureis? Y ou wanted revenge on me. Y ou may
wrgp it up in beautiful fancy language, but underneath it al, somewherein there, it's still nothing more than
revenge, isnt it?"

"l kept my word, James. As| said | would." He returned to his bunk and sat down. He was dismissing
me.

| didn't move. "Y ou know, you were right about something you said to me once. | don't want to kill. But

[ kill. I don't want to kill you. But | will. If | haveto.”

"I'vetold you my choice. | think I'll die now."

"Unfinished? Incomplete?'

Helaughed. "I'm not incomplete, Im. I'm fulfilled. I've come farther than any human being before me; but
thisisn't the end of the process. Oh, no. There's still so much more to come. Thisisonly wherel stop,
Jm, not thework.

"Nature is abundant. Shell keep spawning prophets until one of us accomplishes the transformation of the
species. It was never important that | be the one to complete the work, only that the work gets
completed. And what I've doneisn't wasted either. I've helped pave the way, helped make it easier for
the next prophet.

"Inthat regard, | envy you, Jm; becauseit's very possible that you will live long enough to see the work



completed. | promise you that it will be. Nothing you or anyone can do can stop it. Thework will be
finished. If not by me, then by someone ese. Perhaps. . . " He smiled, and the effect wasterrifying.
"Perhaps, Jm, you might even be the one to someday finish what we started here.”

“I'l burninhell firg," | said.

"Y es, that's the other possibility.” | closed the door behind me.

Hewould not et me be complete. The bastard. His skill was at keeping people off balance. Hed done it
tomeagan.

And tomorrow, | would haveto do it to him.

?

A necrophile name of Ned Schultz,

often brags of his deed and exullts,

"Tislegd, itssad,

to make love to the deed,

if performed by consenting adults.”

?
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"If you build a better mousetrap, you'l catch a better class of mouse.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

| walked in and stopped and looked at them.

There were only seven. They werein arow aong the side of the room.

Marcie, Jessie, Frankenstein, three whose names | didn't know, and Delandro.

They were on their knees, hands on top of their heads. Prisoner of war position.

There was one guard in back of each one of them, with arifle pointed directly at their backs. None of the
guards was over sixteen yearsold.

They wereimpassive. Guards and prisoners both. We amost looked civilized.

| knew what was going to happen here. And they knew it too. They were going to say what they would
say. Wewould say what we would say. But the result would be the same.

| turned away from them. | nodded to the two young men at the back of the room. They opened the
doors and the rest of the people of Family filed silently in. They took their seats quickly and with a
minimum of noise

| was artled by how few of uswere left. Less than fifteen adults.

When they were settled, | nodded to the guard at the side door. He opened it and Betty-John and Birdie
came quietly in. They stepped up to the podium and sat down at the table there.

Betty-John arranged some papersin front of her, poured hersalf a glass of water, and took adrink. She
put the glass down and put on apair of reading glasses. She peered at the papersin front of her. She
picked up agave. Shetapped it three times on asmall wooden block and said, "This court isnow in
sesson.”

She glanced around the room for the first time. She looked grim. Shelooked over her audience asif
renewing hersdf. Then shelooked at the prisoners.

"A fair trid," she sad, "presupposes that the defendant is a responsible human being, capable of
understanding the difference between right and wrong and able to gauge his actions and their
consequences on that basis." Shelooked at the prisoners. Do you understand this?

Delandro said, "We do not recognize your authority to try us."

"Do you understand the question?" Betty-John asked.

"We do not recognize your authority."

"Yes, | know. Y ou don't recognize my authority. Bethat asit may, | still have the authority. Do you
understand the question? Let me repest it. A fair trial presupposes that the defendant isaresponsible
human being, capable of understanding the difference between right and wrong and able to gauge his
actions and their consequences on that basis. The outcome of this hearing is dependent on your ability to
ded with the circumstances of the physical universe. Do you understand this?!

"We do not recognize your authority.”

| looked at Betty-John. "With your permisson?' She nodded to me.

| walked over to Delandro. "I am acting as afriend of the court here. Do you understand?”

"We do not recognize the authority of this court.”

"Yes, | understand that. | get your communication. Y ou do not recognize the authority of this court.
That's too bad, because you're here anyway."

"Y ou do not have the authority to judge us.”

"That issueisirrdevant. Weve aready begun the process, whether you think we have the authority or
Delandro didn't answer.

"Lagt night, | offered you achoice. Do you wish to accept it?" Hisface remained blank. | knew what he
was doing. "Refusd to answer isill an answer, Delandro.”



He answered by not answering.

So. We were going to act out the entire charade. Here iswhere it starts-and proceeds inexorably to its
terrifyingly logical condusion.

| spokemy line. Y ou redlize, of course, that you are effectively signing your own death warrant?"
Helooked up a me. At Betty-John. At dl of us. "I'm not afraid of death,” he said. He looked at me
agan. "If you put the gun in my mouth, James, and offer me life or deeth, | will not make the same choice
you did. If | choose degth, then there is nothing you can do to me, nothing you can threaten mewith. | am
the source of my own choices, | dwayswill be. Any power you might have over me would be only the
power that | giveyou. | give you nothing. We give you nothing.”

Right.

| looked at the whole line of them. All of the prisoners were impassive. I'd have been disappointed if they
hadn't been.

| looked to Betty-John. She looked to me. She was as annoyed as | was. | crossed to the bench.

"| told you thiswas going to happen. | know these people.”

"A littletoo well," Betty-John remarked acidly. "All right." She picked up her notepad. | stepped back.
"Before we proceed, | want to make your options clear to you," she said to Jason and the others. "First
of al, thereisthe nondiscriminatory option; for those of you who are smart enough to request the court's
guidance, the question of guilt or innocence will be set asidein favor of socid service.

"James M cCarthy informs me that you al possessinformation about the nature of the Chtorran ecology,
information that could prove vauable to the United States war effort. If any of you choose to make that
information available, | am prepared to enroll any or dl of you into an gppropriate nationd service
program.

"Let memakeit very clear that asocid welfare program is not a prison term, but neither isit an escape or
aparole. These national service programs are intended to provide away for those who are, for one
reason or another, incapable of accepting the full respongibilities of citizenship to till meet their
obligationsto the society they livein. It isan entirely voluntary program.

"If that option is not acceptable to you, then thistrid will continue and you will betried for crimes against
humanity. Unless any of you request otherwise, you will betried asagroup.”

