A Dry, Quiet Var

by
Tony Dani el

| cannot tell you what it meant to ne to see the two suns of Ferro set behind

the dry mountain east of ny hone. | had been away twelve billion years. |
passed

nmy cabin, to the punp well and, taking a metal cup fromwhere it hung froma
set-pin, | worked the handle three times. At first it creaked, and | believed
it

was rusted tight, but then it |oosened, and within fifteen pulls, | had a cup
of

wat er .

Soneone had kept the punp up. Someone had seen to the house and the |and while
I

was away at the war. For nme, it had been fifteen years; | wasn't sure how

| ong

it had been for Ferro. The water was tinged red and tasted of iron. Good.
drank it down in a long draught, then put the cup back onto its hanger. Wen
t he

bi g sun, Hem ngway, set, a slight breeze kicked up. Then Fitzgerald went down
and a cold, cloudless night spanked down onto the plateau. | shivered a
little,

adjusted ny internals, and stood notionless, waiting for the last of twlight
to

pass, and the stars -- ny stars -- to cone out. Steiner, the planet that is
Ferro's evening star, was the first to energe, lowin the west, methane bl ue.
Then the constellations. Ngal. G| ganesh. The Big Snake, half-coiled over the
sout hwestern horizon. There was no noon toni ght. There was never a noon on
Ferro, and that was right.

After a time, | walked to the house, clinbed up the porch and the house
recogni zed me and turned on the lights. | went inside. The place was dusty,

t he

furniture covered with sheets, but there were no signs of rats or jinjas, and
all seened in repair. | sighed, blinked, tried to feel sonething. Too early,
probably. | started to take a covering froma chair, then let it be. | went
to

t he kitchen and checked the cupboard. An old nmalt whisky bottle, some dry
cereal, sone spices. The spices had been ny nother's, and | sel dom used them
before | left for the end of time. | considered that the whisky m ght be
perfectly aged by now. But, as the saying goes on Ferro, we like a bit of

f ood

with our drink, so | left the house and took the road to town, to Heidel
It was a five nmile walk, and though | could have enhanced and covered the
gr ound

inten mnutes or so, | walked at a regular pace under ny homeworld stars.
The

road was dirt, of course, and my pant | egs were dusted red when | stopped
under

the outside light of Thredmartin's Pub. | took a |ast breath of cold air,

t hen

went inside to the warm

It was a good night at Thredmartin's. There were nen and wonen gat hered
around

the fire hearth, usas and splices in the cold corners. The regul ars were at
t he

bar, a couple of whom | recognized -- so old now, wi zened |ike stored appl es



in

a barrel. | |ooked around for a particular face, but she was not there. A

j ukebox sputtered some core-cloud deak and the air was thick with snmoke and
conversation. O was, until | walked in. Nobody turned to face ne. Most of
t hem

couldn't have seen nme. But a signal passed and conversation fell to quiet
mur mur . Sonebody quickly killed the jukebox.

I blinked up an internals menu into my peripheral vision and adjusted to the
room s tenperature. Then | went to the edge of the bar. The room got even
nor e

qui et .

The bartender, old Thredmartin hinself, reluctantly came over to ne.

"What can | do for you, sir?" he asked ne.

| looked over him to the selection of bottles, tubes and cans on display
behi nd

him "I don't see it,” | said.

"Eh?" He gl anced back over his shoulder, then quickly returned to peering at
ne.

"Bone's Barley," | said.
"We don't have any nore of that," Thredmartin said, with a suspicious tone.
"Why not ?"

"The man who made it died."”

"How | ong ago?"

"Twenty years, nore or less. | don't see what business of--"
"What about his son?"

Thredmartin backed up a step. Then another. "Henry,
Bone. "

"Just give me the best that you do have, Peter Thredmartin," | said. "In
fact,

I'"d like to buy everybody a round on ne."

"Henry Bone! Wy, you looked to me like a bad 'un indeed when you wal ked in

he whi spered. "Henry

here. | took you for one of themglins, | did," Thredmartin said. | did not
know

what he was tal king about. Then he smiled an old devil's crooked smile. "Your
nmoney' s no good here, Henry Bone. | do happen to have a couple of bottles of

your ol d dad's whisky stowed away in back. Drinks are on the house."

And so | returned to ny world, and for nost of those |I'd left behind it
seened

as if 1'd never really gone. My neighbors hadn't changed rmuch in the twenty
years |l ocal that had passed, and, of course, they had no conception of what
had

happened to me. They only knew that |'d been to the war -- the Big War at the
End of Time -- and evidently everything turned out okay, for here | was, back
in

my own tinme and ny own place. | planted Ferro's desert barley, brought in
peat

fromthe nountain bogs, bred the biomass that would extract the minerals from
ny

hard ground water, and got ready for naking whi sky once again. Mst of the

i nhabitants of Ferro were divided between whisky famlies and beer fanilies.
Bones were distillers, never brewers, since the Settlenent, ten generations
bef ore.

It wasn't until she called upon ne that | heard the first hints of the
troubl es

that had cone. Her nane was Alinda Bexter, but since we played together under

the fl oorplanks of her father's hotel, | had always called her Bex. Wen
| eft
for the war, she was twenty, and | twenty-one. | still recognized her at

forty,



five years older than I was now, as she came wal king down the road to ny
house,

a week after | returned. She was taller than nost wonen on Ferro, and she

m ght

be m staken for a usa-human splice anywhere el se. She was rangy and she wore
a

khaki dress that whipped in the dry wind as she wal ked down the road. | stood
on

the porch, waiting for her, wondering what she woul d say.

