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Men stop war to make gods

sonmeti nes. Peace gods, who woul d naeke
Earth a haven. A place for men to
think and | ove and play. No war

to cloud their mnds and hearts. Stop
somehow, nen from bei ng nmen.

Gods make war to stop nen

from becom ng gods.

Wthout the beat of drums to stop
our ears, what heaven we coul d nake
of Earth! The anchor that is war

| eft behind? Sonehow free to

stop war? Gods nake nen to

be somewhat |ike them So nen

express their godliness in war.

To take life: this is what gods

do. Not the womanly urge to make life.
Nor the sinple sense to stop

War - nen nmake gods. To stop

t hose gods fromragi ng, we have to
find the heart and head to make
new gods, who don't take nen

in human sacrifice. New gods,

who find disgust in war.

Cods stop, to make nen war

for their anusenment. W can stop

their fun. W can nmake new gods

in human guise. No need to

call to heaven. Just take plain nen

and show to them the heaven they could make

To stop God's wars! Men nmake

their own destiny. W don't need war

to prove to anyone that we are nen

But even that is not enough. To stop

war, we have to becone nore. To

stop war, we have to becone gods.
-To stop war, make nen gods.

book one

THE BOOK OF GENESI S
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Chapter one

Wnter is a long tine coning on this god-forsaken planet, and it stays too long, too. |
wat ched a sudden gust blow a line of cold foam across the grey | ake and thought about Earth, not
for the first tine that day. The two warmw nters in San Diego when | was a boy. Even the bad
winters in Nebraska. They were at |east short.

Maybe we were too quick to say no, when the magnani nous zonbies offered to share Earth with
us, after the war. We didn't really get rid of them com ng here.

Col d radi ated fromthe w ndowpane. Marygay cl eared her throat behind nme. "Wat is it?" she
sai d.

"Looks |i ke weather. | ought to check the trotlines."
"Kids will be hone in an hour."
"Better | do it now, dry, than all of us stand out in the rain," | said. "Snow, whatever."

"Probably snow." She hesitated, and didn't offer to help. After twenty years she could tel
when | didn't want conpany. | pulled on wool sweater and cap and left the rain slicker on its peg.

| stepped out into the danp hard wind. It didn't snell like snow comng. | asked ny watch and
it said 90 percent rain, but a cold front in the evening would bring freezing rain and snow. That
woul d nmake for a fun neeting. W had to wal k a couple of klicks, there and back. O herw se the
zonbi es could | ook through transportation records and see that all of us paranoi ds had converged
on one house.

W had eight trotlines that stretched out ten nmeters fromthe end of the dock to posts I'd
sunk in the chest-deep water. Two nmore had been knocked down in a storm |'d replace them cone
spring. Two years fromnow, in real years.

It was nore |ike harvesting than fishing. The bl ackfish are so dunb they'll bite anything, and
when they're hooked and thrash around, it attracts other blackfish: "Wnder what's wong with that
guy--oh, |ook! Somebody's head on a nice shiny hook!"

When | got out on the dock | could see thunderheads building in the east, so | worked pretty
fast. Each trotline's a pulley that supports a dozen hooked | eaders dangling in the water, held to
one-nmeter depth with plastic floaters. It |ooked like half the floaters were down, maybe fifty
fish. I did a nental calculation and realized |I'd probably just finish the | ast one when Bill got
home from school. But the stormwas definitely coning

| took work gl oves and apron off a hook by the sink and hauled the end of the first Iine up to
the eye-level pulley wheel. | opened the built-in freezer--the stasis field inside reflected the
angry sky like a pool of mercury--and wheeled in the first fish. Wrked it off the hook, chopped
off the head and tail with a cleaver, threwthe fish into the freezer, and then rebaited the hook
with its head. Then rolled in the next client.

Three of the fish were the useless nmutant strain we've been getting for nore than a year
They're streaked with pink and have a noxi ous hydrogen-sul fide taste. The bl ackfish won't take
themfor bait and I can't even use themfor fertilizer; you might as well scatter your soil with
salt.

Maybe an hour a day--half that, with the kids hel ping--and we supplied about a third of the
fish for the village. | didn't eat nuch of it nyself. W also bartered corn, beans, and asparagus,
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in their seasons.

Bill got off the bus while | was working on the last line. | waved himinside; no need for
both of us to get all covered with fish guts and bl cod. Then lightning struck on the other side of
the lake and | put the line back in anyhow. Hung up the stiff gloves and apron and turned off the
stasis field for a second to check the catch | evel

Just beat the rain. | stood on the porch for a mnute and watched the squall line hiss its way
across the lake. Warminside; Marygay had started a small fire in the kitchen fireplace. Bill was
sitting there with a glass of wine. That was still a novelty to him "So how are we doi ng?" H's

accent al ways sounded strange when he first got back fromschool. He didn't speak English in class
or, | suspected, with many of his friends.

"Over the sixty percent mark," | said, scrubbing nmy hands and face at the work sink. "Any
better luck and we'll have to eat the damed things ourselves."
"Think I'lIl poach a big bunch for dinner," Marygay said, deadpan. That gave themthe flavor

and consi stency of cotton.

"Cone on, Mom" Bill said. "Let's just have themraw. " He |liked themeven less than | did.
Choppi ng off their heads was the high point of his day.

| went to the trio of casks at the other end of the roomand tapped a glass of dry red w ne,
then sat with Bill on the bench by the fire. | poked at it with a stick, a social gesture probably
ol der than this young pl anet.

"You were going to have the art zonbie today?"

"The art history Man," he said. "She's from Centrus. Haven't seen her in a year. W didn't
draw or anything; just |ooked at pictures and statues."

"From Eart h?"
"Mstly."

"Tauran art is weird." That was a charitable assessnent. It was al so ugly and
i nconpr ehensi bl e.

"She said we have to cone to it gradually. W |ooked at sone architecture.”

Their architecture, | knew sonmething about. |'d destroyed acres of it, centuries ago. Felt
i ke yesterday sonetines

"l remenber the first tine | cane across one of their barracks,” | said. "All the little
i ndi vidual cells. Like a beehive."

He made a noncommittal noise that | took as a warning. "So where's your sister?" She was stil
in high school but had the sane bus. "I can't keep her schedul e straight."

"She's at the library," Marygay said. "She'll call if she's going to be late.™

| checked ny watch. "Can't wait dinner too long." The nmeeting was at eight and a hal f.

"I know. " She stepped over the bench and sat down between us, and handed ne a plate of

breadsticks. "From Snell, came by this norning."
They were salty and hard; broke between the jaws with an interesting concussion. "I'll thank
hi m t oni ght. "

"Ad fol ks party?" Bill asked.

"Sixday," | said. "W're walking, if you want the floater."

“But don't drink too nuch wine,’ he anticipated, and held up his glass. "This is it.
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Vol | eybal | down at the gym"
"Wn one for the G pper."”
"What ?"

"Sonet hing ny nother used to say. | don't know what a gipper is."

"Sounds like a position,"” he said. "Server, spiker, gipper." As if he cared a | ot about the
game qua gane. They played in the nude, nmixed, and it was as nuch a mating ritual as a sport.

A sudden bl ast of sleet rattled against the window. "You don't want to wal k through that," he
said. "You could drop ne off at the gym"

"Well, you could drop us off," Marygay said. The route of the floater wasn't registered; just
the parking | ocation, supposedly for call forwarding. "Charlie and Diana's place. They won't care
if we're early.”

"Thanks. | might score.” He didn't nean volleyball. Wen he used our ancient slang | never
knew whet her it was affection or derision. |I guess when | was twenty-one | could do both at the
same tine, with ny parents.

A bus stopped outside. | heard Sara running up the boardwal k through the weather. The front

door opened and shut fast, and she ran upstairs to change.

"Dinner in ten mnutes," Marygay called up the stairs. She nade an inpatient noise back

"Starting to bleed tonorrow," Bill said.

"Since when do brothers keep track of that," Marygay said. "Or husbands?"

He | ooked at the floor. "She said sonething this norning."
I broke the silence. "If there are any Men there tonight..."
"They never conme. But | won't tell themyou're off plotting."

"I't's not plotting," Marygay said. "Planning. We'll tell themeventually. But it's a hunan
thing." We hadn't discussed it with himor Sara, but we hadn't tried to keep them from
over heari ng.

"I could cone soneday."

"Sonmeday," | said. Probably not. So far it was all first-generation; all vets, plus their
spouses. Only a few of them spouses, were born on this thing Man had called a "garden pl anet, "
when they gave us a choice of places to relocate after the war.

W usually called "our" planet MF Mbst of the people who Iived here were dozens of generations
away from appreciating what we'd nmeant by "nmiddle finger." Even if they did know, they probably
didn't connect the acronymw th the prinal QCedipal act.

After living through an entire winter, though, they probably called the planet their cultures
versions of "notherfucker."

M- had been presented to us as a haven and a refuge--and a place of reunion. W could carve
out an existence here as plain humans, w thout interference fromMan, and if you had friends or
lovers lost in the relativistic naze of the Forever War, you could wait for themon the Tine Warp
a converted battl ewagon that shuttled back and forth between M zar and Al cor fast enough to al npst
halt agi ng.

O course it turned out that Man did want to keep an eye on us, since we conprised a sort of
genetic insurance policy. They could use us as a baseline if, after X generations, sonething bad
cropped up in their carbon-copy genetic pattern. (I once used that termwith Bill, and started to
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expl ain, but he did know what carbon copies were. Like he knew what cave paintings were.)

But they weren't passive observers. They were zookeepers. And M- did resenble a zoo: an
artificial sinplified environnent. But the zookeepers didn't build it. They just stunbled onto it.

M ddl e Finger, like all the Vega-class planets we'd found, was an anonmaly and a cartoon. It
defied normal nodels of planetary formation and evol ution

A too-young bright blue star with a single planet, Earth-sized with oxygen-water chem stry.
The planet orbits at a distance where life can be sustained, if only just.

(Pl anet people tell us that there's no way to have an Earth-type planet unless you al so have a
Jupiter-type giant in the system But then stars |like Vega and M zar shoul dn't have Earths
anyhow. )

M ddl e Finger has seasons, but they're provided not by inclination toward the sun, but by the
long oval of its orbit. W have six seasons spread over three Earth years: spring, sumer, fall
first winter, deep winter, and thaw. O course the planet noves slower, the farther it is fromits
sun, so the cold seasons are |ong, and the warm ones, short.

Most of the planet is arctic waste or dry tundra. Here at the equator, |akes and streans ice
over in deep winter. Toward the poles, |akes are solid permanent ice fromthe surface down, with
sterile puddl es form ng on warm sumer days. Two-thirds of the planet's surface is |ifel ess except
for airborne spores and nicroorgani sns.

The ecology is curiously sinple, too-fewer than a hundred native varieties of plants; about
the sane nunber of insects and things that resenble arthropods. No native mammal s, but a couple of
dozen species of large and small things that are roughly reptiles or anphibians. Only seven ki nds
of fish, and four aquatic noll usks.

Not hi ng has evol ved from anything el se. There are no fossils, because there hasn't been enough
ti me--carbon dating says nothing on or near the surface is nore than ten thousand years ol d. But
core sanples fromless than fifty meters down reveal a planet as old as Earth.

It's as if somebody had haul ed a pl anet here and parked it, seeded with sinple life. But where
did they haul it from and who are they, and who paid the shipping bill? Al of the energy
expended by the humans and the Taurans during the Forever War woul dn't have noved this planet far

It's a nystery to them too; the Taurans, which | find reassuring.

There are other nysteries that are not reassuring. Chief anong themis that this corner of the
uni verse had been inhabited before, up to about five thousand years ago.

The nearest Tauran pl anet, Tsogot, had been di scovered and col oni zed during the Forever War.
They found the ruins of a huge city there, larger than New York or London, buried in drifting
dunes. The husks of dozens of alien spaceships drifted in orbit, one of theman interstellar
vessel .

O the creatures who had built this powerful civilization, not a clue. They left behind no
statues or pictures, which may be explainable in terns of culture. Neither did they | eave any
bodi es, not even a single bone, which is harder to explain

The Tauran nanme for themis Boloor, "the lost."

| usually cooked on Sixday, since | didn't teach then, but the Greytons had brought by a
coupl e of rabbits, and that was Marygay's specialty, hassenpfeffer. The kids liked it better than
nost Earth food. They nostly preferred the bland native stuff, which is all they got at school
Marygay says it's a natural survival trait; even on Earth, children stuck to bland, famliar food.

| hadn't, but then ny parents were strange, hippies. W ate fiery Indian food. | never tasted neat
until | was twelve, when California | aw made them send ne to school
Di nner was anusing, Bill and Sara tradi ng gossip about their friends' dating and mati ng.
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Sara's finally gotten over Taylor, who had been her steady for a year, and Bill had wel cone news
about a social disaster the boy had caused. It had stung her when he decl ared hinmsel f hone, but
after a few nonths' fling he turned her again, and asked her to take himback. She told himto
stick to boys. Now it turns out he did have a boyfriend over in Hardy, very secret, who got mad at
hi m and cane over to the college to make a | oud public scene. It involved sexual details that we
didn't used to discuss at the dinner table. But tinmes change, and fun is fun

Chapter two

The thing we were plotting actually grew out of an innocent bantering argunment |'d had with
Charlie and Di ana sonme nont hs before. Diana had been ny nmedical officer during the Sade-138
campai gn, our last, out in the Geater Mgellanic Coud; Charlie had served as my XO Di ana had
delivered both Bill and Sara. They were our best friends.

Most of the conmunity had taken Sixday off to get together at the Larsons' for a barn-raising.
Teresa was an old vet, two canpai gns, but her wife Ami was third-generation Paxton. She was our
age, biologically, and they had two fusion-clone teenaged daughters. One was off at university,
but the other, Sooz, greeted us warmly and was in charge of the coffee and tea.