None of them spoke. | hadn't expected them too.

Betty-John asked, "Do any of you wish to accept the national service option.”

Shewaited. We waited.

"l see," she said. She scribbled something on her pad and passed it Sdewaysfor Birdieto initid too. "Do
any of you wishto betried asindividuas?"

Agan, dlence.

Betty-John ran her hand through her hair in annoyance. She knew what had to come next. Shedidn't like
it either. She steepled her fingersin front of hersalf and pursed her lips and looked unhappy.

Findly, she picked up her gavel and said, "Let it be noted that the prisoners silence has been interpreted
asarefusd to both questions. Therefore, we must continue with thetrid.” To Jason, she said, "The court
is prepared to provide you with the services of an attorney. "

Jason shook his head. "We do not recognize the authority of this court.”

"Mr. Delandro, I'm going to give you one more chance. | strongly recommend that you takeit. Do you
wish the services of an atorney?"

Jason repeated his statement. "We do not recognize the authority of this court.”

Betty-John looked frustrated and angry. "L et it be recorded that the prisoners refused to recognize the
authority of the court." Shelooked at her notes. She found the placein the civil orders| had marked for
her. "All right. The court recognizes James Edward McCarthy as an expert witness on the state of mind
of the prisoners." Shelooked acrossto me. “In your opinion, are the prisoners capable of recognizing the
authority of thiscourt?'

| stood up. "No," | said. "In my opinion, they are not presently capable. The operative word is presently.
Under other circumstances, perhaps.”

"We are dedling with the present,” Betty-John said.



"l concur. "

Betty-John moved her finger down the page, pursed her lipsinto afrown. But instead of reading the next
passage, she motioned me over to the table. She lowered her voice, "Y ou're certain?'

"It went exactly as| told you it would, B-Jay. They're not operating inside the parameters of what we
recognize as responsibility and you can't proceed with thetrial. And yes, they clearly know what's at
deke. Thisiswhat they want."

"Do you think they're trying to force the issue-embarrass me into compassion?”

| shook my head. "On the contrary. | think they want to die.”

"That'swhy | hatethislaw," B-Jay said. "It makestoo many martyrs.”

"Theré's no way that any of them are going to cooperate with the system.”

B-Jay sad, "Jm, let me remand them to the custody of the San Jose Authority."

| shook my head.

Birdiesadwarningly, "Jm...."

| cut her off. "They're too damned dangerous.”

"That may betrue, but thisistoo damned closeto revenge.”

"Birdiel" | forced mysdf to whisper again. "Isthere asingle person in thisroom who doesn't want
revenge?”

"That'sthe point, Im. B-Jay'sright. We should send this whole thing to San Jose."

| shook my head. "No. Listen to me. Y our authority ends at the point a which the prisonersrefuse to
cooperate. Y ou have no choice. The respongbility for disposition passes to the acting officer in charge of
thedigtrict. And | dlaim that authority.”

"I'm not arguing thet. I'm arguing about the humanity of it!"

"Soam . | say we need to complete this here. If it goesto San Josg, it'll go on for months-or worse,
they'll kick it up to Oakland, and itll go onfor years. Delandro isn't supid. Hell tiethe legd system into
knots. If he can gdl histrid for three years-and he can-the odds get very very dim that helll ever be
brought to tria for hisred crimes. They'll come up on reduced conspiracy charges. If it leavesthis
digtrict, hell be back in five years.

"Besdes" | lowered my voiceto add, "I'm not willing to have him be a notorious celebrity. The kind of
garbage he's spreading isinfectious. | know."

"Jm, | ask you one more timeto reconsider. There may be another way."

"Birdie, I've given thisalot more consideration than you know aready. Maybe I've seen too much. But
that makes me the expert. Y ou're the expert on medicine here. If you see a cancer, you cut it out. I'm the
expert on Chtorrans. | see a cancer too."

Birdiesghed. "All right, Jm." She looked unhappy.

| looked to Betty-John. "Go on to the next page,” | said. | stepped away from the table.

Betty-John read:

"After expert examination, this court finds that the accused are presently incgpable of understanding or
cooperating with the legd process. The accused will be remanded to the custody of the United States
Army."

| was watching Delandro's face when Betty-John read that |ast. His eyes widened in surprise. Then he
looked at me, and smiled in appreciation.

Betty-John continued. "Lieutenant James Edward McCarthy, acting commander for the Santa Cruz
Peninsula Didtrict, will you accept custody of the accused?”

| turned to Betty-John. "I will."

"Thank you. Court is hereby adjourned.”

| walked back over to stand before Delandro.

"Likeaclock, James. Likeaclock," he said. "The machinery works. Tick tock. Tick tock."

| didn't reply to that. | was considering my next words. There was something | wanted to know. | turned
back to the prisoners. Very softly, | asked, "Where's Loolie? She wasn't at the camp.” No answer.

| raised my eyesto see Jason studying me.

| let my glance dide sideways, to Jessie. Shelooked bitter and angry-and triumphant.



"Whereisshe?' | asked.

Jessie snorted. "'Y ou wouldn't understand.”

"Try me”

"Shehad aReveation.”

"And-?"'

"And she gave hersdf to Orrie.”

"Shewha2!"

Jesseamiled. "l told you that you wouldn't understand.”

"Yourewrong," | said. "l understand dl too well. Revelationigts eet their young.” | turned away from
them quickly.

| walked over to Big lvy, acting commander of the guards. "Take them outside,” | said.

The prisoners were taken in asingle file line out the side door and onto the parking lot. A wide areahad
been roped off on the lawn. "Line them up there," | pointed.

The people of Family were coming out of the front doors of the auditorium now, coming around to the
sdetojoin us. The children were being herded away. Only the adults and teenagers were lining up to
watch.

The sun was high overhead. The day waswarm and clear. It was a beautiful day.

| waited until the prisoners were down on their knees again. | picked up ahand mike, tested it by tapping
on it, and spoke. "Twenty-eight months ago, Congress passed the Emergency EuthanasiaBill. Thebill
defines specific circumstances under which the termination of human livesthat have been damaged
beyond rehakilitation may be authorized.”

| nodded to Big Ivy. "Will you please read the text of the relevant sections?’ | handed her the
microphone.

Shetook it. She unfolded a piece of paper from her shirt pocket and began to read the text of the law.
While shedid, | looked at the faces of our survivors.

They weregrim.