"Well, this is a load off of me," she said. She was wearing a brimed hat. It
had ribbon to tie under her chin, but Bex had not done that. She held her
hand

on it to keep it fromblowi ng fromher head. "This danmm ranch has been one

bi g
t hankl ess task."
"So it was you who kept it up,” | said.

"Just kept it fromfalling apart as fast as it would have otherw se," she
replied. We stood and | ooked at one another for a nonment. Her eyes were

green.
Now | had seen an ocean, and | could understand the kind of green they were.
"Well then," | finally said. "Cone on in."

| offered her sone sweetcake |'d fried up, and sone beer that ny nei ghbor
Shi n,

had brought by, both of which she declined. W sat in the living room on
furniture covered with the white sheets | had yet to renpve. Bex and | took
it

slow, getting to know each ot her again. She ran her father's place now. For
years, the only way to get to Heidel was by freighter, but we had finally

gotten

a node on the Flash, and, even though Ferro was still a backwater planet,
there

were nore strangers passing through than there ever had been -- usually en
route

to other places. But they sonetinmes stayed a night or two in the Bexter

Hot el

Its reputation was spreadi ng, Bex clained, and | believed her. Even when she
was

young, she had been shrewd but honest, a conbination you don't often find in
an

i nn-keeper. She was a quiet woman -- that is, until she got to know you wel |
and some nost likely thought her conceited. | got the feeling that she hadn't
| et down her reserve for a long tine. Wien | knew her before, Bex did not
have

many cl ose friends, but for the ones she had, such as me, she poured out her

t houghts, and her heart. | found that she hadn't changed nuch in that way.
"Did you marry?" | asked her, after hearing about the hotel and her father's
bad

heal t h.

"No," she said. "No, | very nearly did, but then | did not. Did you?"

"No. Who was it?"

"Rall Kenton."

"Rall Kenton? Rall Kenton whose parents run the hops market?" He was a
quarter-splice, a tall nan on a world of tall nmen. Yet, when | knew him his
| ong shadow had been deceptive. There was no spark or force in him "I can't
see

that, Bex."



"Tom Kenton died ten years ago," she said. "Marjorie retired, and Rall owned
t he

busi ness until just last year. Rall did all right; you'd be surprised.
Sonet hi ng

about his father's passing gave hima backbone. Too nmuch of one, maybe."
"What happened?"

"He died," she said. "He died, too, just as |I thought you had." Now she told
ne

she would like a beer after all, and | went to get her a bottle of Shin's

al e.

When | returned, | could tell that she'd been crying a little.

"The glinms killed Rall," said Bex, before | could ask her about him "That's

their name for thenselves, anyway. Humans, repons, kaliwaks and | don't know
what el se. They passed through |ast year and stayed for a week in Heidel
Very
bad. They nade ny father give over the whole hotel to them and then they had
a

trial, they called it. Every house was called and nade to pay a tithe.
The
glims deci ded how nuch. Rall refused to pay. He brought along a pistol --
Lord
knows where he got it -- and tried to shoot one of them They just |aughed
and
took it fromhim" Nowthe tears started again.
"And then they hauled himout into the street in front of the hotel.’
a
nmonent and got control of herself. "They burnt himup with a p-gun. Burned
hi s
legs off first, then his arnms, then the rest of himafter they'd let himlie
there awhile. There wasn't a trace of himafter that; we couldn't even bury
him"
| couldn't take her to nme, hold her, not after she'd told ne about Rall

Bex t ook

Needi ng

something to do, | took some tangl ed banwood fromthe tinder box and
struggl ed

to get a fire going fromthe burnt-down coals in ny hearth. | blewinto the

fireplace and only got a nose full of ashes for ny trouble. "Didn't anybody
fight?" | asked.

"Not after that. W just waited themout. O they got bored. | don't know It
was bad for everybody, not just Rall." Bex shook her head, sighed, then saw

t he

trouble I was having and bent down to help me. She was nuch better at it than
I )

and the fire was soon abl aze. W sat back down and watched it flicker.

"Sounds |ike war-ghosts,"” | said.

"The glins?"

"Sol di ers who don't go home after the war. The fighting gets into them and

t hey

don't want to give it up, or can't. Sometinmes they have ... nodifications

t hat

won't let themgive it up. They wander the timeways -- and since they don't
belong to the time they show up in, they're hard to kill. In the early tines,

where people don't know about the war, or have only heard rumors of it, they
had

| ots of nanes. Vanpires. Haganonsters. Zonbies."

"What can you do?"

| put my armaround her. It had been so |ong. She tensed up, then breathed
deeply, serenely.

"Hope they don't cone back," | said. "They are bad ones. Not the worst, but
bad. "



W were quiet for a while, and the wi nd, blowi ng over the chimmey's top, made
the flue nbpan as if it were a big stone flute.
"Did you love him Bex?" | asked. "Rall?"
She didn't even hesitate in her answer this time. "Of course not, Henry Bone.
How coul d you ever think such a thing? | was waiting to catch up with you.
Now
tell me about the future.”
And so | drew away fromher for a while, and told her -- part of it at |east.
About how there is not enough dark matter to pull the cosmps back toget her
agai n, not enough mass to undulate in eternal cycle. Instead, there is an
end,
and all the stars are either dead or dying, and all that there is is nothing
but
dimnight. | told her about the twilight armes gathered there, culled from
al |
times, all places. Creatures, presences, nachi nes, weapons fighting galaxy to
gal axy, systemto system fighting until the critical point is reached, when
entropy flows no nore, but pools, pools in endl ess, stagnant pools of
not hi ng.
No Iight. No heat. No effect. And the universe is dead, and so those who
remai n

inherit the dark field. They w n.
"And did you wi n?" she asked ne. "If that's the word for it."