The hot drinks were welcone; it was unseasonably cold for late spring. It was al so nuddy.
M ddl e Fi nger had weat her control that was usually reliable--or used to be--but we'd had too much
rain the previous couple of weeks, and noving cl ouds around didn't seemto help. The rain gods
were angry. O happy, or careless; never could tell about gods.

The first couple to arrive, as usual, were Cat and Al do Verdeur-Sins. And as usual, Cat and
Marygay enbraced warmy, but only for an instant, out of consideration for their husbands.

On her last mission Marygay, |like ne, was a het throwback in a world otherw se 100 percent
hone. Unlike ne, she overcane her background and nanaged to fall in love with a wonan, Cat. They
were together for a few nonths, but during their last battle, Cat was severely wounded and went
straight to the hospital planet Heaven

Marygay assumed that was it; the physics of relativity and collapsar junp woul d separate them
by years or centuries. So she cane here to wait for ne--not for Cat--on the Tine Warp. She told me
al | about Cat soon after we got together, and | didn't think it was a big deal; a reasonable
adj ust ment under the circunstances. |'d always been easier with fermal e honbsex than mal e, anyhow.

So right after Sara was born, who shoul d appear but Cat. She'd nmet Al do on Heaven and heard
about M ddle Finger, and the two of themswitched to het--something Man could easily do for you
and, at that tine, was required if you were going to Mddle Finger. She knew Marygay was here,
from Stargate records, and the space-tine geonetry worked out all right. She showed up about ten
Earth years younger than Marygay and | were. And beautiful.

We got along well--Aldo and | played chess and go together--but you'd have to be blind not to
see the occasional w stful ness that passed between Cat and Marygay.

W sonetines ki dded one another about it, but there was an edge to the joking. Al do was nore
nervous about it than me, | think

Sara cane along with us, and Bill would come with Charlie and Di ana after church let out. W
unbel i evers got to pay for our intellectual freedom by donning work boots and sl oggi ng through the
mud, pounding in the reference stakes for the pressor field generator

We borrowed the generator fromthe township, and along with it got the only Man involved in
t he barn-raising. She woul d have cone anyway, as building inspector, after we had the thing up
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The generator was worth its weight in bureaucrats, though. It couldn't lift the netal girders;
that took a | ot of human nuscl e working together. But once they were in position, it kept themin
pl ace and perfectly aligned. Like a petty little god that was annoyed by things that weren't at
ri ght angl es.

| had gods on the brain. Charlie and Diana had joined this new church, Spiritual Rationalism
and had dragged Bill into it. Actually, they didn't have gods in the old sense, and it all seened
reasonabl e enough, people trying to put some poetry and numnisminto their everyday |ives.
thi nk Marygay woul d have gone along with it, if it weren't for nmy automatic resistance to
religion.

Lar Po had surveying tools, including an ancient |laser collimtor that wasn't much different
fromthe one |I'd used in graduate school. We still had to slog through the nud and pound st akes,
but at |east we knew the stakes were goi ng where they bel onged.

The township al so supplied a heavy truck full of fiber mastic, nore reliable than cenent in
this climate, and easier to handle. It stayed liquid until it was exposed to an ultrasonic tone
that was two specific frequencies in a silent chord. Then it froze permanently solid. You wanted
to make sure you didn't have any on your hands or clothes when they turned on the chine.

The piles of girders and fasteners were a kit that had come in a big floater from Centrus.
Paxton was allotted such things on the basis of a nysterious formula involving popul ati on and
productivity and the phases of the nobons. W actually could have had two barns this spring, but
only the Larsons wanted one.

By the time we had it staked out, about thirty people had showed up. Teresa had a clipboard
with job assignnments and a tinmeline for putting the thing up. People took their assignnents good-
naturedly from"Sergeant Larson, sir." Actually, she'd been a nmgjor, |ike ne.

Charlie and | worked together on the refrigeration unit. We'd | earned the hard way the first
years on this planet, that any permanent building bigger than a shed had to sit on ice year-round.
If you carve down to the pernafrost and lay a regular foundation, the long bitter winters crack
it. So we just give into the climate and build on ice, or frozen nud.

It was easy work, but sloppy. Another team nailed together a rectangular frame around what
woul d be the footprint of the building, plus a few centineters every way. Max Wston, one of the
few guys big enough to westle with it, used an air hanmer to pound alloy rods well below the
frost line, every nmeter or so along the perinmeter. These woul d anchor the barn agai nst the
hurricane-force wi nds that nade farm ng such an interesting ganble here. (The weather-contro
satellites couldn't nuster enough power to deflect them)

Charlie and | slopped around in the nud, connecting |long plastic tubes in a w nding snake back
and forth in what would be the building's sub-foundation. It was just align-glue-drop; align-glue-
drop, until we were both half drunk fromthe glue fumes. Meanwhile, the crew that had nailed up
the frame hosed water into the nud, so it would be nice and deep and soupy when we froze it.

We finished and hooked the | cose ends up to a conpressor and turned it on. Everybody took a
break while we watched the nud turn to slush and harden

It was warner inside, but Charlie and | were too bespattered to feel confortable in anyone's
kitchen, so we just sat on a stack of foansteel girders and | et Sooz bring us tea.

I waved at the rectangle of nud. "Pretty conplex behavior for a bunch of lab rats.”
Charlie was still a little dull fromthe glue. "W have rats?"
"A breeding herd of lab rats."

Then he nodded and si pped sone tea. "You're too pessimstic. W' ll outlast them That's one
thing I have faith in.”

"Yeah, faith can nove nmountains. Planets." Charlie didn't deny the obvious: that we were
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animals in a zoo, or a lab. W were allowed to breed freely on Mddle Finger in case sonething
went wong with the grand experiment that was Man: billions of genetically identical non-

i ndi vi dual s sharing a single consciousness. O billions of test-tube twins sharing a nutual data
base, if you wanted to be accurate.

We could clone Iike them no |law against it, if we wanted a son or daughter identical to us,
or fusion-clone like Teresa and Am, if sonme biological technicality made normal childbirth
i mpossi bl e.

But the main idea was to keep churning out offspring with a wild m x of genes. Just in case
sonet hi ng went wong with perfection. W were their insurance policy.

Peopl e had started conming to Mddle Finger as soon as the Forever War was over. Vet
i mm gration, spread out over centuries because of relativity, finally totaled a couple of thousand
peopl e, maybe ten percent of the present population. W tended to stick together, in small towns
li ke Paxton. W were used to dealing with each other

Charlie lit up a stick and offered ne one; | declined. "I think we could outlast them" |
said, "if they let us survive."

"They need us. Us lab rats."
"No, they just need our ganetes. Wich they can freeze indefinitely in liquid helium"”

"Yeah, | can see that. They line us up for spermand egg sanples and then kill us off. They
aren't cruel, WIlliam or stupid, no matter what you think of them"

The Man cane out to get the manual for her machine, and took it back to the kitchen. They al
| ooked ali ke, of course, but with considerable variation as they got ol der. Handsone, tall,
swart hy, black-haired, broad of chin and forehead. This one had lost the little finger of her left
hand, and for sonme reason hadn't had it grown back. Probably not worth the tine and pain, conme to
think of it. Alot of us vets renmenbered the torture of regrowi ng |inbs and nenbers.

When she was out of earshot, | continued. "They wouldn't kill us off, but they wouldn't have
to. Once they had sufficient genetic material, they could round us up and sterilize us. Let the
experiment run down, one natural death at a tinme."

"You're cheerful today."

"I"'mjust blowin snoke." Charlie nodded slowy. W didn't have the sanme set of idions, born
si X hundred years apart. "But it could happen, if they saw us as a political threat. They get
along fine with the Taurans now, but we're the wild card. No group mind to comrune with."

"So what would you do, fight then? W're not summer chickens anynore."

"That's “spring' chickens."

"I know, WIlliam W're not even sunmer chickens."

| clicked ny cup against his. "Your point. But we're still young enough to fight."
"Wth what? Your fishing lines and ny tomato stakes?"

"They're not heavily arned, either." But as | said that, | felt a sudden chill. As Charlie
enurer at ed t he weapons we did know themto have, it occurred to me that we were in a critica
historical period, the last tine in human history that there would be a significant number of
Forever War veterans still young enough to fight.

The group mind of Man had surely made the sanme observation

Sooz brought us nore tea and went back to tell the others that our little nud | ake had frozen
solid. So there was no nore time for paranoia. But the seed had been planted.

We unrolled two crossed |ayers of insulation sheet, and then went about the odd busi ness of
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actually raising the barn

The floor was the easy part: slabs of foansteel rectangles that wei ghed about eighty kil ograns
api ece. Two big people or four average ones could nove one with ease. They were nunmbered 1-40; we
just picked themup and put them down, aligned with the stakes we agnostics had pounded in.

This part was a little chaotic, since all thirty people wanted to work at once. But we did
eventual |y get them down in proper order

Then we all sat and watched while the mastic was poured in. The boards that had served as
forns for the frozen nud did the sane for the mastic. Po and El oi Casi used |long, broomlike
things to push the grey mastic around as it oozed out of the truck. It would have settled down
into a level surface eventually, but we knew from experience that you could save an hour or so by
hel pi ng the process along. Wen it was about a handspan deep, and level, Man flipped a switch and
it turned into sonmething |ike marble.

That's when the hard work started. It would have been easy with a crane and a front-end
| oader, but Man was proud of having designed these kits so they could be put up by hand, as a
community project. So no big nmachines cane along with them unless it was an energency.

(In fact, this was the opposite of an enmergency: the Larsons woul dn't have nmuch to put into
the barn this year, their grapes al nost destroyed by too much rain.)

Every fourth slab had square boxes on either end, to accept vertical girders. So you fasten
three girders together, ceiling and wall supports, put a lot of glue into the square boxes, and
haul theminto an upright position. Wth the pressor field on, when they get within a degree or so
of being upright, they snap into place.

After the first one was set, the rest were a little easier, since you could throw three or
four ropes over the rigid uprights and pull the next threesonme up.

Then came the part of the job that called for agile young people with no fear of heights. Qur
Bill and Sara, along with Matt Anderson and Carey Tal os, clanbered up the girders--not hard, with
the integrated hand--and toehol ds--and stood on board scaffolds while hauling up the triangul ar
roof trusses. They sl apped glue down and jiggled the trusses until the pressor field snapped them
into place. Wen that was done, they had the easier job of gluing and stapling down the roof
sheets. Meanwhile, the rest of us glued and stapled the outer walls, and then unrolled thick
insulation, and forced it into place with the inner walls. The wi ndow nodules were a little
tricky, but Marygay and Cat figured themout, working in tandem one inside and one outside.

We "finished" the interior in no time, since it was all nodular, with holes in the walls,
floor, and roof girders that would snap-fit with pre-nmeasured parts. Tables, storage bins and
racks, shelves--1 was actually a little jealous; our utility building was a jerry-built shack.

El oi Casi, who | oves working with wood, brought a wi ne rack that would hold a hundred bottles,
so the Larsons could put sone away each good year. Mst of us brought sonmething for the party; |
had thirty fish thawed and cl eaned. They weren't too bad, grilled with a spicy sauce, and the

Bertrans had towed over their outdoor grill, with several arm oads of split wood. They fired it up
when we started working on the inside, and by the time we were done it was good gl owi ng coal s.
Besi des our fish, there was chicken and rabbit and the |arge native nmushroons. | was too tired and

dirty to feel nmuch like partying, but there was warmwater to scrub with, and Anm produced a few
liters of skag she'd distilled, which had been sitting for nonths with berries, to soften the
flavor. It was still fiery, and revived ne.

The usual peopl e had brought nusical instruments, and they actually sounded pretty good in the
big enpty barn. People with some energy | eft danced on the new nmarble floor. | tended the fish and
mushroons and broil ed onions, and drank al nost enough skag to start dancing nyself.

Man declined our food, politely, and made a few stress neasurenments, and decl ared the barn
safe. Then she went home to do whatever it is they do

Charlie and Diana joined nme at the grill, setting out chicken pieces as | renoved fish
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"So you'd fight thenP" she said quietly. Charlie'd been talking to her. "To what end? If you
killed every one of them what would it acconplish?"

"Ch, | don't want to kill even one of them They're people, whatever else they claimto be.
But I'mworking on something. I'Il bring it up at a neeting when we have the bugs ironed out."

"We? You and Marygay?"

"Sure." Actually, | hadn't discussed it with her, since the thought had only occurred to ne
between the mastic and the girders. "One for one and all for all.”

"You had some strange sayings in the old days."

"W were strange people." | carefully | oosened the grilled fish and slipped themonto a warm
platter. "But we got things done."

Marygay and | talked long into the night and early norning. She was al nbst as fed up as | was,
with Man and our one-sided arrangenent, breeding stock staked out on this dead-end arctic planet.
It was survival, but only that. W should do nmore, while we were still young enough

She was wildly enthusiastic about nmy schene at first, but then had reservations because of the
children. | was pretty sure | could talk theminto going along with the plan. At |east Sara, |
t hought privately.

She agreed that we ought to work out sone details before we brought the thing to neeting. Not
present it to the kids until after we'd talked it over with the other vets.

| didn't sleep until alnmbst dawn, blood singing with revolution. For several weeks we tried to
act normal, stealing an hour here and there to take a notebook out of hiding and jot down
t houghts, work on the nunbers.

In retrospect, | think we should have trusted Bill and Sara to be in on it fromthe first. CQur
j udgrment may have been clouded by the thrill of shared secrecy, and the anticipated pl easure of
droppi ng a bonbshel | .

Chapter three

By sundown the rain had gone through sleet to soft sifting snow, so we let Bill go straight to
his vol |l eyball gane, and wal ked over to Charlie's. Selena, the larger nmoon, was full, and gave the
cl ouds a pleasant and handy opal escence. W didn't need the flashlight.