Thiswas ugly, but necessary.

Big Ivy finished and handed me back the microphone. "By the authority vested in me by the Congress of
the United States of America and the Commander in Chief of the United States Armed Forces, | hereby
assume the respongbility for the decision of termination.” | turned to Big Ivy. "Do you have the papers?’
She motioned to one of the younger girls, who came up with aclipboard. | signed al seven documents.
"Jm!" | looked up. It was Marcie. | walked over to her. "Y es?'

"I'm pregnant. Y ou can check with your own doctor. She knows. She examined me, last night.”

gy

"The baby-it deserves achance, doesn't it?"

"Areyou asking to have your case reconsidered?”

She glanced once at Jason. His face was till blank. She looked back to me. "Yes, | am,” shesad. "It's
your baby."

| looked at her eyes. She wasterrified. "I'm sorry, Marcie. It'stoo late. Y ou aready chose. | don't have
the authority to reopen your trid. All | haveisthe authority to determine whether or not you're terminaly
damaged. Y ou had your chanceingde.”

"But | didn't know you were planning this-"

"Yes, you did. You knew the choice. We madeit clear.”

"It'syour baby!" she repeated.

"No," | said. "Itisn't. Whatever it is, it'samonster. And you're using it to manipulate me. It won't work."
"Jm, please-"

| leanedin close. "Marcie," | said softly. " Shut up. That's your surviva programming talking. I'm not going
toligen toiit, because | know that's not who you redly are."

"You son of abitch,” shesad

"I had agood teacher.”

| walked away from her and thumbed the miketo life. "I want to siress something here. When an animal



issick, you put it out of itspain. A human being deserves the same courtesy. What we are up to hereis
not vengeance. Vengeance isacrime against ourselves. What we are up to hereisacleansng. It will
look brutal. Think of it asthe remova of cancer. Those of you who feel you may not be able to cope
with this are requested to leave. Those of you who are here for vengeance are requested to leave. Those
of you who are here to mourn the loss of another bit of humanity are welcome to remain and sharethe
grief.” | turned to the seven surviving members of Jason Delandro's Revelationist Tribe. | thought for a
long moment. No. There was nothing else | wanted to say to them. It had al aready been said.

Jason looked a me. "Do we get any last words?!

"Thisisn't an execution. It'satermination. No purpose will be served. But if you want to babble, no one
will sop you."

He shut up.

| unholstered my pistal. | walked around behind theline.

| stepped up to thefirst one. | didn't know who this man was. He had red hair. | thought about Holly.
Bang.

| took a step sideways. The woman's hair was neatly combed and pulled back in abun. | thought about
Alec.

Bang.

Another step sideways. George. Frankenstein's mongter. | felt sad for him. The monster had always been
afigure of pity. Too bad.

Bang.

A step sdeways. A nervous looking boy in thick glasses. HEd stood next to me thefirst night in the
Revelationist camp. Hed welcomed meto their tribe. | thought about Tommy.

Bang.

A step sdeways. Marcie. "Jim, please-" she whimpered. | leaned forward and replaced her hands on top
of her head.

"You surpriseme.” | said. "'l had no ideayou had so littlefaith." | lowered my voice to awhisper, so only
sheand | could hear what | said next. "My babies are dead. Why the hell should | give afuck about
yours?'

Bang.

A step sdeways. Jesse. A woman who gave her baby to aworm. There was no human being here.
Bang.

| stopped to reload. | did afresh magazine into the butt of the gun.

| stepped around to face Delandro from the front. | pointed the gun at hisface.

"| fed sorry for you, James. Y ou're going to live to see your mistakes. | forgive you."

"To hdll withyou." | closed my eyes and squeezed the trigger.

?

Have you ever met Jamie McBeezis?

He does any damn thing that he pleases.

Says Jamie, undaunted,

"if youvegot it, then flaunt it!"

But hel'sreferring to socid diseases.

"
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Orrie

"Jesus hed it coming. The sdf-righteous dways get nailed.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

There was one last thing to do.

It was athree-hour drive. Not aslong as I'd thought.

The old dude ranch was aburned out ruin. Some of the trees and shrubs in the area had aso burned, but
thefire hadn't spread.

| pulled into the big dirt clearing that served as a parking lot and killed the engine.

| switched the PA system on.

"Prrrt?" | said into the microphone. "Prrt?" The day was Silent.

| opened the door of the van and climbed down out of it. | went mound to the back and got my torch. |
came back toward the front of the vehicle.

Orriewasjust coming up past the ruins of the barn. | knew it.

He'd come back here because he knew this place.

Hewaslooking for his babies. He waslooking for hisfamily, histribe.

"Orrie!” | shouted. "It's dm! Comeherel” | had to get himin range.

He stopped and looked at me. He cocked his eyes suspicioudy. They swiveled independently of each
other. They were large and black.

"Comeon, Orrie-I'll take you to Jason!"

"Prrrt?' He asked.

"Prrt," | answered. | went down on one knee. "Come on, baby. Cometo Jmmy."

It worked. Orrie did toward me.

At thelast moment, he hesitated. "Prr-rrrt?"

"It'sdl right, baby. | know. They al went away and left you adone. Y ou're hungry, aren't you?'

He dtarted to half-raise himsdlf off the ground. A chalenge? No, it was more of aquestion.

He lowered himsdf again. He decided he could trust me. He did forward.

For haf amoment, | was tempted-to put the torch down and go over and hug him and skritch him behind
the eyes. For haf amoment, | loved him again.

And then | brought the torch up anyway-and sent him straight to hell.

He gasped. He screeched in surprise and anger and betraya. The flames enveloped him. They roared.
He screamed. He writhed and rolled and shrieked and died. For amoment, his cries were dmost human.
For amoment, | amost regretted what 1'd done.

But the feeling passed. The debt was paid.

| till hadn't found out what had happened to Tommy. | didn't think | ever would.

| put the torch in the back, and got back in the van. | backed away from Orrie's burning body.

| was on the main highway in twenty minutes.

| drove for two hundred miles before | findly pulled off to the Side and stopped and | et the tears come to
my eyes.

| sat there and cried and was sorry | didn't have the courage to blow my own brains out.

After awnhile, | stopped crying. There were still more tears to come, alot more, but there would betime.
It didn't matter. | knew what | was going to do for awhile. | was going to drive and kill worms, drive and
kill worms-until one of them killed mefirgt.

It was something to do.

?