The suns were going down. Instead of answering, | went outside to the
woodpi | e

and brought in enough banwood to fuel the fire for the night. | thought maybe
she woul d forget what she'd asked nme -- but not Bex.

"How does the war end, Henry?"

"You must never ask ne that," | spoke the words carefully, making sure | was

giving away nothing in ny reply. "Every tinme a returning soldier tells that
answer, he changes everything. Then he has two choices. He can either go
away,

| eave his own tinme, and go back to fight again. Or he can stay, and it will
al |

nmean not hi ng, what he did. Not just who won and who | ost, but all the things
he

did in the war spin off into nothing."

Bex thought about this for a while. "What could it matter? Wiat in God' s nane
could be worth fighting for?" she finally asked. "Tine ends. Nothing matters

after that. What could it possibly matter who won ... who wi ns?"

"I't neans you can go back hone," | said. "After it's over."

"l don't understand."

| shook ny head and was silent. | had said enough. There was no way to tel

her

nore, in any case -- not w thout changing things. And no way to say what it
was

that had brought those forces together at the end of everything. And what the
hell do I know, even now? All | knowis what | was told and what | was

trai ned

to do. If we don't fight at the end, there won't be a beginning. For there to
be

people, there has to be a war to fight at the end of things. W live in that
ki nd of universe, and not another, they told ne. They told ne, and then I
told

nmyself. And | did what | had to do so that it would be over and I could go
hone,

come back.

"Bex, | never forgot you," | said. She came to sit with me by the fire. W
didn't touch at first, but |I felt her next to nme, breathed the flush of her
skin



as the fire warned her. Then she ran her hand along ny arm felt the bunps
from
t he operational enhancenents.
"What have they done to you?" she whi spered.
Unbi dden the old words of the skyfallers' scream the words that were yet to
be,
surfaced in ny m nd.

They sucked down ny heart

toalittle black hole

You cannot stab ne.

They wote down my brain

on a hard knot of space,

You cannot turn ne.

I cicle spike

fromthe eye of a star

I"ve come to kill you
| al nrost spoke them from sheer habit. But |I did not. The war was over. Bex
was

here, and | knew it was over. | was going to feel somnething, once again,
somet hi ng besides guile, hate and rage. | didn't yet, that was true, but I
coul d

feel the possibility.

"I don't really breathe any nore, Bex; | pretend to so | won't put people
off,"

| told her. "It's been so long, | can't even renmenber what it was like to
have

to."

Bex kissed nme then. At first, | didn't remenber how to do that either. And
t hen

| did. | added wood to the fire, then ran ny hand al ong Bex's neck and
shoul der.

Her skin had the health of youth still, but years in the sun and wi nd had nmade
a

suppl e leather of it, tanned and grained fine. W took the sheet fromthe
couch

and pulled it near to the warnth, and she drew ne down to her on it, to her
neck

and breasts.

"Did they | eave enough of you for ne?" she whispered.

| had not known until now. "Yes," | answered, "There's enough." | found ny
way

i nside her, and we made love slowy, in a way that nmight seemsad to any

ot hers

but us, for there were menories and years of |onging that flowed from us,
around

us, like anber just at the nelting point, and we were inside and there was
nothing but this present with all of what was, and what woul d be, already
passed. No tine. Finally, only Bex and no time between us.

W fell asleep on the old couch, and it was di m hal f-norni ng when we awoke,
with

Fitzgerald yet to rise in the west and the fire a bed of coals as red as the
sky.

Two nonths later, | was in Thredmartin's when Bex cane in with an evil [ook
on
her face. W had taken getting back together slow and easy up till then, but
t he

nore time we spent around each other, the nore we understood that nothing



basi c

had changed. Bex kept conming to the ranch and | took to spending a couple of
nights a week in a roomher father made up for nme at the hotel. Furly Bexter
was

an old style McKinnonite. Men and wonen were to live separately and only neet
for business and copulation. But he |iked me well enough, and when | insisted
on

payi ng for my room he found a | oophol e sonewhere in the Tracts of MKi nnon
about cohabitation being all right in hotels and hostels.

"The glims are back," Bex said, sitting down at my table. | was in a dark
cor ner

of the pub. | left the fire for those who could not adjust their own
internals

to keep themwarm "They' ve taken over the top floor of the hotel. What
shoul d

we do?"

| took a draw of beer -- Thredmartin's own thick porter -- and | ooked at her
She was visibly shivering, probably nore fromagitation than fright.

"How many of them are there?" | asked.

"Six. And sonething else, sone splice |'ve never seen, however nany t hat
makes. "

| took another sip of beer. "Let it be," | said. "They'll get tired, and

t hey' |

nove on."

"What ?" Bex's voice was full of astonishnment. "What are you sayi ng?"

"You don't want a war here, Bex," | replied. "You have no idea how bad it can
get."

"They killed Rall. They took our noney."

"Money." My voice sounded nany years away, even to ne.

"It's muscle and worry and care. You know how hard people work on Ferro. And
for

those ... things ... to come in and take it. W cannot let them-"

" -- Bex," | said. "I amnot going to do anything."

She said nothing; she put a hand on her forehead as if she had a sickening
fever, stared at ne for a nmonent, then | ooked away.

One of the glinms chose that noment to come into Thredmartin's. It was a

hal andana, a splice -- human and jan -- fromup-tine and a couple of possible
uni verses over. It was nearly seven feet tall, with a two-foot-1ong neck, and
stooped to enter Thredmartin's entrance. Wthout stopping it went to the bar
and

demanded nor phi ne.