Their place was about a klick fromthe |ake, in a copse of evergreens that |ooked
di sconcertingly like palmtrees on Earth. Palmtrees heavy with snow sort of sumed up Mddle
Fi nger.

We'd called to say we were coming early. | helped Diana set up the sanpbvars and tea stuff
whil e Marygay hel ped Charlie in the kitchen

(Diana and | had a secret sexual history that not even she knew about. Conventionally | eshian
before she cane here, during Sade-138 she had gotten drunk and nade a pass at nme, just to give it
a try the ol d-fashioned way. But she passed out before either of us could do anything about it,
and didn't remenber it in the norning.)

| lifted the iron kettle of boiling water and poured it over the leaves in two pots. Tea was
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one thing that adapted well to this planet. The coffee was no better than arny soya. There was no
pl ace on the planet warm enough for it to grow naturally.

| put the heavy kettle back down. "So your arms better," Di ana observed. She'd given ne an
elastic thing and sone pills, after | pulled a nmuscle working on the roof.

"Haven't l|ifted anything heavier than a piece of chalk."
She punched a timer for the tea. "You use chal k?"
"When | don't need holo. The kids are kind of fascinated by it."

"Any geniuses this ternP" | taught senior physics at the high school and Introduction to
Mat hemat i cal Physics at the coll ege.

"One in college, Matthew Anderson. Leona's boy. O course | didn't have himin high school."
G fted science students had cl asses taught by Man. Like my son. "Most of them | just try to keep
awake. "

Charlie and Marygay brought in trays of cheese and fruit, and Charlie went out to get another
couple of logs for the fire.

Their place was better suited than ours, or nost others', for this sort of thing. Downstairs
was one | arge round room the kitchen in a separate al cove. The building was a netal dome that had
been half of a Tauran warship's fuel tank, doors and wi ndows cut in, its industrial origin
canouf | aged inside with wooden paneling and drapes. A circular staircase led to the bedroons and
library upstairs. Diana had a small office and exami nation roomup there, but she did nost of her
work in town, at the hospital and the university clinic.

The fireplace was a raised circle of brick, halfway between the center and wall, with a
conical hood. So the fire was sort of like a primtive canpfire, a nice locus for a neeting of a
counci |l of el ders.

Which is what this was, though the ages of the participants ranged fromover a thousand to
barely a hundred, depending on when they were drafted into the Forever War. Their physical age
went fromlate thirties to early fifties, in Earth years. The years here were three tinmes as |ong.
| guess people would eventually becone used to the idea of starting school at 2, puberty before 4,
majority at 6. But not my generation

| had been physically 32 when | got here, although if you counted frombirth date, ignoring
time dilation and collapsar junmps, | was 1,168 in Earth years. So | was 50 now-or "32 plus 6," as
sonme vets said, trying to reconcile the two systens.

The vets began to arrive, by ones, twos, and fours. Usually about fifty showed up, about a
third of those within wal king di stance. One was an observer, with a holo recorder, who cane from
the capital city, Centrus. Qur veterans' group had no nanme, and no real central organization, but
it did keep records of these informal neetings in an archive the size of a marble.

One copy was in a safe place and the other was in the pocket of the woman with the recorder
Ei t her one would scranble itself if touched by Man or Tauran; a filmon the outside of the narble
sensed DNA.

It wasn't that a | ot of secret or subversive discussion went on here; Man knew how npbst of the
vets felt, and didn't care. What could we do?

For the sane reason, only a mnority of the vets ever cane to the neetings, and many of them
just canme to see friends. What was the use of griping? You couldn't change anything. Not everyone
even believed things needed changi ng.

They didn't nind being part of a "eugenic baseline."” Wat | called a human zoo. \When one Man
di ed, another was qui ckened, by cloning. Their genetic nmakeup never changed--why ness with
perfection? Qur function was to go ahead and rmake babi es the ol d-fashi oned way, random nutation
and evolution. | suppose if we cane up with sonething better than Man, they'd start using our
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genetic material instead. O perhaps see us as dangerous rivals and kill us off.

But nmeanwhile we were "free." Man had hel ped us start up a civilization on this planet, and
kept us in touch with the other inhabited ones, including Earth. You could even have gone to
Eart h, when you nustered out, if you were willing to pay the price--be sterilized and beconme one
of them

A lot of vets had done it, but Earth didn't sound at all inviting to me. One big city, full of
Man and Taurans. | could live with these long winters, for the sake of the conpany.

Most of the people were reasonably content here. | was hoping to change that tonight. Marygay
and | had been hatching a plan, and | was going to throw it out for discussion.

After about a hal f-hour, forty people had shown up, clustered around the fire, and | supposed
weat her was keeping the rest away. Diana tapped on a glass for attention, and introduced the woman
from Centrus

Her nane was Lori. Her English had the flat Man accent of npbst Centrans. (Al of us vets spoke
Engl i sh, which had been the default |anguage during the Forever War, for people born centuries and
continents--or even planets--apart. Sonme of us only spoke it at get-togethers like this, and the
strain showed.)

She was snall and sl ender and had an interesting tattoo that peeked out from under her
singlet, a snake with an apple in its nouth. "There's not nuch to report that hasn't been in the
news," she said. "A nunber of Taurans |anded and stayed for one day of neetings, evidently sone
sort of delegation. But they never appeared in public."

"Good thing," Max Weston said. "I don't care if | never see one of those bastards again."
"Don't come to Centrus, then. | see one or two a day, in their bubbles."

"That's gutsy," he adnitted. "Sooner or |ater somebody'|l take a shot at them"™

"That may be their purpose,” | said. "Decoys, sacrificial |anbs. Find out who has the weapons

and the anger."
"Could well be," Lori said. "They don't seemto do nuch but wal k around."
"Tourists," Mhamred Morabitu said. "Even Taurans mght be tourists."

"Three are permanent," Cat said. "A friend of nine installed a heat punp in their apartnent in
the O fice for Interplanetary Conmunications."

"Anyhow," Lori said, "these Taurans canme in for a day, were put on a blacked-out floater from
the Law Buil ding, spent four hours there, and returned to the shuttle and left. A couple of cargo
handl ers saw theny otherw se they could have been in and out w thout being noticed by hunans."

"I wonder why bother with secrecy,” | said. "There' ve been del egati ons before."

"I don't know. And the shortness of the visit was odd, as well as the nunber four. Wy shoul d
a group mind send nore than one representative?"

" Redundancy,
hands. "

Charlie said. "Max mght have run into themand killed three with his bare

As far as we could tell, the Tauran "group m nd" was no nore nysterious than Man's. No
tel epathy or anything; individuals regularly uploaded and downl oaded experiences into a conmon
menmory. |f an individual dies before tapping into the Menory Tree, new information is |ost.

It did seemuncanny, since they were all physically twins. But we could do the sanme thing, if
we were willing to have holes drilled into our skulls and plugs installed. Thanks, no. | have
enough on ny nind.

"Qtherwi se,” Lori continued, "not nuch is happening in Centrus. The force field bunch got
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voted down again, so we'll be shoveling snow anot her year."

Sone of us laughed at that--with only ten thousand people, Centrus wasn't big enough to
warrant the energy expenditure to maintain a winter-long force field. But it was the planetary
capital, and sone citizens wanted the field as a status synbol as much as a conveni ence. Having
the only spaceport, and alien visitors, didn't make them speci al enough

To ny know edge, no Taurans had ever been here to Paxton. It m ght be unsafe; with our |arge
vet popul ation, a |lot of people were Iike Max, unforgiving. | didn't bear them any ani nmus nyself.
The Forever War had been a col ossal m sunderstandi ng, and perhaps we were nore at fault than they.

They were still ugly and snmelled weird and had killed a lot of ny friends. But it wasn't
Taurans who had sentenced us to life inprisonnent on this iceberg. That was Man's idea. And Man
nmght be a fewbillion twins, but they were still biologically human.

A lot of what went on in these neetings was just a nore splenetic version of conplaints that
had al ready been sent through channels. The power grid was unreliable and had to be fixed before
deep winter, or people would die, and the only response from Centrus was a schedul e of nuni cipa
engineering priorities, where we kept getting shoved back in favor of towns that were closer to
the capital. (W were the farthest away--a sort of Al aska or Siberia, to use exanples that would
be neani ngl ess to al nost everyone.)

O course, the main reason for these secret meetings was that Centrus did not really reflect
our concerns or serve our needs. The governnent was human, el ected representatives whose nunbers
wer e based on popul ati on and profession. But in actual adm nistration, Man had oversi ght that
amounted to veto power.

And Man's priorities were not the sane as ours. It was nore than just a city/country thing,
even though it sonetines took that appearance. | called it "deliberate speciation.” About half the
popul ati on of Men on the planet lived in Centrus, and nost of the ones sent out to places |like
Paxton usually only stayed one |ong Year before going back. So whatever benefited Centrus
benefited Man. And weakened us, out in the provinces, however indirectly.

I'd worked with Man teachers, of course, and a fewtimes dealt with admnistrators. |1'd |ong
gotten over the uncanni ness of themall |ooking and, superficially, acting the same. Always calm
and reasonabl e, serious and gentle. Wth just a grain of pity for us.

W tal ked about the grid problem the school problens, the phosphate nine that they wanted to
build too close to Paxton (which would also bring a freight nonorail that we needed), and small er
probl enms. Then | dropped ny bonbshell.

"l have a nodest proposal." Marygay | ooked at nme and smiled. "Marygay and | think we all
shoul d hel p Man and our Tauran brothers out with their noble experinment."

There was a nonent of absolute silence, except for the crackling fire. The phrase "nodest
proposal " meant nothing to nost of them | realized, born a mllenniumafter Swift. "Ckay,"
Charlie said. "What's the punch |ine?"

"They want to isolate a human popul ation as a genetic baseline. Let's give themisolation with
a vengeance. "What | propose is that we take the Tine Warp fromthem But we don't just go back
and forth between M zar and Alcor. We take it out as far as it can go, and cone back safely."

"Twenty thousand |ight-years," Marygay said. "Forty thousand, here and back. G ve themtwo
thousand generations for their experinent.”

"And | eave us alone for two thousand generations," | said.
"How many of us could you take?" Cat asked.

"The Tine Warp's designed for two hundred, crowded,” Marygay said. "I spent a few years on it,
waiting for Wlliam and it wasn't too bad. W woul d probably want a hundred fifty, for long-term
living."
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"How | ong?" Charlie said.
"W'd age ten years," | said. "Real years."

"It's an interesting idea," Diana said, "but | doubt you d have to highjack the damed thing
It's a museum pi ece, enpty for a generation. Just ask for it."

"W shoul dn't even have to ask for it. Man's claimto ownership of it is a legal fiction. |
paid for one three-hundred-twelfth of it, myself," Marygay said. There were 312 vets in on the
original "time shuttle" deal

"Wth wealth artificially generated by relativity," Lori said. "Your salary piling up
interest, while you were out soldiering."

"That's true. It was still noney." Marygay turned to the others. "Nobody el se here bought a
pi ece of the shuttle?" There was a general shaking of heads, but Teresa Larson raised her hand.
"They stole it fromus, pure and sinple," she said. "I got billions of Earth dollars, enough to

buy a mansion on the Nile. But it won't buy a | oaf of bread on Mddle Finger."

"To be devil's advocate here," | said, "Man offered to "assune stewardship' of it, if the
humans were going to abandon it. And nost of the humans had no interest in it after it had served
its purpose.”

"Including ne," Marygay said. "And | don't deny having been a willing collaborator in the
swi ndl e. They bought back our shares with noney we could only spend on Earth. It was anusing at
the tine, worthless noney in exchange for a worthless antique.”

"It is an antique," | said. "Marygay took nme up there once to show ne around. But did it ever
occur to you to wonder why they keep it maintained?"

"Tell me," Diana said. "You're going to."
"Not out of sentinent, that's for sure. | suspect they're maintaining it as a kind of |ifeboat
for thenselves, if the situation gets difficult."

"So let's make it difficult,"” Max said. "Stack 'emin there |like cordwod and shoot 'em back
to Earth. O to their Tauran pals."

| ignored that. "No matter what their plans are, they won't just let us have it. It may be
three Earth centuries old, but it's still by far the |largest and nost powerful nmachine in this
corner of the universe--even w thout weapons, a Cass Ill cruiser is a lot of power and materi el
They don't meke anything like themanynore. It probably conprises a tenth of the actual materia
wealth in the system"

"It's an interesting thought," Lori said, "but how do you plan to get there? Both of the
orbital shuttles on the planet are at Centrus. You'll have to highjack at |east one of those
before you highjack the tine shuttle.”

"I't will take some planning," | admitted. "W have to nmanufacture a situation where the
alternative to letting us take the Tine Warp i s unacceptabl e. Suppose we had ki dnapped those four
Taurans and threatened to kill then"

She | aughed. "They'd probably say, "CGo ahead,' and send for four nore."

"I"mnot convinced of that. | suspect they nay be no nore actually interchangeabl e than Man
is. W only have their word for it--as you say, if they're all the same, why go to the expense of
sendi ng four?"

"You could just ask themfor the ship first,"'
If they said no, then--"

said Am Larson. "l nean, they are reasonable.

Peopl e were murnuring, and a couple of them | aughed out |oud. Am was third-generation Paxton
not a vet. She was here because she was married to Teresa.
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"You grew up with them Anm." Diana kept a controlled neutral expression. "Sone of us old
folks aren't so trusting."

"So we go out for ten years, or forty thousand, and cone back," said Lar Po. "Suppose Man's
experinment has been successful. W'Ill be usel ess Cro-Mgnons."

"Wirse than that," | said cheerfully. "They'll probably have directed their evolution into
sone totally new direction. W might be |ike house pets. O jellyfish.