There once was anearsighted gynie

whose glasses were sparkly and shiny;



but they stayed in the drawer
while he worked on awhore

and tied up the tubes of her hiney.
?
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Grief

"Immortdity iseasy. It'swearing your watch that makes you grow old.
(Also, cut out spicy foods after age one hundred and seventy.)"
-SOLOMON SHORT

And after we were through bargaining, we did grief.

Depresson.
Thiswas the most structured part of the process. Foreman had us move our chairs up againgt the wdlls;
then he started us milling in abig circlein the center of the room. | was sent down from the platform to
jointherest of thetraineesfor this part.

Some of them patted me as they passed. Others wouldn't look at me. Ashamed? Afraid? | didn't know.
Wewalked inadow circle. Around and around and around. There was no sound but the sound of our
moccasins on thefloor. That wasthe ingruction. Just walk. Don't try to figureit out. Don't think. Don't
talk. Just walk in circlesfor awhile and let your feglings come up to the surface.

| noticed that the lights were dimmer. Not alot dimmer, but the room was no longer bright, no longer as
Clear.
"All right," said Foreman. "Y ou can Start letting some of it out. Therere no prizes any morefor holding it
in. All therage. All the grief. All the upset.”" He kept on talking.
"Remember dl the times someone said to you. Y ou're not good enough? Or, “I'm sorry, you camein
second.' Or, 'Couldn't we just be friends? Remember how you felt? Bring that up.”
What was the point?
"Think about al the opportunities you've missed in your life. The girls or the boys you didn't propostion.
The chances you didn't take. The stock you didn't invest in. The money you didn't save. The classesyou
cut, the tests you failed, the promotions you missed.”

Some of the people around me were crying. A couple were wailing. Wasthat the point? Towalk in
circlesand have agood cry?
"Thisisyour life" said Foreman. "Let it out. Let it dl out. Think about al the people you know who've
died and left you behind. How do you fed about that? Don't you fed betrayed? Mommy died and left
you aone. Daddy went away. Grandpa and Gramma. Or maybe it was your brother or sister, or
somebody you loved who left you. Maybe it was that one specid person, the one you loved more than
anybody, and after he or sheleft you, you knew that you would never love anyone again as much. No,
you made that decision along time ago. Y ou're not going to let yourself get hurt again. Y ou're going to
hold it back so they can't get to you, right? Well, you win! Nobody can get to you now. You'redl in this
alonetogether. What's that fed like? What's the cost?"
The words bored into us, and we circled, and we cried. The tears were running down our cheeks. The
sobs came choking up in my chest. | saw faces from my past. Kenny who killed himself and nobody ever
knew why. Steve, who died in his car. Mike's dad, who was found on the patio. Ed, who was murdered.
Gramma, who died in the nurang home. My dad--

| noticed they were dl men. Wdll, not Gramma. But dl the others. Wheat did that mean? That | redlly
didn't care about any woman enough to mourn her deeth?

| thought about my mom. Oh, God.
There were dl those trips to the hospital when | wasllittle, because of those constant ear aches. And my
teeth. My mom used to point to my braces and brag, "L ook, thereé's my new Cadillac.”" That was before
Dad'sfirst best-sdler.

Goddammit!

| never had the chance to say goodbye-not to any of them! God-your universeis so damned unfair! |
don't mind the dying. | mind theincompleteness of it al! | never had the chance to say goodbye!



All of them

| fell to my knees. | couldn't go on. It wasn't fair. | never had the chance to tell my mother how much |
redly loved her.

-and al the ones since. Shorty. Larry. Louis. Duke. Jon. Tommy. Alec. Hally.

| bawled. | raged. | sobbed. | choked.

Somebody was helping meto my feet. "Come on, Jm. Keep going. It'sdl right. Let it up. Youredoing
fine. Just kegp walking."

There were two somebodies walking with me, one on each side. | leaned on them both.

"Thisisit," said Foreman's voice. He was omnipresent. "Thisisyour life. Thisishow it turned out. It's
written dl over your face. Y our whole body is an expression of who you are. Everything. How you walk,
how you tak, how you carry yoursdlf, how you present yoursdlf to everyone else.

"Thisisyou. Letitin. Thisisit! Thisishow you used your potentid. Thisiswhat you did withiit.

"Get it!" Foreman was shouting. "Y ou are not going to be crowned king, after all! Y ou are not going to
be president. Y ou are not going to be amovie star. Y ou are not going to marry Prince Charming. And
who thefuck caresanyway? Thisisit!"

It was horrifying.

And then, Foreman's tone shifted. He was no longer shouting. Somehow, he had become
compassionate.

"Y ou carry your grief around with you everywhere you go. Y ou drag your dead bodieswith you all
through your life. So what? What do you get for it? Nothing. So why do you do it? Look at the cost to
you. Look at how it pushes you into anger and revenge. Look at how it keeps you from getting close to
the people you redlly care about. Look at how it keeps you from being complete with them.”

Foreman's voice became a comforting presence.

"The only thing you can do that way is survive. And you can't even do that al that well, because al that
energy you havetied up in grief and anger and revengeis energy you don't have for anything else. You
certainly can't win awar that way. Listen to me. There's something on the other side of surviva. There's
something so much bigger than surviva that mere survival becomesirrelevant in the face of it-and no, |
canttdl youwhat itis. You haveto find it for yoursalf. And you will. | promiseyou.

"Keep or. letting go of the grief. 1t'slike an anchor holding you down. Let it out. Giveit up. Giveit away.
Y ou don't need to carry it around any more.”

And then, after awhile, thelast of the grief had been shed and we sat down on the floor or leaned up
againgt thewalls, We were exhausted. Some people hugged. Some continued to weep quietly, but there
were smiles on their faces now and the tears were tears of comfort and joy.

And then, after that, it wastime for dinner. After dinner--

2

A shepherd named Jmmie Fitzhugh,

said to his sweetheart, "It'strue.

Nothing ismoister

than afresh oigter,

unless, of coursg, itisewe."
?
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Afterburn

"Nobody isever redly ready for anything. If they were, there would be no point in living through it.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

| wastired.

Tired of fighting. Tired of running. Tired of living.

| waslooking at a concrete bridge abutment asit raced toward me. | was thinking how easy it would be
to just end the pain once and for all. A quick twist and it would be over.

Or would it?

With my luck, | would live.

I'd probably just knock a bridge down on my head; army vans were supposed to be as strong as tanks.
But then again, maybenot . . .