Thredmartin was at the bar. He pulled out a dusty rubber, little used, and
before he could get out an injector, the hal andana reached over, took the
entire

rubber and put it in the pocket of the long gray coat it wore. Thredmartin
started to speak, then shook his head and found a spray shooter. He sl apped
it

on the bar, and started to wal k away. The hal andana's hand shot out and
pushed

the old man. Thrednartin stunbled to his knees.

| felt the fingers of ny hands cl aw ng, clenching. Let them |l oosen; let them

go.

Thredmartin rose slowy to one knee. Bex was up, around the bar, and over to
him steadying his shoulder. The glimwatched this for a nmonent, then took
its

drug and shooter to a table, where it got itself ready for an injection

| looked at it closely now. It was fermale, but that did not nean nuch in

hal andana splices. | could see it phase around the edges wth dead, gray

fl anes.



I clicked in wi deband overspace and | could see through the hal andana to the
chair it was sitting in and the unpainted wood of the wall behind it. And
saw

nmore, in the spaces between spaces. The hal andana was keyed in to a websquad;
it

wasn't really an individual anynore. Its fate was tied to that of its unit
conmander. So the war-ghosts -- the glins -- were a renegade squad, nost
likely,

with a single | eader calling the shots. For a nonent, the hal andana gl anced
in

nmy direction, maybe feeling nmy gaze somewhere outside of |ocal time, and

banded down to human normal. It quickly went back to what it was doi ng. Bex
made

sure Thredmartin was all right, then came back over to ny table.

"W're not even inits tine line," | said. "It doesn't think of us as really

being alive."
"Ch God," Bex said. "This is just |like before.™

| got up and wal ked out. It was the only solution. I could not say anything
to

Bex. She woul d not understand. | understood -- not acting was the rational

t he

only, way -- but not ny way. Not until now

I enhanced ny legs and | oped along the road to my house. But when | got there,
I

kept running, running off into the red sands of Ferro's outback. The ni ght
cane

down, and, as the planet turned, | ran along the length of the Big Snake,

bri ght

and hard to the southwest, and then under blue gl ow of Steiner, when she rose
in

t he noonl ess, trackless night. | ran for mles and mles, as fast as a

j aguar ,

but never tiring. How could | tire when parts of me stretched off into

di nensions of utter stillness, utter rest? Could Bex see ne for what | was,
she

woul d not see a man, but a kind of colonial creature, a mash of life pressed
into the niches and faultlines of existence like so rmuch grit and lichen. A
human is anchored with only his heart and his mnd; sever those, and he
floats

away, floats away. Wiat was |? A nmedusa fish in an ocean of time. A tight

cl unmp

of nothing, disguised as a man. Sonet hi ng el se?

Sonet hi ng dammed hard to kill, that was certain. And so were the glins. Wen
I

returned to nmy house in the starbright night, | half-expected to find Bex,
but

she was not there. And so | rattled about for a while, powered down for an
hour
at dawn and rested on a living roomchair, dreaming in one part of my mnd,

conpletely alert in another. The next day, Bex still did not cone, and
began

to fear something had happened to her. | wal ked part-way into Heidel, then
cut

off the road and stole around the outskirts, to a nmound of shattered,

vol cani c

rocks -- the tailings of sone early prospector's pit -- not far fromthe
town's

edge. There | stepped up ny vision and hearing, and nade a | ong sweep of main
street. Nothing. Far, far too quiet, even for Heidel

| worked out the parabolic to the Bexter Hotel, and after a small adjustnment,



heard Bex's voice, then her father's. | was too far away to make out the
wor ds,

but nmy quantitatives gave it a positive i.d. So Bex was all right, at |east
for

the nonent. | nade ny way back hone, and put in a good day's work making
whi sky.

The next norning -- it was the quarteryear's double dawn, with both suns
rising

in the east nearly together -- Bex cane to nme. | brought her inside and, in
t he

nmoted sunlight of ny famly's living room where | now took nmy rest, when
rested, Bex told nme that the glins had taken her father

"He hel d back some old M dnight Livet down in the cellar, and didn't deliver
it

when they called for roomservice." Bex rubbed her left fist with her right
fingers, expertly, alnost mechanically, as she'd kneaded a thousand bal |l s of
bread dough. "How do they know these things? How do they know, Henry?"

"They can see around things," | said. "Some of them can, anyway."

"So they read our thoughts? What do we have |eft?"

"No, no. They can't see in there, at least |'msure they can't see in your
old

man's McKinnonite nut lunp of a brain. But they probably saw the whi sky down
there in the cellar, all right. A door isn't a very solid thing for a

war ghost

out of its own tinme and pl ace.™

Bex gave her hand a final squeeze, spread it out upon her |ap. She stared
down

at the lines of her palm then | ooked up at ne. "If you won't fight, then you
have to tell ne howto fight them" she said. "I won't let themkill ny
father."

"Maybe they won't."

"l can't take that chance."

Her eyes were bl azing green, as the suns cane full through the w ndow. Her
face

was bright-lit and shadowed, as if by the steady coals of a fire. You have
| oved

this woman a long tinme, | thought. You have to tell her sonething that will
be

of use. But what could possibly be of use against a creature that had

survi ved

-- will survive that great and final war -- and so must survive now? You
can't

kill the future. That's how the ol d sergeants would explain battle fate to

t he

recruits. If you are neant to be there, they'd say, then nothing can hurt
you.

And if you're not, then you'll just fade, so you might as well go out
fighting.

"You can only irritate them" | finally said to Bex. "There's a way to do it

with the Flash. Talk to that technician, what's his nane--"

"Jurven Dvorak."

"Tell Dvorak to strobe the local interrupt, fifty, sixty tetracycles. It'lI
cut

off all traffic, but it will be like a wasp nest to them and they won't want
to
get cl ose enough to turn it off. Maybe they' |l |eave. Dvorak better stay near

the node after that, too."