"But part of ny point is that you and | and nost of us here have done this before. Every tine
we canme back from a canpaign, we'd have to start over--even if only a few dozen years had passed
on Earth, nost of our friends and relatives had died or aged into totally different people.
Custons and |l aws were alien. W were |argely unenpl oyabl e, except as soldiers."

"And you want to do it again, voluntarily?" Charlie said. "Leave behind the life you' ve built
for yoursel f?"

"Fi sherman--teacher. | could tear nyself away."

"Wlliamand | are in a better situation than nost," Marygay said. "Qur children are grown,
and we're still young enough to strike out in a new direction."

Ani shook her head. She was our age, biologically, and she and Teresa had teenage daughters.
"You aren't curious about how your kids will turn out? You don't want to see your grandchildren?"

"We're hoping they'll conme along," she said. "If they don't?"
"Then they don't," | said. "Alot of children | eave hone and start off on their own."

Ani pressed on. "But not many parents do. Look at the choice you' re giving them Throw away
their owmn world to join their parents.”

"As time travelers. As pioneers."

Charlie butted in. "Forget about that aspect for a mnute. Do you actually think you can
recruit a hundred, a hundred fifty people w thout anybody going to Man and pointing the finger at
you?"

"That's why we want to keep it anmpbng vets."
"I just don't want to see ny oldest friend in jail."

"We're in jail, Charlie.”" | made a gesture that didn't knock anything over. "W can't see the
bars because they're over the horizon."

Chapter four

The nmeeting broke up at nidnight, after |I called for a show of hands. Sixteen were with us,
ei ght een agai nst, and six undeci ded. Mre support than |'d thought. We wal ked hone through snow
that had a pleasant crunch to it, enjoying the night air, not saying nuch.

We cane in the back door, and there at the dining roomtable, sipping tea, was Man. Over by
the fire, warming its back, a Tauran. My arm canme up hal fway, in an ainmng reflex.

"It's late," | said to the Man, ny eyes on the Tauran's fisheye clusters. One hand fluttered
its seven fingers, fourteen-jointed.
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"I have to talk to you now. "
"Where are the chil dren?”

"I asked themto go upstairs.”

"Bill! Sara!" | called. "Watever you say to us, they can hear.” | turned to the Tauran. "--An
eveni ng of good fortune," | approximated in its |anguage. Marygay repeated it, better
"Thank you," it said in English, "but not for you, |I fear." It was wearing a black cloak, a

nice Hall oween effect with its winkled orange skin. The cloak nade it | ook less alien, hiding the
wasp wai st and huge pel vis.

"I must be getting old,” | said to Man. "Lori seened |like one of us."
"She is. She didn't know we were |istening."

Bill and Sara were at the top of the stairs in nightgowns. "Cone on down. W're not going to
say anything you can't hear."

"But | am" Man said. "Go back to bed." They obeyed. Disappointing, but not surprising. They'd
listen anyhow. "This is Antres 906," Man said, "the cultural attache to Mddle Finger."

| nodded at it. "Okay."
"Are you curious as to why he is here?"
"Not really. Just go ahead and have your say."

"He is here because a Tauran representative nmust be present in any negotiations involving
possi ble travel to Tauran planets."

"What does that have to do with culture?" Mrygay said
"Pardon me?"

"I't's the cultural attache," she said. "Wat does that have to do with us borrowing the tine
shuttl e?"

" “Culture' includes tourism And stealing is not borrow ng."

"They're not on our route,” | said. "W're going straight up, out of the galactic plane, and
strai ght back. An isosceles triangle, actually."

"You shoul d have gone through proper channels for this."

"Sure. Starting with you, the sheriff." He covered the back of his hand, with its identifying
scar.

"You could start with anyone. W are a group mind."

"But you didn't send just anyone. You sent the one Man in this town who has weapons and
exercises with weights."

"You are both soldiers." He opened his vest to display a large pistol. "You m ght resist."
"Resi st what?" Mrygay said.

"Coming with ne. You're under arrest.”

Paxt on doesn't have a | arge enough crimnal elenent to warrant an actual jail, but | suppose
anything that | ocks on the outside will do. | was in a white roomw th no wi ndows, furnished with
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a mattress on the floor and a toilet. There was a fold-down sink next to the toilet, and across
fromit, a fold-down desk. But no chair. The desk had a keyboard, but it didn't work.

It had a barroomsnell, spilled alcohol. That nust be what they used as a disinfectant, for
some reason.

| knew froma visit last year that the place had only two detention roons, so Marygay and
constituted a crime wave. (Serious crinmnals, actually, didn't even spend the night here; they
went straight to the real jail in Wnberly.)

| spent a while contenplating the error of nmy ways, and then nanaged to get a few hours' sleep
in spite of not being able to turn off the lights.

When the sheriff opened the door | could see sunshine behind him it was ten or el even. He
handed ne a white cardboard box that had soap, a toothbrush, and such. "The shower is across the
hall. Please join me for tea when you are ready." He left with no further explanation

There were two showers; Marygay was already in one of them | raised ny voice. "He tell you
anyt hi ng?"

"Just unl ocked the door and said to cone for tea. Wiy didn't we ever think of doing this with
the chil dren?”

"Too late to start now. " | showered and shaved and we went to the sheriff's office together

H s pistol was hanging on a peg behind him The papers on his desk had been hastily stacked in
a corner, and he'd set out a pot of tea with some crackers and jam and honey.

W sat and he poured us tea. He looked tired. "I've been with the Tree all night." Since it
had beconme daytine in Centrus, he mght have been with hundreds or a thousand Men. "I have a
tentative consensus."

"That took all night?" |I said. "For a group mnd, you don't synape very fast." | kidded my Man

col | eagues at the university about that. (Physics, in fact, was a good denonstration of Man's
limtations: an individual Man could tap into ny colleagues' brains, but he or she woul dn't
under st and anyt hi ng advanced wi t hout havi ng previously studied physics.)

"In fact, nmuch of that tine was waiting for individuals to be sumopned. Besi des
your...problem there was another inportant decision to be nade, not unrelated. "“The nore | eaves,
the nore Tree.' "

The jam was greenberry, a spicy sour flavor I'd liked i medi ately--one of the only things that

had i npressed ne, the first day on Mddle Finger. 1'd arrived in deep w nter

"So you've decided to hang us in the town square?" | said. "O will it be a sinple private
beheadi ng?"

"If it were necessary to kill you, it would already have been done." G eat sense of hunor

"What woul d be the point in explaining things?"

He poured hinself sonme tea. "There will be a wait. | need confirnmation fromthe Wwole Tree."
That neant sending word to Earth and back, at |east ten nonths. "But the tentative consensus is to
send you away with my blessings. Gve you the tine shuttle.”

"And in return," Marygay said, "you |l ose one hundred fifty powerful nalcontents."

"It's not just that. You are already fascinating anachronisns. Think of how val uable you wll
be forty thousand years from now "

"Living fossils," | said. "Wat an idea."

He hesitated for a nmonment; the word was unfamliar. There were no actual fossils on his world.
"Yes, in body as well as in nodes of thought. In a way, | owe it to my own heritage. | should have
t hought of it nyself." In their own | anguage, there was a "collective “I," " which | assuned he
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was usi ng.
"You said there were two decisions,"” Marygay said. "Arelated one."

"Amrror of yours, in a way." He snmiled. "Yon know | |ove hunans very nuch. It has al ways
saddened ne to see you go through life crippled.”

"Crippled...by our individuality?" | said.
"Exactly! Unable to tap the Tree, and share life with billions of others."

"Well, we were given the choice when we nustered out. |'ve had over twenty years to regret not
joining you, and so far I'mjust as glad | didn't."

"You did have the choice, yes, and sone veterans took it."
"How many?" Marygay asked.
"Actually, less than one percent. But | was new and strange to you then

"The point is that it's been a hundred Years--nearly three hundred Earth years--since anyone
was given the choice. The popul ation of Mddle Finger has grown in that tinme to over twenty
thousand, nore than | arge enough to naintain a viable genetic pool. So | want to start giving
peopl e the choice again."

"Anyone who wants can becone you?" | had a powerful premponitory urge to gather ny children to
ne.

"No, it would only be one per new birth, and they would have to pass tests for suitability.
And they wouldn't really be ne, of course; their genetic make-up will be inferior. But they would
still be leaves on the Tree." He smled in a way that |I'm sure he thought was not condescendi ng.
"I't sounds horrible to you, doesn't it. You call us “zonbies.' "

"It does occur to ne that there are enough of you already, on this planet. Not to nention ten
billion or so back on Earth. \Why not |eave us al one? That was the original plan."

"This is consistent with the original plan, only kinder. You don't see it that way because
you're too ol d-fashi oned."

"Well, at least we have ten nonths to get used to the idea." To talk sone sense into Bill and
Sar a.

"Ch, this isn't like the starship. | can go ahead, and if the Whole Tree disagrees, only few
people will be affected. But | do know nyself; | know the Tree. There will be no problem"”

"People who join you will still be human, though," Marygay said. "They' Il still marry and have
famlies.” Man | ooked puzzled. "OF course not."

"But they'll be able," | said.

"Ch, no. They will have to consent to sterilization." He shook his head. "You don't
understand. You say there are enough of ne. In reality, there are nore than enough of you

Chapter five

| went straight fromjail to the university, since | had to teach at 1400, and liked to be in
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the office for an hour before class, to go over notes and be available to talk to students. They
served a hot lunch in the teachers' |ounge, too.

It was kind of grandiose to call the place a "university," though it did grant a couple of
dozen degrees. It was a circle of ten | og buildings connected by breezeways. My physics buil ding
had two | abs, two small classroons, and a larger lecture hall, which we shared with chem stry and
astronony. The second floor, which was really just a high attic, was a storage area with two
of fices tacked on the end.

| shared the office with a Man and Jynn Silver. Jynn had not been at the neeting, because
she'd gone to Centrus for her son's wedding, but | was pretty sure she would be on our side. She
had no love for Man in general, and for the one who shared our office, in particular.

He was there when | cane in, after a quick bow of soup at the |ounge. That was odd; he taught
nmor ni ngs and didn't usually hang around.

He was staring out the wi ndow. "You know," he said wthout preanble. "You' re one of the first
to know that you might join us. Rather than | eave us."

"True." | sat down and turned on ny screen. "|I was tenpted for about a nicrosecond. Then
sanity returned."”

"Joki ng aside. You should take sone tinme to consider the advantages."”
"I"'mnot joking." |I looked over at him "To me it would be a kind of death."

"The death of your individuality." He pronounced the |last word very slowy, with just a breath
of contenpt.

"I't's not sonething you could really understand. Hunman thing."
"I'"'m human." Technically true. "If you wanted nore children, you could adopt."

Now there was a conpelling argunent. "Two's plenty, thanks." | blinked through the index
outline.

"You coul d save so nuch research tine--"

"I"'mnot doing research. |I'ma nodest fisherman who's trying to teach rotational Kkinematics.
If you'll let ne get to ny notes."”

"Sorry."
There was a |ight knock on the doorfrane. "Master Mandell a?"
Baril Dain, fromlast term "Come on in, Baril."

He gl anced at Man. "I don't want to take up your tinme. Just that, well, | heard about your
time trip thing. Can anyone go?"

"We' || have to pick fromvolunteers." He'd been a bel ow average student, but |'d nade
al | owance for home conditions. H s mother a drunk and his father living over in Filbin. "Are you
six yet?"

"I will be in Archinmedes, 13 Archinedes."”

"That' ||l be plenty of tinme." Six nmonths. "W'Ill need young people. What are you best at?"
"Music. | don't renenmber your word, the English word for it...the chosed-reng."
"Harp," Man supplied, not |ooking up. "Forty-four-string nagneto-harnonic neoharp."

God, | hated the whining sound of those. "W'Il see. W'Ill need all kinds of talents."
Probably human rnusic woul d have priority, though.
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"Thank you, sir." He nodded and backed out, as if | were still his teacher
"The children know al ready," Man said. "I'msurprised."
"Good news travels fast." | opened a drawer with a screech and took out a pad and stylus, and

pretended to copy something fromthe screen

The cl assroomwas stuffy, stale with three classes' exhalations. | opened the w ndow partway
and sat on the table in front. Al twelve students were there.

A pretty girl in front raised her hand. "What's it like to be in jail, Mster?"

"As many years as you've been in school, Pratha, you know all there is to know about jail."
That got a slight laugh. "It's just a roomwith no windows." | picked up the text and brushed the
face with ny sleeve.

"Were you scared, Master?" Mdea, ny best pupil.

"Of course. Man isn't accountable to us. | could have been | ocked up forever, eating the slop
they and you call food." They sniled indulgently at nmy ol d-fashi onedness. "Or they could have
executed ne."

"Man woul dn't, sir

"I guess you know them better than | do. But the sheriff was careful to point out that that

was in their power." | held up the text. "Let's go back for a minute and revi ew what we know about
the big |, nmonment of inertia."
It was a difficult period. Rotational kinematics is not intuitive. | renmenbered how nuch

trouble I'd had with it, nore than hal fway back to Newton's day. The kids paid attention and took
notes, but nost of them had that "on autopilot" |ook. Taking it down by rote, hoping they could
puzzle it out later. Some of themwould not. (Three were hopelessly lost, | suspected, and |'d
have to talk to them soon.)

We ground through to the end of the |lesson. Wiile they were putting on their coats and capes,
Gol Pri voiced an obvious concern. "Master Mandella, if Man does |let you take the starship, who
wi Il our teacher be? For mathematical physics?"

| thought for a nonment, discarding possibilities. "Man, probably, if it's someone from
Paxton." Gol's face tightened slightly. He'd had classes fromny officemate. "I would put in a
search, though. There are plenty of people in Centrus who could do it, if they felt a sudden
hunger for life on the frontier."

"Wul d you be teaching on the ship?" Pratha said. "If we cane al ong?"