And while | was frowning over the crashability of the van, the bridge abutment raced padt-

-and | redlized how close | had cometo actudly jerking the whed sdeways.

| pulled off the road.

No, not here. The highway was too open. Too unprotected. | wanted a place to stop where | could fed
safe.

| couldn't stop here-and | couldn't keep going. Who was it who had once said hell was an endless
highway? Everybody, probably. It wastoo easy.

Twenty minutes later, the highway narrowed to four lanes and curved up into the foothills.

There.

A shaded rest areaon arise. | could turn on the detectors. Nothing could gpproach without setting off
thedarms.

| pulled the van onto the dirt and pried open the door. | amost fell out onto the ground. My hands were
shaking with exhaustion. | lay there with my facein the grass, just smelling the greenness of it. And the
pinkness. That smelled good too. Like cotton candy.

And then | focused and | saw thelittle pink sprouts coming up here and there. And the blue aswell.
That'swhat | was smelling. | sat up and looked around. Next year, there wouldn't be any green on this
hill a dl.

| got up. | walked around the van. | walked away fromit. | started to feel nervous. | walked back to it.
Maybe| should get my rifle. No, maybe | shouldn't. If something was going to est me, let it eat me.

| didn't know if | wanted to live or die.

"Do you know how a Chtorran likes to be burped?’ | said.

"No," | answered. "How does a Chtorran like to be burped?”

"Fromtheingde" | sad.

It wasn't funny.

| shoved my handsin my pockets. | took them out. | felt restless. | wanted something to eat and | felt
nauseous. | wanted to run. | wanted to hide. Wasthis me or wasit the effect of dl the pink and blue and
red and orange | was seeing around here. Did al those Chtorran plants put something into the
atmosphere that made people crazy?

That was as good an explanation as any. | walked away from the van, just for something to do.

"Did you ever notice," | said, "that people dways have to have agood reason for being crazy. There's
adways ajudification. Something isdoing it to you. If it isn't your parents, it'sthe army, w the government.
Or the Communists. Now we have the Chtorrans to blame it on. The Chtorran ecology is making me
crazy. Shit! Doesn't anybody ever go crazy because they want to? Just for the fun of it?

"I mean, being crazy isagreat way to get attention without having to be responsible. They come and get
you and put you in nice padded room arid take care of you forever after. Being crazy isagreat way to



escape. | think I'll be crazy."
| didn't know whether to laugh or cry. | was dready crazy. I'd been crazy for years.

"We're born crazy," someone had told me once.

"We spend al of our livestrying to get sane. That's what keeps us crazy. If we'd just relax and be crazy,
weld bedl right.”

"Huh?' | sad.

The voice went on. "Trying to prove that you're saneis crazy. If you're crazy, be crazy. That's sane."

It didn't make sense. "Shut up,” | said to the voice. "This neurotic pursuit of sanity isdriving me bananas.”
"Yougotit."

"l got nothing."

"Right. You got it. Therésnothing to get.”

"Shut the fuck up!™ | shouted at the sky. "Leave me aone!™ | remembered something | had seen once, a
long time ago. We had been visiting my grandmother in Los Angeles. We had been driving west on the
Venturafreaway one evening a dusk, when suddenly this bright, bright light appeared in the sky. It
looked like agtar, only it wastoo brilliant for that. Aswe watched, it started to spread streamers of glow
through the hazy atmosphere. Wider and wider. Traffic around usdowed. "What isit?' my mother had
asked. My dad hadn't said anything.

| said, "It'stoo Seady to beamissle. Misslesmove."

"Arewea war?' asked Maggie.

Dad said, "If it wereincoming, wewouldn't seeit likethat. If it'salaunch . . . but it doesn't ook like any
launch I've ever seen.”

| said, "Maybeit'sanova."

"Too bright," said Dad.

"A supernovathen-?"

Hedidn't answer, and | knew for amoment I'd guessed right. | was absolutely certain. Oh, my God.
Wed been reading about supernovasin school. They exploded and put out great scouring waves of
radiation. For usto see one thisbig and this bright meant that it was close enough to destroy the Earth. |
was certain of it. | waslooking at the end of the world.

We were probably aready being bombarded by letha radiation. We were already dead. | remember
feeling cold and alone and totally helplessas| stared at that light in the sky. | wanted to cry.

And then the light puffed up, exploded and disappeared, leaving only afew glittering twinkleslike
fireworks.

| wasglad | hadn't said anything. | would have looked like an idiot.

Dad sad, "It hasto be amissile launch. Vandenberg isjust up the coast. But it sure was aweird looking
one, wasn't it?" He switched on the radio, and afew minutes later the announcer confirmed that atest
missile had been fired and destroyed when it went off course.

Why did | remember that now?

Thefeding in my gut-that | was caught in the end of theworld, thet feding of smallness and helplessness.
That wasit. | was carrying that feding around with me every day now.

| walked without purpose. It didn't matter any more.

There was no escape. The green grass had pink and blue threadsin it. There were puffballs everywhere.
They blew across the ground and stuck to your hair, your clothes, your eyebrows. Y ou were dways
sneezing from them.

There were worm trails everywhere. There were millipedes everywhere. Sometimes you couldn't walk
without stepping on a pipe cleaner bug. They were so stupid. The Chtorran cleanup machinery was
everywhere. There was no escape.

It was going to take longer than the hard radiation, but it was going to happen. | was awitnessto the end
of theworld.

Firg the plagues. Now the infestation. What next? Suicides? Oh, yes, we were dready seeing asuicide
plague. One out of ten people could be expected to die of self-induced causes within the next three
years. That was supposed to be a secret, but it wasn't. It was, they said, the reaction to an environment



gone out of contral.

| felt like once, in school, we had done dust. We weren't afraid of the Sde effects. We could handle
them. | had sniffed it. And the walls of the room had begun to bulge and wobble and vibrate. Redlity
threatened to shred al around me. | had started to scream in terror. Because | knew that | was all that
was holding the universe together. And if | let go, the universe would let go-when wasthat?

Just before the plagues, wasn't it? 1'd let go and the world had cometo an end. It was my faullt.
Wherewas | anyway?

My lifewas blurring. | didn't remember who | was or what year it was? Had we conquered the Earth
yet? Oh, yes, we dready had. We just hadn't found out yet.

What did that mean? What did anything mean? | blinked awvake. Wherewas1?

| didn't recognizethe area. | turned around dowly.