"All right," Bex said. "ls that all?"

"Yes," | said. | rubbed nmy temples, felt the vague pain of a headache, which
qui ckly receded as ny internals rushed nore blood to ny scalp. "Yes, that's



it."

Later that day, | heard the crackle of random quantum tunnel spray, as split,
unsei ved particles decided their spin, charmand col or w thout guidance from
t he

worl d of gravity and cause. It was an angry buzz, like the hum of an insect
caught between screen and w ndowpane, trenmendously irritating to listen to
for

hours on end, if you were unlucky enough to be sensitive to the effect. | put
up

with it, hoping against hope that it would be enough to drive off the glins.
Bex arrived in the early evening, |eading her father, who was ragged and

hal f-crazed fromtw days without |ight or water. The glinms had | ocked himin
a

cleaning closet, in the hotel, where he'd sat cranped and doubl ed over. After
the buzz started, Bex opened the | ock and dragged the old man fromthe cl oset
where they were holding him It was alnost as if the glins had forgotten the
whol e affair.

"Maybe," | said. "W can hope."

She wanted nme to put the old man up at ny house, in case the glins suddenly
renenmbered. A d Furly Bexter didn't like the idea. He rattled on about
sonet hi ng

in McKinnon's "Letter to the Canadians,” but | said yes, he could stay. Bex

| eft

me with her father in the shrouds of ny living room

Sone tine that night, the quantum buzz stopped. And in the early norning,
saw

them-- five of them-- stalking along the road, kicking before themthe
cowering, stumbling formof Jurven Dvorak. | waited for them on the porch
Furly

Bexter was asleep in ny parents' bedroom He was exhausted from his ordeal
?ngxpected himto stay that way for a while.

When they cane into the yard, Dvorak ran to the punp and held to the handl e,
?? it were a branch suspendi ng himover a bottom ess chasm And for himit
?ﬁzy'd broken his mnd and given hima dream of dying. Soon to be replaced by

reality, | suspected, and no punphandl e hope of sal vation

Their | eader -- or the one who did the talking -- was human-1ooking. |I'd have
to

band out to make a full i.d., and I didn't want to give anything away for the

nmonent. He saved nme the trouble by telling ne hinself.

"My nanme's Marek," he said. "Cone froma D-line, not far down-tinme from here.'
| nodded, squinting into the red brightness reflected off ny hardpan yard.
"We're just here for a good tinme," the human continued. "What you want to

spoi |

that for?"

| didn't say anything for a monent. One of Marek's gang spat into the dryness
of

nmy dirt.

"Co ahead and have it," | said.

"Al'l right," Marek said. He turned to Dvorak, then pulled out a weapon -- not
really a weapon though, for it is the tool of behind-the-Ilines enforcers,

prison

i nterrogators, confession extractors. It's called an algorithm c truncheon, a
trunch, in the parlance. A trunch, used at full load, will strip the myelin
sheath from axons and dendrites; it will burn up a man's nerves as if they
wer e

fuses. It is a way to kill with horrible pain. Marek wal ked over and touched

t he



trunch to the leg of Dvorak, as if he were lighting a bonfire.

The Flash technician began to shiver, and then to seethe, |ike a teapot

com ng

to boil. The notion traveled up his legs, into his chest, out his arns. His
neck

began to withe, as if the corded nuscles were so many snakes. Then Dvorak's
brain burned, as a teapot will when all the water has run out and there is

not hi ng but flane against hot metal. And then Dvorak screaned. He screaned for
a

long, long tine. And then he died, crunmpled and spent, on the ground in front
of

ny house.
"I don't know you," Marek said, standing over Dvorak's body and | ooki ng up at
me. "1 know what you are, but | can't get a read on who you are, and that

worries nme," he said. He kicked at one of the Flash tech's twisted arnms. "But
now you know me."

"CGet off ny land,” | said. | |ooked at himw thout heat. Maybe |I felt nothing
i nside, either. That uncertainty had been ny conpanion for a long tinme, ny
grim

conpani on. Marek studied ne for a nonent. If | kept his attention, he m ght
not

| ook around me, | ook inside the house, to find his other fun, Furly Bexter
hal f -dead from Marek's anmusenments. Marek turned to the others.

"We're going," he said to them "W've done what we canme for." They turned
around and left by the road on which they'd conme, the only road there was.
After

a while, | took Dvorak's body to a low hill and dug hima grave there. | set
up

a sandstone marker, and since | knew Dvorak came from Catholic people,
scratched into the stone the sign of the cross. Jesus, fromthe MIky Way.
Another glim Hard to kill

It took old man Bexter only a week or so to fully recover; | should have
known

by knowi ng Bex that he was made of a tougher grit. He began to putter around
t he

house, hel ping me out where he could, although | ran a tidy one-nman

oper ati on,

and he was nore in the way than anything. Bex risked a trip out once that
week.

Her father again insisted he was going back into town, but Bex told himthe
glims were looking for him So far, she'd nanaged to convince themthat she
had

no i dea where he'd gotten to.

I was running | ow on food and supplies, and had to go into town the foll ow ng
Firstday. | picked up a good backpack |oad at the nmercantile and sone
chenical s

for treating the peat at the druggist, then risked a quick look-in on Bex. A
sign on the desk told all that they could find her at Thredmartin's, taking
her

l unch, should they want her. | wal ked across the street, set ny | oad down

j ust

i nside Thredmartin's door, in the cloakroom then passed through the entrance
into the afternoon dank of the pub

| inmediately sensed glins all around, and hunched nyself in, both nentally
and

physically. | saw Bex in her usual corner, and wal ked toward her across the
room As | stepped beside a table in the pub's mddle, aglim-- it was the
hal andana -- stuck out a long, hairy leg. Alnost, | tripped -- and in that
instant, | alnost did the natural thing and cast about for sone hold that was

not present in the three-dinmensional world -- but I did not. |I caught myself,



cane to a dead stop, then carefully wal ked around the glims outstretched

| eg.