Her expression was interesting and not anbi guous. Down, boy; she's barely ol der than your
daughter. "Sure. That's about all 1'mgood for."

Actual ly, they m ght nmake ne harvest fish, aboard the Tine Warp. That would be a mmjor part of
the diet, and | certainly knew ny way around a cl eaver

When | got home fromclass, | didn't go straight out to the dock. There was no rush. The day
was clear and cold, M zar making the sky a naked energetic blue, Iike an electric arc. 1'd wait
for Bill to get hone.

Meanwhile | brewed a pot of tea and blinked through the news. The service canme from Centrus,
so our story was there, but buried in the exurb section, cross-ref to vets and Earth. Just as
well. I didn't want a | ot of questions before we had answers.

| asked for random Beethoven and just listened, staring out at the | ake and forest. There was
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a time when | woul d have thought you'd be nuts to trade this for the austerity and nonotony of a
starship.

There was also a tine when | was, we were, ronantic about the frontier. W came out here when
Marygay was pregnant with Bill. But it's grown up to where it's just Centrus w thout conveniences.
And there's noplace farther out, not to live. No popul ation pressure to speak of. No cultura
mandate to keep novi ng out.

One of the useless things |I remenber from school is the Turner Thesis. How the American
character was shaped by the frontier, always receding, always tenpting.

That gave ne a little chill. Is that what we were proposing? A tenporal version of a dream
that was, really dead before | was born. Though it drove ny father, along with ny famly--in a VW
bus with flowers painted all over the rusted body--to the Pacific and then north to Al aska. Were
we found rough-and-ready frontier shops that served |l atte and cappucci no.

It was possible that out of ten billion souls scattered through this corner of the Gal axy,
only Marygay and | had even a tenuous connection to the American frontier. Charlie and Di ana and
Max were born in a place that still called itself America, but it had not been a pl ace that
Frederick Jackson Turner woul d have recogni zed, its only "frontier" light-years and centuries
away, men and wonen fighting an inconprehensible eneny for no reason.

Bill came in and we both put on aprons and gl oves and went out to the dock. W worked in
relative silence, nonosyllables, for the first two trotlines, Bill beheading themw th such fervor
that twi ce he got the cleaver stuck in the wood

"Peopl e give you shit about your parents being jail-birds?"

" "Birds'? Oh, being in jail, yeah. They nostly thought it was funny. Stealing the starship
and all, like a nmovie."

"Looks like they'll just give it to us."

"Qur history Man said she thought they would. They could replace the starship with a newer

one, fromEarth, through the collapsar. No real |oss." He whacked down on a fish. "To them™

That was cl ear enough. "But there would be to you. If you don't go with us."

He held down the writhing headl ess fish for a nmonent, then chopped off its tail and threw it
in the freezer. "There are things | can't say in English. Maybe there aren't words."

"Go on."

"You say ‘there would be to you,' a loss. O you could say "there will be a loss to you.' But
not hi ng i n between."

| paused, nmy hand on the line, trying to sort out granmar. "I don't get it. You say "would
because it's in the future, uncertain."

He spat out a phrase in Standard: "Ta neeya a cha! You say neeya when the outconme is uncertain
but the decision has been made. Not to oo a cha or to lee a cha, which is like your “would or
willto

"I was never good with | anguages."”

"I guess not. But the point is, the point is..." He was angry, jaw set, reddening. He did
anot her fish and janmed its head back on the hook. "No matter what the outcone, you' ve done it.
You've said to the world “the hell with Bill and Sara.' You're going your own way. Wether Man
allows it or not, the intent is there."

"That's harsh." | finished the fish | was doing. "You can come with us. | want you to comne
with us."

"And what an offer that is! Throw away everything! Thanks a lot."
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| struggled to keep ny voice calm "You could see it as an opportunity, too."

"Maybe to you. I'd be over ten-thirty-sone, by little years--and everyone | ever knew, except
for you, dead for forty thousand. That's not an opportunity. That's a sentence! Al npst a death
sent ence. "

"To ne it's a frontier. The only one left."
"Cowboys and Hindus," he said quietly, turning back to the fish
I didn't say "Pakistanis."

| could see that he was normal and | was not, even by the standards of ny own | ong-dead
culture. Marygay and |, and the other Forever War vets, had repeatedly been flung forward in tine,
often knowi ng that when you came to ground, the only people still alive fromyour past would be
the ones you had traveled with.

Twenty years later, that was still central to nme: the present is a conforting illusion, and
al though life persists, any one life is just a breath in the wind. | would be chall enged on that
the next afternoon, from an unexpected source.

Chapter six

Three tinmes a long Year, | had to report to Diana for sone prinitive nmedicine. No hunan or Man
born in the past several centuries had had cancer, but some of us fossils |acked the genes to
suppress it. So periodically, D ana had to check, as we politely used to say, where the sun don't
shi ne.

The wall of her office, upstairs in the done, had been gleaning netal at first, with really
strange acoustics due to its roundness. She could stand across the room and whisper, and it would
sound as if she were next to your ear. Charlie and Max and | |iberated some studs and panels from
a stack behind the firehouse, and nail ed together a passably square room The walls were a
confortable clutter of pictures and holos now, which | tried to study intensely as she threaded a
sensor probe up into ny colon

"Your little friend s back," she said. "Precancerous lesions. |'ve got a sanple to send off."
It was an odd sensation when the probe withdrew, so fast it nade nme gasp. Relief and a little
pain, an erotic shiver.

"You know the drill. \Wen you get the pill, don't eat for twelve hours, take it, then two
hours later, stuff yourself. Bread, mashed potatoes." She crossed over to the steel sinks of the
| ab nodul e, carefully hol ding the ophidian probe away fromher. "Get cleaned up and dressed while
| set this up."

She woul d send the cells off to a place in Centrus, where they'd nake up a pill full of
mechani cal macrophages, programmed to dine on my cancer and then switch off. It was only a m nor
i nconveni ence, nothing conpared to the skin cancer treatnent, which was just painted on, but
burned and itched for a long tinmne.

Marygay and | had to chase cancer all the tine, |ike everybody we knew who had gone through
linb replacenent on the hospital planet Heaven, back in the old days. They've licked that now.

| eased nyself down by her desk just as she finished wapping the package. She sat down and
addressed it fromnmenory. "1 ordered five of these, which should be plenty for ten years. The
examination's just a formality; 1'd be surprised if your cancer's changed since the first one."
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"You'll be along, though, to check it out?"
"Yeah. |I'mas crazy as you are."
I laughed. She didn't. She put her el bows on the desk and stared at ne. "I'I|l never bother you

about this again, WIlliam but as your doctor | have to say it."
"I think I know what it is."

"You probably do. This whol e anbitious schene is just an el aborate response to post-traumatic
stress disorder. | could give you pills for that."

"As you've offered in the past. Thanks, but no thanks. | don't believe in chem cal exorcism"

"Charlie and | are running away with you for the sane reason. Hoping to put our ghosts to
rest. But we're not |eaving any children behind."

"Neither are we. Unless they choose to stay."

"They will. You're going to | ose them™

"We have ten nonths to turn them around."

She nodded. "Sure. If you can get Bill to go, I'll let you stick sonething up nmy ass."
"Best offer I've had all day."

She smled and put a hand on ny arm "Cone on downstairs. Let's have a glass of w ne."

Chapt er seven

Marygay and | were in the group of twelve, plus one Man and one Tauran, who went up to inspect
the starship, to determ ne what woul d be necessary for the voyage. W& couldn't just turn the key
and go, when the ten nonths were up. W were assumi ng the Wole Tree woul d endorse the "good
ri ddance" policy, and it could take nost of the ten nonths' wait to get the ship in order

The trip up to orbit was interesting, the first time I'd been in space since the kids were
born. W went straight up, with constant gentle acceleration. That was a profligate waste of
antimatter, | knew. The Man pil ot shrugged and said there was plenty. She wasn't sure where it
cane from maybe fromthe huge supply in the Time Warp

For a spaceship, the shuttle was tiny, about the size of a school bus. There were w ndows al

around, including behind, so we could watch Centrus shrink until it merged with the countryside.
Ahead, the starship became the brightest star in the darkening sky. By the time we were in bl ack
space, you could tell it wasn't a star; slightly el ongated.

The shuttle flipped and began sl owi ng when we were nmaybe a thousand kiloneters fromit.
Braki ng at about two gees, it was unconfortable to crane around to watch the starship grow. But it
was worth a stiff neck.

The Tinme Warp was an antique, but not by nmy standards! It had been designed and built nore
than a mllenniumafter 1'd left school. The last cruiser 1'd fought in had been an ungainly
coll ection of nodul es stacked around in a junble of girders and cables. The Tine Warp had a sinple
el egant form two rounded cylinders, attached at front and rear, with a slab of shielding between
them along the rear half, to soak up gamma rays. The netal was |like delicate |ace around the very
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end of the top cylinder, where the antimatter engine waited.

W docked with an al nbst inperceptible bunp, and when the airlock door irised open, ny ears
popped and | was suddenly glad they'd warned us to bring sweaters.

The ship had been maintained with the |ife-support systens at a bare mninmum The air was
stale and cold, just enough above zero to keep the water from freezing and bursting pipes.

The partial pressure was equivalent to three kiloneters' altitude, thin enough to nmake you
dizzy. W would get used to it over tine.

W used handhol ds to craw clunsily through the zerogee into an el evator decorated with
cheerful scenes of our Earth and Heaven

The control room | ooked nore |ike sonething that actually belonged in a spaceship. A long
console with four swivel chairs. Wen we entered, the control board glittered into life, indicator
Iights going through some warm ng-up sequence, and the ship spoke to us in a friendly baritone.
"1've been expecting you. Wl cone."

"Qur agricultural expert wants the place warmed up as soon as possible," Mn said. "Wat kind
of timetable can she expect?"

"About two days for hydroponics. Five before you ought to start planting in the dirt. For
aquacul ture, it depends on the species, of course. The water will be at |east ten degrees
everywhere in eight days."

"You have a greenhouse you can warm up?"
"For seedlings, yes. It's al nost ready now. "

Teresa | ooked at Man. "Wy don't a couple of us stay up here and get some flats started. Be
nice to have stuff growing as soon as possible."

"I''d like to help," Rubi said. "Have to be back by the twenty-first, though."
"Me, too," Justin said. "Wen's the next flight?"

"We can be flexible,™ Man said. "A week, ten days." She made the kissing sound that signaled
the ship that she was talking to it. "You have plenty of food for three people?"

"Several years' worth, if they can survive enmergency rations. Or | can activate the galley,
and they can use up frozen food. It's very old, though."

Teresa smacked. "Do that. Let's save the energency rations for energencies.”

| wouldn't have m nded joining themnyself, though I'mnot much of a farner. It was pleasantly
exciting. Like putting twigs on the enbers of a banked fire, and blowi ng gently to nake the snall
flanme that would start it over again.

But | had classes and fish to take care of. Maybe when cl asses were over next month, | could
come up and hel p get the aquaculture started.

Marygay pinched nmy butt. "Don't even think about it. You've got classes."
"I know, | know. " How |l ong had we been readi ng each other's mni nds?

W took a holo tour of the "engine room™" which was not a room by anybody's definition. It did
have a cylindrical wall of lacy alum num for the conveni ence of workers. Nobody woul d ever be out
there while the engi ne was running, of course. Gamma-ray | eakage would fry themin seconds. A |ot
of the engine crew would practice working with renpte robots, in case repairs had to be nade and
the engi ne couldn't be shut off.

There was a huge water tank--a drained | ake's worth of water--and a nmuch snaller gl ow ng ball
of antimatter, a perfect sphere of sparkling blue pinpricks.
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| stared at it for sone tinme, the ship droning on about technical specifications that | could
| ook up later. That glittering ball was our ticket to a newlife, one that suddenly seened real
Freedom in this small prison

It had occurred to ne that it wasn't just the bland tyranny of Man and Tauran that | wanted to
escape. It was also everyday life, the community and fanmly that | had watched growing for the
past generation. | was dangerously close to becoming a tribal elder--and despite the fact that |
was technically the ol dest person on the planet, | wasn't nearly ready for that. Tine and spirit
for a couple of adventures nore. Even a passive adventure like this.

Call it fear of becoming a grandfather. Settling into the role of observer and advisor. |
shaved off ny beard years' ago, when it started to show patches of white. | could just see grow ng
it long, sitting in a rocking chair on the porch..

Marygay wiggled ny el bow. "Hello? Anybody hone?" She | aughed. "The ship wants to take us
downstairs." We wended our serpentine way back to the Iift, and in ny mind s eye | could al nost
see fields of grain and fruits and vegetables; the tanks roiling with fish and shrinp. Wen we
reached the mdpoint we got out of the lift and followed Man, floating down the corridor lined
with artwork that was showi ng age. W were out of practice with this kind of |oconotion, and kept
butting and nudgi ng each other until, with the aid of handholds, we nanaged to stay in a nore or
| ess orderly I|ine.

The "bottont' cylinder was the sane size as the one we'd just left, but it |ooked larger, for
the lack of things on a famliar human scale. Five escape craft dom nated the cargo hold, each one
a fighter nodified to hold thirty people. They could only accelerate up to one-tenth the speed of
light (and decelerate at the other end, of course), but the |ife-support equipnent included
suspended- ani mati on tanks that woul d keep peopl e sonewhat alive for centuries. Mzar and Al cor are
three light-years apart, so with the ship's original back-and-forth m ssion, the nost tinme they
woul d spend zipped up in the tanks was thirty years. \Wich would pass |ike nothing, supposedly.

| clicked for the ship's attention. "Wat's our upper limit, given the flight plan | filed?
What's our point of no return?"