The van was on adistant hill. Somehow | had walked down the dope and away fromit. | wasagood
half-mile away. The green had faded away; the other colorsruled here.

They smdled s0. . . interesting.

| got down on my hands and knees to |ook.

There was still grass here. Underneath the other things. | guess they were plants, maybe they werent.
They looked like slvery little threads crawling up each blade of grass. Where they touched them they
leached the color out of the grass stems, leaving the grass a peculiar bleached white color and brittle to
the touch. The grass crunched like old |eaves.

The threads were dmost shiny. The thinner threads were white. Asthey grew older?-yes, older-and
thicker, they turned pinkish. Where they had established themsalves completely, the ground looked like a
paste tangle. The pink stuff fed on the green. And the blue stuff fed on the pink.

Naturaly.

Where the pink threads were smooth and clean like noodles, the blue threads were scraggly and barbed.
They looked likelittle insect legs encircling and leaching the flesh of the pink spaghetti. | wondered how
many levels of evolution | waslooking &t.

A parasite that fed on grass. Plant or animal? Or something that was alittle of each, but not enough of
either to be one or the other. And then another parasite that fed on that one. Was there ill another and
another beyond that? When would we see those life forms? Just how vicious was the Chtorran ecology
ayway.

Wait around. Y ou'll find out.

Shut up, little voice. Get out of my head. Am | going mad again? No, I'm gtill mad. Isthat me or the
plants?

Stop and look. No, that's just me. | recognize my own craziness. How long have | been crazy, anyway?
All my life

The pink stuff had roots. It could survive by itself. But it ate the green out of the grasswhen it wasthere.
Smart. If it had to earnitsown way it did. But it preferred to freeload.

What about the blue?

| pressed the ground with my fingers. It felt spongy. My head felt suddenly cavernous. | was hearing
echoes of my own thoughts again.

| straightened up, blinking.

What had happened? 1'd gotten out of thevan. . . .

I'd been hallucinating. Or something. | wastired and-1'd fallen down on the grass. There was something
inthe grass. Y es, the pink and blue.

| recognized the pink. | knew the blue. I'd seen them before. Jason had showed them to me.

| knew what they were.

Candyland.

All the prettiest colors of sugary pink and spicy lavender bobbed in the summer sun. The air wasthick
with their siweet, sharp scent. There were tufts of cloud-white blue and marshmalow white, there were
stalks of candy-cane red, there were tuffets of frosting and puddies of pudding--everything stretched and
rolled out to the horizon, which waslost in the dust of yelow infinity.



Theair was 0 swest, it was like standing on top of agiant angel cake. | imagined | was-and that the
stalks were candles and that dl the sparkling colors were the candy sprinkles on top of athree-meter
layer of caramd frosting. And undernegth that-you could dig through the richest, thickest, sweetest layers
of pure white cake until you hit the degpest layers of rich chocolate fudge. . .

But you had to be naked.

Y ou had to take off dl of your clothesand roll around in the candy and get good and sugary, and then
when you had grown a big corkscrew snout, then you could start digging.

| laughed as | kicked off my shoes, and giggled as| pulled off my shirt and pedled out of my underwear.
Thiswasgoing to befun.

Yes, | knew the pink and blue. Jason had showed them to me, just before the Revelation. And now, here
I'd found awholefield of Revelation plants, al to mysdlf. | wasn't just going to meet god here. | was
going to be god.

Thesunwasabig red rosein afat yellow sky. All the plants were singing on the tufty fields. | laughed
and burbled. | skipped and sang acrossthefield.

Until | stopped.

| stopped to stare at the giant pink gumdrop.

It wastoo big to edt. I'd haveto liveinit instead. | didn't think the wormswould mind.

Their candy cane was out front, dl sugar and mdty. It said, Vacancy. Inquire within.

2

There's areason why Barton is queer.

When you meet him, thereasonisclear.

A goddess named Venus

gave him apenis,

but Mother Naturefilled up hisbrassere.
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? 53
? Encounter

"How did the Wicked Witch of the West take abath?"
-SOLOMON SHORT

The gumdrop was a very pretty gumdrop. The door was open, so | went in.

| knew which room would be mine. | hoped | wasn't too late for dinner. The wormswould be annoyed. |
started down the tapioca tunnels.

The walswere covered with the finest blue fur I'd ever seen. It grew down in long, velvety strands. Y ou
could brush your hands through it as you spiraled downward. It tingled and twinkled and rang like little
bells. When you touched it, it sparkled with bursts of pixie dust. Why hadn't | ever noticed that before? If
you didn't touch it, it just glowed happily to itsalf.

There were big buttery nodules heretoo, al over thewalls. They were thick and chewy looking, but |
wasn't hungry yet. Two fat red-bellied millipedes dithered up the tunndl past me, chittering about their
bellies; | said hello, but they were too busy to answer. They had to grow up big and fat first.

| was pleased to see that the circul ation vines were spreading throughout the gumdrop. They were thick
with moist red syrup. So sweet-smelling too. Thiswas going to be one of the greet gumdrops of the
world.

Everything was here.

| hoped the worms would like me and would let me stay. | could tell them gumdrop stories.

The wormswerein the big chamber of the left ventricle. | knew, because that'swhere al the circulation
vineswere pointing.

For now, anyway. L ater, they would point toward the real main chamber. That would be much deeper.
And much larger.

There were four worms herein the gumdrop. They were very beautiful worms. All of them werewell
sriped. Their markings were very clear and clean. | was glad of that. | liked the certainty. Their sides
were bright with fierce orange and gentle pink and then abit of brooding dark purple.

| knew their names, even though | couldn't pronounce them, so | said hi the best way | could and just
waited politdy for them to notice me. They were communing. The big one was (Aristotle). He was the
big one even though he wasn't the biggest. The worms aways have a big one who does most of the
knowing for the others, and being the big oneisn't about Size, it's about knowing. (Aristotle) had the most
purple on hissides.

(Beedlzebub) was only recently male and was still trumpeting and posturing; his orange stripes blazed. The
othersall thought he was very beautiful. (Aristotle) was very eager to mate with him. So was (Gargoyle);
she kept flashing pink with her orange.

(Delta) was too young to have a persondity yet; she just wanted to carry the eggs. She wanted to be
rolled over on her back and tickled until shewasfat with eggs. Y ou could seeit in her stripes, dl proud
and raspberry pink.