"Mndif |I sit dowmn?" | said as | reached Bex's table. She nodded toward a
free

chair. She was finishing a beer, and an enpty gl ass stood beside it.
Thredmartin

usual ly had the tables clear as soon as the last drop left a nug. Bex was
drinking fast. Wiy? Wirki ng up her courage, perhaps.

| lowered nyself into the chair, and for a long time, neither of us said
anything to the other. Bex finished her beer. Thredmartin appeared, | ooked
curiously at the two enpty nmugs. Bex signaled for another, and | ordered ny
own

whi sky.

"How s the ranch," she finally asked ne. Her face was flush and her lips
trenbled slightly. She was angry, | decided. At me, at the situation. It was
under st andabl e. Conpl etel y under st andabl e.

"Fine," | said. "The ranch is fine."

" Good. "

Again a long silence. Thredmartin returned with our drinks. Bex sighed and,
for

a nonent, | thought she woul d speak, but she did not. |Instead, she reached
under

the tabl e and touched ny hand. | opened ny palm and she put her hand into

m ne

| felt the tension in her, the bonework of her hand as she squeezed tightly.
I

felt her fear and worry. | felt her |ove.

And then Marek came into the pub | ooking for her. He stal ked across the room
and

stood in front of our table. He | ooked hard at ne, then at Bex, and then he
swept an arm across the table and sent Bex's beer and ny whisky flying toward
the wall. The beer nug broke, but | quickly reached out and caught ny tunbler
of

scotch in mdair without spilling a drop. O course no ordinary human coul d
have

done it.

Bex noticed Marek | ooking at me strangely and spoke with a | oud voice that

got

his attention. "Wat do you want? You | ooking for me at the hotel ."

"Your sign says you're open," Marek said in a reasonable, ugly voice. "I rang
for roomservice. Repeatedly."

"Sorry," Bex said. "Just let nme settle up and I'Il be right there."

"Be right there now," Marek said, pushing the table fromin front of her
Agai n,

| caught my drink, held it on a knee while |I remained sitting. Bex started up
fromher chair and stood facing Marek. She |ooked himin the eyes. "I'IlIl be

there directly," she said.

Wt hout warning, Marek reached out and grabbed her by the chin. He didn't
seem

to be pressing hard, but |I knew he rmust have her in painful grip. He pulled
Bex

toward him Still, she stared himin the eyes. Slowy, | rose fromny chair,
setting nmy tunbler of whisky down on the warm seat where | had been

Mar ek gl anced over at ne. Qur eyes net, and at that close distance, he could
pl ainly see the enhancenments under ny corneas. | could see his.

"Let go of her," | said.

He did not let go of Bex.

"Who the hell are you?" he asked. "That you tell me what to do?"

"I"'mjust a grunt, same as you," | said. "Let go of her."

The hal andana had risen fromits chair and was soon standi ng behi nd Marek



It-she grow ed nean and | ow. A conbat schematic of how to handl e the
situation

iconed up into the corner of ny vision. The hal andana was a green figure,

Mar ek

was red, Bex was a faded rose. | blinked once to enlarge it. Studied it in a
fractional second. Blinked again to close it down. Marek |l et go of Bex.

She stunbl ed back, hurt and mad, rubbing her chin.

"I don't think we've got a grunt here," Marek said, perhaps to the hal andana,

to

hi nsel f, but |ooking at nme. "I think we've got us a genuine skyfalling space
marine. "

The hal andana's growl grew deeper and |ouder, filling ultra and subsonic

frequenci es.

"How many systens'd you take out, skyfaller?" Marek asked. "A couple of

gal axi es

wort h?" The hal andana nmade to advance on me, but Marek put out his hand to
stop

it. "Where do you get off? This ain't nothing but small potatoes next to what
you' ve done."

In that noment, | spread out, stretched a bit in ways that Bex could not see,
but that Marek could -- to sone extent at |east. | enconpassed him all of
hi m

and did a thorough i.d. on both himand the hal andana. | ran the data through
some trans-d personnel files tucked into a swirl in n-space |I'd never
expect ed

to access again. Marek Lanbrois. Corporal of a back Iine mlitary police

pl at oon

assigned to the local cluster in a couple of possible worlds, deserters all in
a

coupl e of others. He was aggressi on enhanced by trans-weblink anti-alg

codi ng.

The squad's fighting profile was notched to the top level at all tinmes. They
wer e bastards who were now pre-programed bastards. Marek was right about
bei ng

smal | potatoes. He and his gang were nothing but nean-ass grunts, small-tine
goons for sone of the non-aligned contingency troops.

"What the hell ?" Marek said. He noticed nmy analytics, but it was too fast for
himto get a good glinpse of ne. But he did understand sonething in that
nonent ,

something it didn't take enhancerment to figure out. And in that noment,
everyt hing was changed, had | but seen. Had | but seen

"You're sone bigwig, ain't you, skyfaller? Sonebody that matters to the

out come, " Marek said. "This is your actual and you don't want to fuck

your sel f

up-tine so you won't fight." He smled crookedly. A diagonal of teeth,
strai ght

and narrow, showed whitely.

"Don't count on it," | said.

"You won't," he said, this time with nore confidence. "I don't know what |
was

worrying about. | can do anything | want here.”

"Well," | said. "Well." And then | said nothing.

"CGet on over there and round ne up sone grub,"” Marek said to Bex. "I'Il be
waiting for it in roomforty-five, little lady."