"It's not possible to be definite," it said. "Each suspended-ani mation tank will function
until a vital conponent fails. They're superconducting, and require no power input, at |east not
for tens of thousands of years. | doubt that the systems would |last nore than a thousand years,
t hough; a hundred light-years' distance. That will be a little nore than three years into our
voyage. "

It was anusing that a nachine would use a ronmantic word |ike "voyage." It was well programred

to keep company with a bunch of m ddl e-aged runaways.

At the bow of the cylinder was a neat stack of nodules left over fromthe war--a kind of build-
a-planet kit, the ultimate lifeboat. W knew that earthlike worlds were comon. If the ship
couldn't make col |l apsar insertion and go hone, those nodul es gave the people a chance of buil ding
a new home. W didn't know whether it had ever happened. There had been forty-three cruisers
unaccounted for at the end of the war, sone of themso far away that we woul d never hear from
them My own | ast assignnent had been in the Large Magel | anic C oud, 150,000 |ight-years away.

Most of the rest of the hold was given over to redundancy, materials and tools to rebuild
al nost anything in the living cylinder, but the area closest to where we were floating was al
tools, sone as basic as picks and shovels and forklifts, sone unrecognizably esoteric. If
sonet hing went wong with the drive or the Iife-support system there would be no other job for
anyone until it was fixed--or we were fried or frozen.

(Those of us with engineering and scientific backgrounds woul d be speed-training with the ALSC
Accel erated Life Situation Conputer--which was not quite as good as learning in real tinme, hands
on, but it did give you a lot of data, fast. It was sobering to realize that if sonething did go
wong with the drive--which restrained nore energy than had been released in any Earth war--then
the person in charge of repairing it would be essentially a wal king, talking manual, who had
really vivid nenories of procedures that had actually been done by sone actor centuries dead.)
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On the way back up the corridor, Man showed off her zerogee expertise by exuberant spinning
and cartwheeling. It was good to sonetinmes see them acting human.

W were free to wander around and poke at things for a couple of hours before going back to
Centrus. Marygay and | retraced the patterns of her life here, but it seemed less like revisiting
old nenories than |ike exploring a ghost town.

W went into the |ast apartnent she'd occupied, waiting for nme, and she said she wouldn't have
recogni zed it. The last occupant had painted the walls in bright jagged graphics. Wen Marygay had
lived there, the walls were light cobalt blue, and covered with her paintings and draw ngs. She
didn't do it much anynore, but in the years while she was waiting here, she'd becone an
acconplished artist.

She'd | ooked forward to getting back to it, once the kids were out of the house. They night be
Iight-years out of the house, soon

"It's sad for you," | said.

"Yes and no. They weren't unhappy years. This was the stable part of my world. You'd nake
close friends and then they'd get off the ship, and every tinme you stopped at M ddl e Fi nger
they'd be six or twelve or eighteen years ol der, and then dead." She gestured at the dead dry

fields and still waters. "This was permanence. That it's a shanbl es now does bother ne a little."
"We'll have it rebuilt soon."
"Sure." She put her hands on her hips and surveyed the place. "W'Ill make it better."

Chapt er eight

O course, it wasn't going to be just a matter of rolling up our sleeves and sl apping paint
around. Man allotted us one shuttle every five days, so we had to plan carefully what and whomto
take up when.

The "whont was something we had to work out now. There were 150 slots to fill, and they
couldn't just be random people. Marygay and Charlie and Diana and | all nmade up i ndependent lists
of the kinds of skills we'd need, and then net at our place and nerged the lists and added a few
nmore possibilities.

We had ni neteen volunteers from Paxton--one had changed his mind after the neeting--and after
we fit each of us to a job assignnment, we publicized the plan and asked for vol unteers planet-
wide, to fill the other 131 berths.

In a week, we had 1,600 volunteers, nostly from Centrus. There was no way the four of us could
interview all of them so first we had to wi nnow through the applications. | took 238 who had
techni cal occupations and Diana took 101 who were nedical. W split the rest up evenly. | wanted,
at first, to give priority to veterans, but Marygay tal ked ne out of it. That was nore than half
the volunteers, but it wasn't necessarily the nost qualified half. The proportion of themwho were
congenital mal contents and troubl enakers was probably high. Did we want to be | ocked up in a box
with themfor ten years?

But how could we tell which of the applicants night be unstable, on the basis of a few
par agr aphs? The peopl e who said sonme version of "You' ve got to take ne; Man is driving ne crazy!"
were just echoing ny own sentinents, but they m ght also be revealing an inability to get along
with others, which would nake them bad conpany in our nobile prison.
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Bot h Di ana and Marygay had studi ed psychol ogy in school, but neither clainmed any expertise in
the detection of |oonies.

We narrowed the applications down to four hundred, and wote back a formletter enphasizing
the negative aspects of the ten-year joyride. |solation, danger, privation. The absolute certainty
of returning to a conpletely alien world.

About 90 percent of the people wote back and said okay; |'ve already taken these things into
consi deration. W dropped the ones who didn't respond before the deadline, and schedul ed hol o
interviews with the others.

W wanted to wind up with a list of two hundred, fifty of thembeing alternates, to be called
if we |ost people fromdeath or cold feet. Marygay and | interviewed half, Charlie and Di ana the
other half. W gave a slight edge to narried couples or people in sone long-termrelationship, but
tried not to give het preference over home. You could argue that the nore honpsexual s, the better,
since they were unlikely to add to the population. W couldn't handle nore than a dozen, naybe
twenty, children

Charlie and Di ana woul d take | onger than Marygay and |, since Diana had to keep clinic hours.
Marygay and | were in the twenty-day recess between senesters.

That al so neant that Bill and Sara were home, underfoot. Sara spent a lot of tine on her |oom
trying to finish up a large rug before school started. Bill's big project for the twenty days was
to talk us out of this insane quest.

"What' re you runni ng away fron?" was his basic question. "You and Momwon't |et go of that
dammed war, and we're going to lose you to it, centuries after it's over."

Marygay and | argued that we weren't running away fromanything. W were taking a leap into
the future. A lot of our volunteers were his age or a little older, who had also grown up with
Man, but had a | ess sangui ne view of them

About two weeks into the recess, Bill and Sara dropped their separate bonbshells. |1'd spent a
pl easant hour in the kitchen, fixing polenta and eggs with the I ast greens of the season
listening to Beethoven and enjoying not talking to strangers over the holo. Bill had set the table

wi t hout bei ng asked, which | shoul d have recogni zed as a danger sign.

They ate in relative silence while Marygay and | tal ked about the day's interviews--nostly
about the rejects, who made for better conversation than the sane, sober ones who passed the test.

Bill finished his plate and pushed it slightly away fromhim "I passed a test today."

| knew what he was going to say, and it felt as if the heat had been sucked out of ny body;
out of the room "The sheriff's test?"

"That's right. I'mgoing to becone one of them A Man."
"You didn't say anything about--"

"Are you surprised?" He stared at ne |like a stranger on a bus.

"No," | finally said. "I thought you mght wait until we were gone." And not be so obviously a
traitor, | kept nyself from saying.
"You still have tine to change your mind," Marygay said. "They're not starting the program

until deep winter."
"That's true," Bill said without elaboration. It felt |ike he was hal fway there already.
wp

Sara had put down her knife and fork and was not l[ooking at Bill. ve decided, too.
"You're not old enough to take the test yet," | said, perhaps a little too firmy

"Not that. |'ve decided to go with you. If there's roomfor ne."
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"Of course there is!" No matter who we have to | eave behi nd.
Bill |ooked startled. "I thought you were going to--"

"There's plenty of time for that." She | ooked at her nother with pretty earnestness. "You

think that Man will be |ong gone when you return. | think they'Il still be here, in inproved,
evolved form That's when I'lIl join them and bring themall that |1've | earned and seen on the
voyage." Then she | ooked at ne with her dinpled open snmle. "WIIl you take ne, as a spy for the

ot her side?"

"Of course | will." |I looked at Bill. "W do have to take a Man or two. The fanmily could stay
t oget her. "
"You don't understand. You don't get it at all." He stood up. "I'mgoing to a new world, too.

And |' m going tonorrow. "
"You're | eaving?" Marygay said

"Forever," he said. "I can't stand this anynore. I'mgoing to Centrus."

There was a long silence. "What about the house?" | said. "The fish?" The plan had been for
himto take it all over, when we left.

"You'll just have to find sonebody else." He was al nbst shouting. "I can't live here! | have
to get out and start over."

"You couldn't wait until--" | began.

"No!" He glared at me, struggling for words, and then just shook his head and left the table.
We watched in silence as he threw on his col d-weat her gear and went outside.

"You aren't surprised," Sara said.
"We talked this over," | said. "He was going to keep the place; do the trotlines."

"The hell with the fish," Marygay said quietly. "Don't you see we just lost hinP Lost himfor
good." She didn't cry until we were upstairs.

| just felt nunb. | realized I'd given himup a long tine ago. It's easier to stop being a
father than a nother.

book two

THE BOOK OF CHANGES

Chapter nine

Bill only stayed in Centrus for two days. He cane back, enbarrassed at his outburst. There was
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still no way he was going to get aboard that starship, but he wasn't going to go back on his word;
he'd take care of the fish as long as it was necessary.

I couldn't blane himfor wanting to go his own way. Like father, |ike son. Marygay was happy
at his return, but wistful and a little shaken. How nmany tines woul d she have to | ose her son?

W were headed for the big city ourselves, which provoked an odd association with my own
boyhood.

An uni magi nably long tinme ago, when | was seven or eight, ny hippy parents spent the sunmer in
a conmune in Al aska. (That's when ny brother was conceived, by sonebody; ny father always insisted
he | ooked Iike him)

It was a fun sumrer, a highlight of ny childhood. W puffed up the Al can H ghway in our old
Deadhead Vol kswagen bus, canping or stopping in little Canadi an towns al ong the way.

When we got to Anchorage, it seemed huge, and for years after, whenever he told peopl e about
the trip, ny father quoted the gui debook: If you fly into Anchorage froman Anmerican city of any
size, it seens small and quaint. If you drive or ferry up through all the little villages, it
seens |like a teem ng netropolis.

| always remenbered that when | came into Centrus, which is snaller than Anchorage had been, a
mllenniumand a half ago. My own |life has adapted itself to the scale and pace of a village, so
my first inpression of Centrus is one of dizzying speed and neck-craning size. But | take a nmenta
deep breath and renmenber New York and London, Paris and CGeneva--not to nmention Skye and Atlantis,
the fabul ous pleasure cities that sucked away our noney on Heaven. Centrus is a hick town that
happens to be the biggest hick town within twenty |ight-years.

I held on to that thought when we cane in to confer with Centrus adm nistrators--which is to
say, the world's--about our tinetable for fixing up and crewi ng the Tine \Warp.

W' d hoped they could just rubber-stanp it. Fourteen of us had spent nost of a week arguing
over who was to do what, when. | could just see starting over and repeating the process, with the
addi ti onal pressure of denmands from Man.

W went all the way up to the tenth-floor penthouse office of the General Adnministration
Bui | di ng, and presented our plan to four Men, two male and two fermal e, and a Tauran, who coul d
have been any of three sexes. He turned out to be Antres 906, of course, the cultural attache, we
had entertai ned at our house the night | earned ny first entry on the police blotter.

The five of themread the three-page schedule in silence, while Marygay and | | ooked out over
Centrus. There wasn't really too nuch to see. Beyond the dozen or so square bl ocks of downtown,
the trees were higher than the buildings; | knew there was a good-sized town out there, but the

dwel | i ngs and busi nesses were hidden by evergreens, all the way out to the shuttle pad on the
hori zon. The shuttles thensel ves weren't visible; both were inside the | aunching tubes that rose
out of the horizon mist |ike snmokestacks on an ol d-fashi oned factory.

The one wall of this roomthat wasn't w ndow featured ten paintings, five each of human and
Tauran manufacture. The human ones were bl and cityscapes in the various seasons. The Tauran things
wer e skeins and splotches of colors that clashed so nmuch they seemed to vibrate. | knew that sone
of them were pignmented with body fluids. They were evidently prettier if you could see into the
ultraviolet.

At some subtle signal, they all set down their copies of the schedule in unison

"W have no objection to this as far as it goes," said the | eftnost Man. She betrayed her | ack
of telepathy by glancing down the row, the others nodded slightly, including the Tauran. "The days
when you need both shuttles will be an inconveni ence, but we can plan around them"

“...as far as it goes'?" Marygay said.

"We should have told you this earlier," she said, "but it nust be obvious. W will require
that you take two nore passengers. A Man and a Tauran.”
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O course. W'd known about the Man, and shoul d have foreseen the Tauran. "The Man is not a
big problem"” | said. "He or she can eat our food. But ten years of rations for a Tauran?" | did a
quick nental calculation. "That's an extra six or eight tonnes of cargo."

"No, it is not a problem" Antres 906 rasped. "My netabolismcan be altered to survive on your
food, with a few grans of supplenment daily."

"You can see the value of this to us," the Man said.

"Now that | think of it, of course," |I said. "Both of your species may change somewhat in
forty thousand years. You want a pair of time travelers as baselines." Mirygay shook her head
slowy, biting her lower lip. "W'll have to change the makeup of the crew. No di srespect, Antres,
but there are nmany veterans who could not tolerate your presence for ten hours, let alone ten
years."

"And in any case, we can't guarantee your safety," | said. "Many of us were conditioned to
kill your kind on sight."

"But they have all been de-conditioned," Man said.
I thought of Max, slated as assistant civil engineer. "Wth uneven success, |'mafraid."

"That is understood and forgiven," Antres said. "If that part of the experiment fails, then it
fails.” It turned to the |last page of the report and tapped on the diagramof the cargo cylinder.
"I can nake a snall place to |ive down here. That way your people will not be exposed to ne often
or involuntarily."

"That's workable,” | said. "Send us a list of things you'll need, and we'll integrate them
into the | oading schedule.”" The rest was formalities, having a snmall cup of strong coffee and a
gl ass of spirits with the Men. The Tauran di sappeared and cane back in a few mnutes with his
list. They had obvi ously been prepared for us.