They were dancing.

It was the dance of (restlessness until werest). They curled in and out of each other, diding and stroking
and tickling the sparks off each other'sfur. | wanted to join them. | wanted to grow pink fur of my own.
But | could wait. | knew that my own fur would comein time. And then | could link with the worms too.
There was so much they had to teach me. And I, them.

They had to know what to watch out for. The world outside the gumdrop was still too raw, too wild, not
yet awakened.

They (rested). They (linked). They (sang).

The (song) included me. | could fed mysdlf in the (music). | would descend into it like awell, deeper and
deeper, and as| did, | stopped being me and began to become (mysdlf).

| (hugged).



| (tingled). All over. (Linked).

"Comeon, Jmbo."

"Huh?'

"l said, comeon. It'stimeto go."

| sat up, rubbing the deep from my eyes. We were ill in the worm nest.

He put his hand on my shoulder. It reminded me of that timein the shower. | climbed to my feet. | was
cold.

"Where are the worms?’

"They're gone," he said. "And now it'stimefor usto go too. Come on. We found out what we needed to.
Let'sget out of here"

"What did wefind out?'

"Y ou don't have the words for it any more. Come on.” He sounded impatient.

"I'mcold.”

"I know. Thisway. Itll bewarmer inaminute." He grabbed me and started pushing me toward the
tunndl. | staggered and fell; he said abad word and hel ped me up again.

"Sorry."

"Just keep walking. | can't do thisal mysdlf. Y ou're going to haveto help me." He ducked under my
shoulder and pulled my arm across his back. "Hang on," he said, and haf-carried me up the tunnel. We
were both naked. Why was that? There was something about a naked man--

The nest seemed alot darker now. Asif someone had turned out dl the lights. The vinesweren't pumping
any more either. Wasthe nest dying? Or just turned off?

Outside, the sky was black and the ground was bright. The stars were pink. The sun was cold. The
clouds were complete. They swirled and billowed upon themselves, they were amassive celling to the
world.

"Where arewe?'

"Same place. Just keep walking, Jmbo. It's very important. Just keep walking."

All the plantswereflat and blasted. They glowed in death asif they werelit from theinside. The shadows
floated upward. The dust drifted up and away. Our eyes were lit from within too. But | couldn't see the
pixiesany more.

"Easy boy-closeyour eyesif it helps.”

"| wanted to go back to deep.”

"Youwill inaminute. Firg thingsfird."

"Who areyou?'

"Jm boy, you know me. I'm you. Y ou're me. Were us. Now, just keep walking. Keep walking and I'll
teach you how to flame."

"Uh-uh. Y ou can't teach me how to flame. Y ou said it can't be taught. "

"I lied."

| stumbled and fell. The ground was very hard. | decided to rest abit. | could get up later.

"Jm-come on, get up!”

"Later. | needto deep ahit first."

"No, Jm. Now!"

"No," | said and curled up.

"Poppies” Someone was cackling over me. "Poppies.™

| opened my eyesin annoyance. "What? Are we that close to the Emerald City? | don't even have any
ruby dippers. Leave me done. That's somebody else's story. Why isthat old bitch picking on me?'
"Because you'e ugly and your mother undresses you funny. Good, Jm-come on. Hold onto my hand.
Step into the light, you're out of the night-you know how it goes. Onefoot in front of the other.”

"I don't want be crazy any more,” | said. "I'd rather be dead. I'd rather be Ted. I'd rather be led-"
"Okay, I'll lead you." He pulled a my arm. "Come on. I'll be Peter Pan and you can be one of the lost
boys-"

"Canwefly?'



"Yes wecanfly.”

"Redly?Wecanredly fly?'

"Y es, wecan."

"Then why do we haveto walk. Let'sfly-"

"You'll haveto concentrate.

"I will. I wannafly."

"Lift your arms. Hold onto my hand now. Up, up, and away-"

"Areyou Superman, too?"

"I'm anyone you need meto be. Anyone you want meto be."

"Areweflying now?'

"Look down."

| looked. We wererising up gracefully, up over thefield, the nest, the van--

| giggled.

"Good, Jmmy boy. That'srea good. Keep it up. Just alittle bit longer.”

"Thisishard work, flying."

"| told you, you'd have to concentrate. That'sit, flap your arms. Move your legsalittle too. Y eah, just
likeyourewaking." We were drifting Sdeways. The glow across the ground was the reflection of our
light. The van looked likeit was mdting. We were sinking toward it.

"l can't kegpitup,” | said.

"It'sdl right, were amogt there. Just lower your whedlsfor asafe landing and you'll bejust fine."
"And put up the tray tables and bring your seat backsto afull upright position,” | added. We bumped
across the ground and collgpsed against the door of the van. | did it open and fell halfway in. He helped
me lift my legs up. We closed the door together and climbed, staggered, fell into bed and rolled into each
other's arms and held onto each other as hard as we could while the night roared around us with loud
swest purple noises.

He smelled so good.

2

Then there was Benjamin Bright,

acontestant on "What's My Ddlight?'

They guessed &t his habits

with little white rabbits,

but were stumped by his mouse and hiskite.
?



? 54
? ParadiseLost

"Thelightsare mogt likely to come back on &t the precise moment you find the flashlight.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

The bright sunlight glaring in my eyeswoke me up.

| waslying on arumpled blanket on thefloor of the van. | was done. The sunlight danted in Sdeways
through the front window. | sat up. | was naked. My skin had an aily fed toit, and | felt apeculiar
light-headedness. | wasn't dizzy, but | fdt like | wasfloating two inchesin theair, drifting rather than
gtting.

| rubbed my eyes and looked around for-what was his name?-he was gone. He hadn't even kissed me
goodbye. What the. . . ?

| remembered some of it.

The gumdrop. The nest. The glowing blue fur on the walls. The worms. The (names). The (song).
The-that part, | couldn't quite identify.

And then somebody had come and lifted me up and walked me out of the nest. | remembered it. We had
gone to Emerad City. And then we had flown back to the van. That was the clearest part of al. And
then we had made love.

| redly was crazy.

My hdlucinationswere more red than redlity.

| got out of the van and padded around naked, examining the ground. The only footprints were mine. The
only tiretracks were mine.

No.

Thiswas stupid.

Hewasred. Halucinations don't get that intense. We'd made love. | remembered the fed of him and the
andl of himtoo vividly.