"I'd rather--"

"Do it," | said. The words were harsh and did not sound |like my voice. But
t hey

were ny words, and, after a nmonent, | renenbered the voice. It was mne. From

far, far in the future. Bex gasped at their hardness, but took a step
forward,



noved to obey.
"Bex," | said, nore softly. "Just get the nan sonme food." | turned to Marek
"l f
you hurt her, | don't care about anything. Do you understand? Nothing will
matter to nme."
Marek's smiled widened into a grin. He reached over, slowy, so that | could
thi nk about it, and patted nmy cheek. Then he deliberately slapped ne, hard.
Hard
enough to turn ny head. Hard enough to draw a trickle of blood fromnmny lip.
I't
didn't hurt very much, of course. O course it didn't hurt.
"Don't you worry, skyfaller,"” he said. "I know exactly where | stand now " He
turned and |l eft, and the hal andana, its drugs unfinished on the table where
it
had sat, trailed out after him
Bex | ooked at ne. | tried to meet her gaze, but did not. | did not | ook down,
but stared off into Thredmartin's darkness. She reached over and wi ped the
bl ood
fromnmy chin with her little finger
"I guess |'d better go," she said.
| did not reply. She shook her head sadly, and walked in front of me. | kept
ny
eyes fixed, far away fromthis place, this tinme, and her passing was a swrl
of
air, a red-brown swi sh of hair, and Bex was gone. Gone

They sucked down ny heart

toalittle black hole

You cannot stab ne.

"Col onel Bone, we've done the prelinms on sector 1168 and there are fifty-six
class one civilizations along with two-hundred seventy rationals in stage one
or
two devel opnment . "
"Fifty six. Two hundred seventy. Ah. Me."
"Col onel, sir, we can evac over half of themwthin thirty-six hours local."
"And have to defend themin the transcendent. Chaos neutral. Guaranteed forty
percent casualties for us."
"Yes, sir. But what about the civs at |least. W can save a few "

They wote down my brain

on a hard knot of space.

You cannot turn ne.
"Unaccept abl e, soldier."

"Sir?"

"Unaccept abl e. "

"Yes, sir."

Al dead. Al those millions of dead people. But it was the end of time, and
they had to die, so that they -- so that we all, all intime -- could live.
But

they didn't know, those civilizations. Those people. It was the end of tineg,
but

you loved life all the same, and you died the sane hard way as al ways. For
nothing. It would be for nothing. Qutside, the wind had ki cked up. The sky
was

red with Ferro's dust, and a stormwas brewi ng for the evening. | coated ny
sclera with a hard and gl assy nenbrane, and, unblinking, | stalked home wth



ny
supplies through a fierce and grow ng w nd.

That night, on the curtains of dust and thin rain, on the heave of the storm
Bex cane to my house. Her clothes were torn and her face was bruised. She
ﬁilging, as | closed the door behind her, led her into the kitchen, and began
:?eat her wounds. She said nothing as her worried father sat at ny kitchen
;ﬁzliatched, and wrung his hands, and watched because there wasn't anything
he

coul d do.
"Did that man..." Her father said. the old man's voi ce broke. "Did he?"
"I tried to take the thing, the trunch, fromhim He'd left it lying on the

table by the door." Bex spoke in a hollow voice. "I thought that nobody was
going to do anything, not even Henry, so | had to. | had to." Her facial
brui ses

were superficial. But she held her legs stiffly together, and cl asped her
hands

to her stomach. There was vomt on her dress. "The trunch had sone kind of

al arm

set on it," Bex said. "So he caught ne."

"Bex, are you hurting?, " | said to her. She | ooked down, then carefully
spread

her legs. "He caught ne and then he used the trunch on me. Not full strength.
Said he didn't want to do permanent damage. Said he wanted to save ne for

later." Her voice sounded far away. She covered her face with her hands. "He
put

it in me," she said.

Then she breathed deeply, raggedly, and nmade herself | ook at me. "Well," she
said. "So."

| put her into ny bed, and he sat in the chair beside it, standing watch for
who

knew what ? He could not defend his daughter, but he rust try, as surely as

t he

suns rose, now growi ng farther apart, over the hard pack of ny honeworld
desert.

Everyt hi ng was changed.

"Bex," | said to her, and touched her forehead. Touched her fine, brown skin.
"Bex, in the future, we won. | won, ny command won it. Really, really big.
That's why we're here. That's why we're all here."

Bex's eyes were closed. | could not tell if she'd already fallen asleep. |
hoped

she had.

"I have to take care of sone business, and then I'Il do it again," | said in
a

whi sper. "I'Ill just have to go back up-tine and do it again."

Between the first and second rising, |'d reached Heidel, and as Hem ngway
bur ned

red through the storms dusty |eavings, | stood in the shadows of the
entrance

foyer of the Bexter Hotel. There | waited.

The hal andana was the first up -- like me, they never really slept -- and it

canme down fromits room | ooking, no doubt, to go out and get another rubber

of

its drug. Instead, it found nme. | didn't waste time with the creature. Wth a
quick twist in n-space, | pulled it dowmn to the present, down to a |l oca
concentration of hate and lust and stupidity that |I could kill with a quick
thrust into its throat. But | let it live; | showed it nyself, all of ne
spread



out and huge, and | let it fear

"Go and get Marek Lanbrois,” | told it. "Tell him Col onel Bone wants to see
hi m

Col onel Henry Bone of the 8th Sky and Light."

"Bone," said the hal andana. "I thought--"

| reached out and grabbed the creature's I ong neck. This was the hal andana
weak

point, and this hal andana had a ceramc inplant as protection. | clicked up

t he

power in ny forearma |level and crushed the collar as | nmight a tea cup. The
hal andana' s neck carapace shattered to platelets and shards, outlined in fine
cracks under its skin.