W didn't say anything about it until we were out of the building. "Danmm. We shoul d have
foreseen that and beaten themto the punch.”

"W shoul d have," Marygay said. "Now we have to go back and deal with people Iike Max."

"Yeah, but it won't be soneone like Max who kills the Tauran. It'l|l be someone who thinks he's
over with the war. And then one day just loses it."

"Soneone |ike you?"
"I don't think so. Hell, I"'mnot over the war. Bill says that's why |'m runni ng away."

"Let's not think about the children." She put an arm around my wai st and bunped nme with her
hip. "Let's go back to the hotel and actively not think about them"

After a pleasant interlude, we spent the afternoon shopping, for friends and nei ghbors as well
as ourselves. Nobody in Paxton had a | ot of noney; we basically had a barter economy, with every
adult getting a small check each nonth from Centrus. Sort of |ike the universal dole that was
working so well, the last tine we'd been on Earth. It did work pretty well on Mddle Finger, since
nobody expected luxuries. On Earth, people had been al nost uniformy poor, but surrounded by
constant reninders of unattainable wealth. Qut here everyone had about the sane kind of sinple
life.

We pushed a cart down the brick sidewal k, consulting our list, and nmade about a hal f-dozen
stops. Herbs, guitar strings and clarinet reeds, sandpaper and varnish, nmenory crystals, a paint
set, a kilo of marijuana (Dorian liked it but was allergic to Sage's homegrown variety). Then we
had tea at a sidewal k cafe and wat ched people go by. It was always a novelty to see all those
faces you didn't recognize.

"l wonder what this will be |ike when we cone back."
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"Uni magi nable," | said, "unless it's ancient rubble. You go back forty millenniuns in human
hi story and what do you have? Not even towns, | suppose."”

"I don't know. Let's renenber to look it up." On the street in front of us, a car banged into
the rear of another one. The Men who were driving the vehicles got out and silently inspected the
damage, which was slight, just a mark on a bunper. They nodded at each other and went back to
their places.

"Do you think that was an accident?" Marygay said. "Wat? Oh...possibly not. Probably." A
staged | esson on how well they got along together. How well Man got along with hinself. The
coi nci dence of it happening in front of us was unlikely; there was little traffic.

We indulged in the services of a masseuse and masseur for the hour before we caught the bus
back to Paxton. \Wen we got back, | punched up the library to find out what we were doing forty
t housand years ago. W weren't even "us" yet; still late Neanderthal. They did have flint and
stone tools. No evident |anguage or art, except for sinple petroglyphs in Australia.

What if Man, and people, were to develop characteristics as profound and basic as | anguage and
art--which they could share with us, perhaps, only to the extent that we can "tal k" to dogs, or be
anused by the snears a chinp will make with finger-paints?

It seemed to ne that it would certainly be one or the other: extinction or virtual speciation.
Ei ther way, the 150 of us would be totally alone. To rebuild the race or wither away, a useless
anachroni sti c appendage.

| was going to keep that conclusion to nyself. As if no one else would arrive at it. It would
be Aldo Verdeur-Sins to first bring it up in public, or at |least sem-public.

Chapter ten

W're going to seemas alien to themas the Taurans did to us,"” Aldo said, "if they do manage
to survive forty thousand years, which | doubt."”

It was called a "discussion group” in the first note we'd sent around, but in fact it was nost
of the people Marygay and | figured would be nost active in setting up the project, if not
actually running the ship. Sooner or later there would be sonme denocratic process.

Besides us, it was Cat and Aldo, Charlie and Diana, Ami and Teresa, and a floating popul ation
that included Max Weston (his xenophobi a notwi thstanding), our Sara, Lar Po, and the Tens--
Mohammed and one or two of his w ves.

Po was a contrarian, in his polite way: express an opinion and watch his brain cells start
grindi ng away. "You assume constant change," he said to Aldo, "but in fact Man claims perfection
and no need to change. They m ght enforce that anong thensel ves, even for forty thousand years."

"But the humans?" Al do sai d.

Po dism ssed our race with a flick of his hand. "I don't think we'll survive two thousand
generations. Mst likely, we'll challenge Man and the Taurans and be crushed."
W were neeting, as usual, in our dining roomkitchen. Am and Teresa had brought two big jugs

of blackberry wine, sweet and fortified with brandy, and the discussion was nore ani mated than
usual .

"You' re both underestimating humanity,” Cat said. "Wat's nost likely is that Man and the
Taurans will stagnate, while hunans evol ve beyond them Wen we cone back, it nay be only Man
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who's familiar. Qur own descendants grown into sonething beyond understandi ng."
"All this optimsm" Marygay said. "Can we get back to the diagran®"

Sara had drawn up a neat tinetable, based on ny notes and Marygay's, roughing out the whole
thing fromnowtill launch on one big sheet of paper. At least it had started out neat. For the
first hour tonight, people had studied it and penciled in suggestions. Then the Larsons canme wth
their jugs, and the neeting becane nore rel axed and conversational. But we did have to refine the
tinetable in order to firmup the I aunch schedul e.

You could actually look at it as two linked tinmetables, and in fact there was a ruled line
separating the two: before approval and after approval. For the next nine nonths, we were limted
to two | aunches a week, and one of themhad to be reserved for fuel shipnent--a tonne of water and
two kilograns of antimatter (which with its contai nment apparatus took up half the shuttle's
payl oad) .

After approval cane fromEarth, we could have daily shuttles nost days, the one on the ground
bei ng | oaded while the one in orbit unloaded. W could nmake a good case for getting the ship's
ecol ogy up and runni ng before approval, but there was no reason to send up people and their
bel ongi ngs, beyond the skeleton crew that was setting up the farns and fish, and the three
engi neers stalking fromstemto stern, checking "systens" (like toilets and door | atches) and
meking repairs, while it was still relatively easy to find or nmake parts.

The rationale for fueling up the ship prior to approval was that, if the Wiole Tree were to
turn us down, the huge ship would nmake a few trips to Earth, bringing back luxuries and oddities.
(Mars, too; human and Man's presence went back for centuries now, you could bundl e up and breathe
outdoors there with a slight oxygen supplenment. They had their own artistic traditions, and even
antiques.) There were plenty of humans on Mddle Finger, |et alone Men, who woul d nmuch rather see
the Tine Warp used that way. Paintings, pianos, pistachio nuts.

We might be allowed to go along as a sort of consol ation prize.

Assumi ng there would be no approval problem though, we went ahead with scheduling the second
stage. It would only take fifteen days to load all of the people and their personal effects, a
hundred kil ograns each. Each one could also petition to bring another hundred kil ograns, or nore,
for general use. Mass wasn't too critical, but space was; we didn't want to be crowded with
clutter.

It does take a lot of stuff to keep 150 people happy for a decade, but rmuch of it was already
built into the ship, like the gymand theater. There were even two nusic roons, acoustically
i solated, so as not to drive neighbors to acts of vandalism (W tried to get a real piano,
speaki ng of antiques, but there were only three on Mddle Finger, so we had to settle for a couple
of electronic ones. | couldn't hear the difference, nyself.)

Sone requests had to be turned down because of the size of our little nobile town. Eloi Cas
wanted to bring a two-tonne bl ock of marble, to work for ten years on an intricate scul ptura
record of the voyage. | would Iove to see the result, but would not love living with
"clink...clink...clink." He conpromised with a log, a half-neter by two meters, and no power
t ool s.

Marygay and | were the initial arbiters for these requests, always with the understanding that
everything fromEloi's huge scul pture to a brass band coul d be approved by referendum after the
Whol e Tree's accept ance.

| explained to Man that we nmight need extra launches for "afterthought" luxuries that the
popul ation voted to include, and they were cooperative. They actually were getting into the spirit
of the thing, in their own undenonstrative way: it was interesting to be in on the begi nning of an
experiment forty mllenniunms |ong.

(They even went so far as to wite up a description of the voyage and its purpose in a
physi cal and |inguistic nediumthat mght last all those centuries: eight pages of text and
di agrams inscribed on platinumplates, and another twelve pages that comprised an el aborate
Rosetta Stone, starting with basic physics and chem stry, fromwhich they derived | ogic, and then
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grammar, and finally, with sone help from biology, a vocabul ary |arge enough to describe the
project in sinple terns. They planned to put the plates on a wall in an artificial cave on the top
of the highest nopuntain on the planet, with duplicates on Munt Everest on Earth and d ynpus Mons
on Mars.) It's both natural and odd that Marygay and | wound up being | eaders of the band. W did
come up with the idea, of course, but we both knew fromour mlitary experience that we weren't
natural -born | eaders. Twenty years' parenting and hel ping a small community grow had changed us--
and twenty years of being the "ol dest" people in the world. There were plenty of people ol der than
us in actual aging, but nobody el se who could renenber |ife before the Forever War. So peopl e cane
to us for advice because of this nostly synbolic maturity.

Most peopl e seenmed to assune that | was going to be the captain, when the tinme cane. |
wonder ed how nmany woul d be surprised when | stepped down in favor of Marygay. She was nore
confortable with being an officer

Wel |, being an officer had gotten her Cat. Al | got was Charlie.

The neeting broke up before dark. The first heavy flakes of a long stormwere drifting down.
There would be nore than half a meter on the ground by norning; people had |livestock to manage,
fires to kindle, children to worry about--children like Bill, out on the road in this weather

Marygay had gone to the kitchen to make soup and scones and listen to nmusic, while Sara and |
sat at the dining roomtable and consolidated all of the scribblings on her once-neat chart into a

coherent tinetable. Bill called fromthe tavern, where he'd been in a pool tournanent, and said
he'd like to | eave the floater there, if nobody needed it right away, and wal k hone. The snhow was
so dense in the air that headlights were useless. | said that was a good idea, not nentioning the

slur in his speech that nmade it a doubly good i dea.

He seened sober when he got hone, nore than an hour later. He canme in through the nmudroom
| aughi ng while he beat snow off his clothes. | knew how he felt--this kind of snow was a bitch to
drive in, but wonderful for walking. The sound of it feathering down, the light touch on skin--
nothing like the killer horizontal spikes of a deep winter blizzard. W'd have neither aboard
ship, of course, but the lack of one seened a nore than fair trade for the other

Bill got a fresh scone and sonme hot cider, and sat down with us. "Knocked out in the first
round," he said. "They got ne on a technical scratch." | nodded in synpathy, though | woul dn't
know a technical scratch froma technical itch. The gane they played was not exactly eight ball

He frowned at the chart, trying to read it upside-down. "They really snaffed your pretty
chart, sister."

"I't was neant to be snaffed with," she said. "W're nmaking up a new one."

"Call it out to everyone tonight or in the norning," | said. "G ve them sonething to do ot her
t han shovel snow. "

"Your mind' s nade up?" he said to Sara. "You're going to take the big junp? And when you comne
back, I won't even be dust anynore.”

"Your choice," she said, "as well as mne."
He nodded ami ably. "I nean, | can see why Mom and Dad--"
"We've had this conversation before."

I could hear the house creak. Settling under the wei ght of snow. Marygay was sitting silent in
t he kitchen, listening.

"Run it by again,” | said. "Things have changed since | last heard it."
"What, that you're taking one of Man al ong? And a Tauran?"

"You'l | be Man by then."
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He | ooked at nme for a |ong nonment. "No."

"I't shouldn't make any difference which individual goes. Goup nind and all."

"Bill doesn't have the right genes,
pun that saw daily use.

Sara said. "They'll want to send a real Man." That was a

"I wouldn't go anyhow. It stinks of suicide."
"There's not much danger," | said. "Mre danger staying here, actually."

"That's true. You're less likely to die in the next ten years than | amin the next forty
t housand. "

| smled. "Ten versus ten."

"It's still running away. You're bored with this Iife and you're deathly afraid of grow ng
old. I"'mnot either of those things."

"What you are is twenty-one and all-know ng."
"Yeah, bullshit."

"And what you don't knowis what |ife used to be |ike, without Man or Tauran to conplicate
things. O nmake things easier, by brainwashi ng you."

"Brai nwashi ng. You haven't brought that up in weeks."

"It's as obvious as a wart on your nose. But like a wart, you don't see it because you're used
toit."

Bill exploded. "What | amused to is this constant nagging!" He stood up. "Sara, you can
supply the answers. Keep tal king, Dad. |'m gonna go take a nap."

"So who's running away now?"
"Just tired. Really tired."

Marygay was at the kitchen door. "Don't you want sone soup?"

"Not hungry, Mom |1'Il zap sone later." He took the stairs two at a tine.

"I do know the answers by heart," Sara said, sniling, "if you want to run through the logic
again."

"You're not the one I'mlosing," | said. "Even though you plan to go over to the eneny

sonmeday." She | ooked down at her chart and grow ed sonething in Tauran. "Wat does that nean?"

"It's part of their catechism It sort of means ~Om nothing, lose nothing.' " She | ooked up
and her eyes were bright. "It also nmeans " Love nothing, |ose nothing.' They use the words
i nt erchangeabl y."

She stood up slowy. "I want to talk to him" Wen | went up to bed, an hour and a half later
they were still arguing in whispers.

It was Bill's turn to fix breakfast the next norning, and he was silent as he worked over the
corn cakes and eggs. | started to conplinent himwhen he served them but he cut me short: "I'm
going. I'mgoing with you."

n W]at ?II

"“I've changed nmy mind." He |ooked at Sara. "Or had it changed. Sister says there's roomfor
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anot her guy in aqua-culture."
"And you have a natural love for that," | said.

"The head-chopping part, anyhow. " He sat down. "It is the chance of a lifetine, of many
lifetimes. And I won't be that old, when we get back."

"Thank you," Marygay said, her voice wavering. Bill nodded. Sara smil ed.