What was going on ingde my head? Wasit actudly possble to have ddusionsthat redistic?
Thiswas-very confusing.

Shit.

| gathered up what few of my clothes| could find and tossed them in the back of the van. | pulled ona
jumpsuit and dippers and wondered what | should do.

"l could till kill mysdlf,” | suggested.

"Nah," | replied. "That doesn't sound like anywhere near as much fun asit did yesterday.”

"Hmm...." | sad.

Thiswasinteresting. | didn't fed quite so crazy any more. | was having terrific halucinations, but at least |
didn't fed crazy. Actudly, | felt-sort of like me again. Not so bad, redly.

| could remember Family. | could remember everything, but it was al on the other sde of awall and |
couldn't fed the hurt. | could seeit clearly. | just couldn't fed it any more.

What | feltinstead was. . . sore.

| rubbed my neck tenderly. | ached al over. Were these bruises on my body from the acts of passion?
Or wasit just from falling down the hill? It didn't matter. The weird thing, the thing that was so
down-deep disturbing, was that despite the soreness, | actually felt good. Like you always do after good
sex with someone you love.

Evenif it'sonly ahdlucinaion. | garted laughing.

Whatever that pink stuff was, it stayed with you for along time. I'd probably be grinning al theway to
Colorado. Maybe | should take some with.

No.

That was the wrongness. The temptation.

It would be too easy to hide out in the world of halucinations. And as beautiful asthey had been, it
would be adangerous mistake. It would only be theillusion of escape.



| climbed into the front of the van and clicked on al the systems. All the boards showed green. Good. |
hadn't done anything too stupid last night. | punched for coffee-well, it sort of tasted like coffee-and a
ration bar and waited while both heated up.

Eventualy, | felt well enough to ease the van back onto the road and put it on autopilot.

| hardly watched where we were going.

My mind was il trying to figure out theimpaossible.

Out of curiogity, | switched on the autolog and scanned the record. The motion sensors had triggered
recordings only twice during the night. The first recording showed me prancing around naked on the hill,
done.

Atleast | looked like | was having fun.

The second recording showed me staggering back aone. | looked like azombie, jerking and twitching as
if somebody elsewere pulling my strings.

Well, that settled that.

Either the pink was an incredible hallucinogen-or | was as crazy asaloon.

Probably both.

Wheatever. It made metoo crazy to die. | had to keep going.

2

There was ayoung man from . Lutz,

who had aremarkable putz.

It would sniff; it would hunt,

for it only liked cunt.

Absolutely no lips, hands, or buits.
?



? 55
? The Chopper

"Of course, kick aman when he'sdown. It'sthe best time. If you're not willing to kick him when he's
down, then don't kick him when hesup either.”
-SOLOMON SHORT

The radar beeped.

The screen said, "CHOPPER AT 6:00 HIGH."

| stretched over and tapped the button marked "ID?" The screen said, "NEGATIVE."

| tapped the button again.

Thistime, the screen said, "HUEY VALKYRIE 111. STEALTH RETROFIT." Then it added,
"UNITED STATESINSIGNIA."

"Uh-huh. That doesn't mean anything any more." Without taking my eyes off the road, | tepped the
button again.

The screen said, "CHOPPER ISHEAVILY ARMED." It began to list the aircraft's armament.

| tapped another button and the screen cleared to show the chopper itsdlf. Theimage wasjittery at first
due to the motion of the van, then thelogic switched in; the screen grabbed clear frames and held them
for four-second intervals. Someone had painted afierce grin on the nose of that ship.

"Well, whoever you are up there, I'm not going to argue with you. Y ou're packing enough atillery to level
Detroit.” She carried afull load under each arm. She looked like a maddened harpy.

But just the same, | unlocked the laser guns and powered up the antiaircraft missiles.

The computer said softly, "We're being scanned. Shal weidentify ourselves?”

"Don't bother. Either they know who we are, or they don't care.” Then | added, "And they probably
wouldn't believe our ID any more than wed believe theirs. But thanks anyway."

"Y ourewelcome.”

| looked at the screen again. The chopper would be on top of us any moment now. | let go of the
steering whedl. "Take control!" and did out of my seat. The computer locked in. | climbed for the turret.
"Unlock al weapons. Stand by for evasive action.” The chopper roared low overhead even before | had
finished bdting mysdf in.

It camein at treetop levd. | could see the rocket launchersonitsbelly. | could read the numbers on the
finsof themissles "Jee-zud"

The chopper had buzzed us like a hornet-like a hawk! The van rocked with the force of its passage. The
noise was like the insde of a garbage disposal.

It pulled up into the air ahead, turning asit did, diding backward in the air while the pilot got his bearings.
| knew when he had sighted me again because he dipped and drove straight toward the van.

"Show-off!" | yelled.

Again the chopper camein low, grafing like a banshee. For amoment | thought it wasn't going to clear-I
had my hands to my ears-and then it was past and pulling up and . . . the road behind the van exploded
with aroar! Theair turned red! The van skidded sideways on the pavement, diding before the shock
wave! The computer grabbed control again and we swerved around arocky curve. The tires screeched.
| just had time enough to look behind and see thefireball. It was the Size of ahangar, ablimp, a
mountain, and gill growing asit climbed into the air! What was that chopper armed with? That warhead
must have had phosphorusinit. Bright fiery streskswere still coming out of the explosion, igniting firesal
over the woods.

"Holy shit!"

"Missleslocked on target,” sad the computer. "Return fire?!

"No!" | shouted. | dapped the safeties down, locking them into place before | dropped out of the turret. |
pulled mysdlf back into the driver's seet. "I'm taking over," | said.

"Not advised," the computer said. "Y ou don't have the reflexes.”



"Suuff it!"

| stood on the brake pedal as we came around another curve and into along straightaway down ahill. |
could hear the sound of the chopper coming in behind us. Then it was overhead, and then it was climbing
again ahead of us. Something fell from itsbelly.

| just had time to close my eyes before the blast went off, but even through my eydids | was blinded. |
could fed the heat through the windshield. The van wasllifted off the ground by the shock wave. | could
fed the bang of the chassis as we crashed back into the ground and skidded backward with a screech.
Thewhedswere ill locked.

All theadarm bdllsin the van wereringing. All the Srenswere screaming. All the buttons were beeping.
All the screens were flashing. "Damage report,” said the computer. "Damage report,” it repested.
"Damage report. Damage report.”

| heard it all from adistance, from athousand miles a