"Don't think," | said. "Tell Marek Lanbrois to come into the street and

will

let himlive."

This was untrue, of course, but hope never dies, |I'd discovered, even in the

hardest of soldiers. But perhaps |I'd underestimated Marek. Sonetimes | stil
wonder .

He stunbl ed out, still partly asleep, onto the street. Last night had
evidently

been a hard and I ong one. H s eyes were a red no detox nano could fully clean
up. His skin was the col or of paste.

"You have sonething on ne," | said. "I cannot abide that."

"Col onel Bone," he began. "If |I'd knowed it was you--"

"Too late for that."

"It's never too late, that's what you taught us all when you turned that

of fensi ve around out on the Husk and gave the Chaos the what-for. 1'IlIl just
be

going. 1'll take the gang with ne. It's to no purpose, our staying now "

"You knew enough yesterday -- enough to leave." | felt the rage, the old rage

that was to be, once again. "Wiy did you do that to her?" | asked. "Wy did
you

And then | |ooked into his eyes and saw it there. The quiet desire -- beaten
down by synt hesized enptions, but now triunphant, sadly triunphant. The
desire

to finally, finally die. Marek was not the unthinking brute |I'd taken him for
after all. Too bad for him

| took a step toward Marek. Hi s instincts made himreach down, go for the

trunch. But it was a usel ess weapon on ne. | don't have nyelin sheaths on ny
nerves. | don't have nerves anynore; | have wiring. Marek realized this was
so

al nrost instantly. He dropped the trunch, then turned and ran. | caught him
He

tried to fight, but there was never any question of himbeating nme. That
woul d

be absurd. 1'm Col onel Bone of the Skyfalling 8th. | kill so that there m ght
be

life. Nobody beats ne. It is ny fate, and yours, too.

| caught him by the shoul der, and | | ooped ny other arm around his neck and
reined himto me -- not enough to snap anything. Just enough to calmhim
down.

He was strong, but had no finesse.

Like | said, glins are hard to kill. They're the sane as snails in shells in
a

way, and the trick is to draw themout -- way out. Wich is what | did with

Marek. As | held himphysically, | caught hold of him all of him over
t here,
inthe place | can't tell you about, can't describe. The way you do this is

by



holding a glimstill and causing himgreat suffering, so that they can't
wi thdraw i nto the deep places. That's what vanpire stakes and Roman crosses
are
all about.
And like | told Bex, glins are bad ones, all right. Bad, but not the worse. |
am
t he worse.
I cicle spike
fromthe eye of a star

I"ve come to kill you
| sharpened my nails. Then | plunged theminto Marek's stomach, through the
skin, into the twist of his guts. | reached around there and caught hold of
somet hing, a piece of intestine. | pulled it out. This | tied to the porch of

the Bexter Hotel.
Marek tried to untie hinself and pull away. He was staring at his insides,

rolled out, raw and exposed, and thinking -- | don't know what. | haven't
di ed.

| don't know what is like to die. He nmoaned sickly. H's hands funbled
usel essly

in the grease and phlegmthat coated his very own self. There was no undoi ng

t he

knots 1'd tied, no pushing hinself back in.

| picked himup, and, as he whinpered, | wal ked down the street with him His
guts trailed out behind us, like a pink ribbon. After |I'd gotten about twenty
feet, | figure this was all he had in him | dropped himinto the street.

Hem ngway was in the northeast and Fitzgerald directly east. They both shone

at

di fferent angles on Marek's crunple, and cast crazy, mazy shadows down the

l ength of the street.

"Col onel Bone," he said. | was tired of his tal king. "Col onel--"

| reached into his nouth, past his gnashing teeth, and pulled out his tongue.
He

reached for it as | extracted it, so | handed it to him Blood and droo

fl owed

fromhis nouth and colored the red ground even redder about him Then, one by

one, | broke his arnms and | egs, then | broke each of the vertebrae in his
backbone, noving up his spinal colum with quick pinches. It didn't take

| ong.

This is what | did in the world that people can see. In the tw sts of other
times and spaces, | did simlar things, horrible, irrevocable things, to the
man. | killed him | killed himin such a way that he woul d never cone to
life

again, not in any possible place, not in any possible time. | w ped Marek

Lanmbrois from exi stence. Thoroughly. And with his death, the other glins

di ed,

like lights going out, lights ceasing to exist, bulb, filament and all. O
like

the quick loss of all sensation after a brain is snuffed out.

Irrevocably gone fromthis tinme line, and that was what nmattered. Keeping
this

possi bl e future uncertain, balanced on the ful crum of chaos and necessity.
Keeping it free, so that | could go back and do ny work.

| left Marek lying there, in the main street of Heidel. OQthers could do the
nmoppi ng up; that wasn't ny job. As | left town, on the way back to nmy house
and

my life there, | sawthat | wasn't alone in the dawn-lit town. Some had
busi ness

out at this hour, and they had watched. O hers had heard the commtion and
cone

to wi ndows and porches see what it was. Now they knew. They knew what | was,



what | was to be. | wal ked al one down the road, and found Bex and her father
both sound asleep in ny room

| stroked her fine hair. She groaned, turned in her sleep. | pulled my covers
up

to her chin. Forty years old, and as beautiful as a child. Safe in ny bed.
Bex.

Bex, I will mss you. Al ways, always, Bex.

| went to the living room to the shroud-covered furniture. I sat down in
what

had been ny father's chair. | sipped a cup of my father's best barley malt
whi sky. | sat, and as the suns of Ferro rose in the hard iron sky, | faded
into

t he distant, dying future.
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