Chapter el even

The next few nmonths were tiring but interesting. W spent ten or twelve hours a week in the
library's ALSC-Accelerated Life Situation Conmputer-learning or relearning the arcana of
spaceflight. Marygay had gone through it before; everyone who went on the tine shuttle had to know
t he basics of how the ship was run

Unsurprisingly, things had gotten sinpler in the centuries since | was last in training. One
person could actually control the whole ship, under normal circunstances.

W trained for specialties, too. For ne it was shuttle piloting and the suspended-ani mation
facility, which made me long for summer even nore than usual

W were through first winter and well into deep winter before word came fromEarth

Sone people like deep winter for its austere sinplicity. It rarely snows. The dim nished sun
clinmbs its same steady course. It gets down to thirty or forty below at night; sixty-five bel ow
bef ore thaw season begi ns.

The people who |ike deep winter are not fishermen. Wen the |lake is solid enough to wal k on, |
go out to meke ninety-six holes in the ice, using hollow heated cylinders.

Each cylinder is a nmeter of thick alumnumw th a heating el ement wound through inside. The
cylinder is flared with insulation at the top so as not to sink. | set out a dozen at a tine,
upri ght, spaced evenly for the trotlines, then turn themon and wait. After a couple of hours,
they nmelt through, and | turn off the power. Wait another hour or so, and then the fun begins.

O course by the tinme the ice is refrozen on the inside, the outside is stuck fast. | carry a
sl edgehammer and a crowbar. | whang around the outside of the cylinder until there's a cracking,
sucki ng sound, and then | take hold of the flange and haul this thirty-kilogramice cube up.
turn the power on that one up high and nove down to repeat the process on the next one.

By the time | get to the end of the dozen, the first one has warned enough so that | can slip
it off the bar of ice it's holding. Then | use the crowbar to break up the ice that's re-fornmed in
the hole, slip the alum num sl eeve back in, turn the power down to mininmum cap it, and nove to
t he next one.

The reason for this rignmarole is a conbination of thernodynan cs and fish psychology. | have
to keep the water in the hole at exactly zero or the fish won't bite. But if you don't start out
with liquid water just nelt through--you wind up with a cylinder of ice clinking around in it. The
fish will bite the hook, but hang up and get away.

Bill and Sara did half the holes one day, and Marygay and | did the other half the next. Wen
we cane in fromwork, |late afternoon, the house snelled wonderful. Sara was roasting a chicken
over the fire, and had nade hot nulled cider with sweet wi ne.

She wasn't in the kitchen. Marygay and | poured cups and went into the living room
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Qur children were sitting silently with a Man. | recogni zed himby his bulk and the scar
"Aft ernoon, Sheriff."
W thout preanble: "The Wole Tree said no."

| sat down heavily, sloshing sone cider. Marygay sat on the couch arnrest. "Just that?" she
said. "Only "no' and nothing nore?"

My spinning mnd cane up with "Quoth the Raven, "~Nevernore.'

"There are details.” He pulled out a four- or five-page docunent, folded over, and set it on
the coffee table. "Basically, they thank you for your work, and have paid each of the one hundred
fifty volunteers one one-hundred-fiftieth of what the ship is worth."

"In Barth credits, no doubt," | said.

"Yes...but also a trip to Earth, to spend it. It is a large fortune, and could nake life
easier and nore interesting for all of you."

"Let all one hundred fifty of us aboard?"
"No." The sheriff smiled. "You might go sonmeplace other than Earth."
"How many, and which of us?"

"Sevent een; you choose. They'l|l be in suspended aninmation during the flight, as a security
precaution."

"While Man does the flying and |ife support. How nany of you?"
"I wasn't told. How many would it take?"

"Maybe twenty, if ten were farmers." W hadn't actually thought in terms of mninmuns. "Are any
of you farmers?

"I don't know of any. We learn very fast, though."
"l suppose you do." Not the response a farmer would give.

"Have you offered the sheriff sonme cider?" Marygay said.

"I can't stay,"” he said. "I just wanted you two to hear before the general broadcast."”

"That was kind," | said. "Thank you."

He stood up and began putting on |ayers of clothes. "Well, you have a special interest init."
He shook his head. "I was surprised. | thought the project was all gain and no real |oss, which of

course was the consensus here." He gestured at the table. "This was not just our Whole Tree's
deci sion, though. It's very curious."

| ushered himout, as far as the wai st-deep channel cut through the snowto the driveway. The
sun was getting low and the air sucked ny body heat away. Two breaths and nmy noustache froze into
bristles.

Only two years till spring. Real years.

Marygay was al nost done reading it when | cane back inside. She was on the verge of tears.
"What does it say?" Wthout taking her eyes fromthe | ast sheet, she handed ne the first three.
"The Taurans. It's the god-danmm Taurans."

The first couple of pages were the expected econoni c argunent, which, with scrupul ous
fairness, they admtted was not reason enough by itself to deny us the tinme shuttle.

But their group mnd hooked up with the Tauran group nind, and the Taurans said absol utely no.
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It was too dangerous--not to us, but to them
And t hey couldn't explain why.

"They used to say, There are things man was not neant to know.' " | |ooked at the kids. "That
was when “man' neant us."

"That's what this adds up to," Marygay said. "Nothing |ike an actual explanation." She felt
al ong the bottom of the |ast sheet. "There's some Tauran here." They did official documents in a
Braille-like |language. "Can you read it?"

"Just sinple things," Sara said. She ran a finger along the lines. "No. 1'll take it to the
library after school, and scan it."

"Thanks," | said. "I'msure it'll clear everything up."
"Ch, Dad. Sonetimes they're not strange at all." She got up. "Check the chicken. It should be
al nrost done." It was a good dinner. She had roasted potatoes and carrots in the coals, wapped in

foil with garlic butter and herbs.

The kids were animated all through dinner. Marygay and | were not good conpany. After dinner
we watched a couple of hours of cube, an ice-skating show that nmade ne reheat the cider.

Upstairs, getting ready for bed, she finally started to cry. Just silently w ping tears.

"I guess | should have been nore ready for this. | hadn't thought about the Taurans, though
Man is usually reasonable."

W peel ed back sheet, blanket, and quilt, and bundled in against the cold. "Twenty nore nonths
of this," she said.

"Not for us," | said

"What do you nean?"

"The hell with the Taurans and their nysticism Back to Plan A"
"Plan A?"

"We hi ghjack the bastard."

Sara brought hone the Tauran witing at noon. "The librarian said it was a ritual statenent,
like the end of a prayer: “Inside the foreign, the unknown; inside that, the unknowable.' She said
that was only close. There aren't exact human translations for the concepts.”

I found a pen and had her repeat it slowy, and printed it in block letters on the back. She
went into the kitchen to fix a sandwi ch. "Ww. Wat are you doing with all the stuff?"

"Not hing el se scheduled till four. Thought |'d take care of everything at once." Qut of an
obscure inpulse, 1'd brought inside every farmng and fishing i nplenent that held an edge or cane
to a point, and was cl eaning and sharpening them They were stacked in a glittering array al ong
the dining-roomtable. "Been putting it off, since it's been too cold to work in the shed."

I hadn't expected anyone to be hone this early. She wal ked by themw th a nod, though. She'd
grown up around them and didn't see them as weapons.

W had | unch together in anmiable silence, surrounded by axes and gaffs, reading.
She finished her sandwi ch and | ooked straight at me. "Dad, | want to go with you."
| was startled. "Wat?"

"To Earth. You'll be one of the seventeen, won't you?"
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"Your nother and nme, yes. That was in the note. It didn't say how the other fifteen would be
chosen, though."

"Maybe they'll |et you choose."”
"Maybe so. You'll be at the top of nmy list."
"Thanks, Dad." She gave ne a kiss on the cheek, bundled up, and hurried back to school

I wondered if | understood quite what had just transpired--or whether she knew, at sone |evel
Fat hers and daughters don't conmunicate that well even when alien | anguages and secret
conspiracies aren't involved.

Marygay and | had been chosen, of course, since we were the only two people alive who
remenbered twentieth-century Earth, before the Forever War. Man woul d be interested in our
i npressions. | supposed the other fifteen were to be chosen at random from people who wanted to
make the trip--probably half the planet.

There would be no trip, of course. The ship would be accel erating straight up to nowhere. Wth
Sara aboard, as originally planned.

| unrolled the revised | oading schedul e she'd prepared, weighing down the four corners with
salt and pepper shakers and two w cked-1| ooki ng knives.

It was discouragi ng, the hundreds of things that would have to be brought to the spaceport and
| aunched into orbit. They weren't going to bother with all that, just going to Earth and back. So
we' d have to highjack the Tine Warp and t hen sonehow keep control of the situation |ong enough to
| aunch the shuttles dozens of tinmes. The people alone would take up ten flights.

W weren't going to do it by attacking themwi th a bunch of farminpl enents. W sonmehow had to
present a real threat. But there weren't nmany actual weapons on M ddle Finger, and they were
almost all in the hands of authorities like the sheriff.

| gathered up the tools to take outside. A weapon doesn't always |ook |ike a weapon. What did
we have? Did we have anything that would keep them at bay for ten days, a couple of weeks, while
the shuttles plied back and forth?

W could have, | suddenly realized. Maybe it was a little insane.

Chapter twelve

I took planning and coordi nation--and an unexpected assist fromour adversaries: the seventeen
going to Earth were all from Paxton, nore or |less the ringleaders of the original plot. Whether
they were planning to |l et us come back fromEarth was open to question. It was al so noot.

W had only twelve days before the supposed departure for Earth. | had sent all the others
copi es of the docunent fromthe One Tree, and we'd commi serated and tal ked about how, anobng ot her
things, we mght still get approval for our long journey, after talking to Man and Tauran on
Eart h.

While talking on the cube to them | nade a casual gesture, touching mddle finger to
cheekbone, that used to be phone code: "Disregard this; someone may be |listening." Mst of them
returned the gesture.

Not one word of the plot was conmuni cated by voice or electronics. | wote down brief and
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preci se descriptions of each person's role, the notes to be nenorized and destroyed. Even Marygay
and | never spoke of it, not even when we were tending the trotlines, alone out on the ice.

The seventeen of us saw a | ot of each other, tal king about Earth and passing notes about
escape. The consensus seened to be that it probably wouldn't work, but we didn't have tinme to come
up with anything nore refined.

I wished | could have told Sara. She was disconsol ate at being denied a chance for Earth; a
chance to | eave M ddle Finger just once in her life.

| tried not to smle too nuch. "Do sonmething, even if it's wong," ny nother used to say. W
were finally doing sonething.

M ddl e Finger didn't have an armny; just a lightly arned police force to keep order. There were
very few weapons on the planet--nothing to go hunting for with anything nore lethal than a hook
and |ine.

But there was one weapon potentially nore dangerous than all the snmall arnms at Man's di sposal
In the Museum of History in Centrus, there was a fighting suit |left over fromthe Forever War.

Even stripped of its nuclear and conventional explosives, even with the [ aser finger
deactivated, it was still a form dabl e weapon because of its strength-amplification circuitry and
arnmor. (W knew the circuitry was intact because Man occasionally dusted it off for construction
and dermolition jobs.) A man or wonan inside it becane |ike a dem god of nyth--or, for ny
generation, a superhero of conmics. Able to leap tall buildings in a single bound. Kill a person
with a single punch.

You could power up a cold suit fromal nost any source. It could suck the energy out of a
floater and have enough juice for a little mayhem-or a couple of hours' searching for a better
sour ce.

We couldn't assune the suit was powered up, sitting there waiting to be taken--though Charlie
argued that it probably was, for the same reason there was no mlitary force in Centrus to keep us
inline. If we fought Man and won, what would we acconplish, fromtheir point of view? They saw
t hemsel ves as nentors and partners, our conduit to true civilization. There was no need for Man to
take precautions against a useless and futile action.

W were to | earn ot herw se.

Max Weston was the only person | knew who was physically large and strong enough that | had no
doubt he coul d overpower the sheriff. We needed his weapons in order to attack the museum W had
to take themat the |last nminute, of course, just before we left for Centrus. We could | ock himup
in his own cell or possibly take himhostage. (I argued against killing him or anyone, if we
could help it. Max agreed too easily, | thought.)

Qur tinmetable was set by Man. An express floater would arrive at noon on 10 Copernicus, and an
hour later we would be in Centrus. We were to spend the afternoon in a last-minute briefing, then
be prepped for suspended animati on and shuttled up to the Tine Warp as part of the baggage.

Max raised the possibility, which had occurred to ne and probably others, that they had no
intention of prepping us for SA. They would give us a shot not to suspend our anination, but to
end it. Send the Time Warp of f and have it come back without us, with sone sad story--we all died
of a rare Earth di sease, because of |ack of immunity--and MF woul d sonmehow have to get al ong
wi t hout seventeen troubl emakers.

It sounded paranoiac; | doubted that Man saw us as a threat worth di sposing of, and if indeed
they did, there were | ess elaborate ways to go about doing it. But then Man often did things in
el aborate and unlikely ways. Cones from hanging around with Taurans all the time, | guess.

Qur timing had to be precise, and a |lot of machines had to work. The sheriff's weapons woul d
get us the fighting suit; the fighting suit would get us the shuttle, and the shuttle would take
us to the ultimte weapon.
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But the plan would stop dead if, for instance, the sheriff's weapons were progranmed to work
only for him-they had that technol ogy nmore than a nillennium ago--or if the fighting suit
woul dn't crank, or if the shuttle or the Time Warp had an override that could be controlled from
the ground. In our ALSC training as pilots, nme for the shuttle and Marygay for the starship, there
was not hi ng about that; both vehicles were autononous systens. |t was possible they had withheld a
few details fromour training, though

W were careful not to arrive at the town hall all at once. It did sinplify our operation that
the floater was picking us up right at the sheriff's door, and we probably could have all cone
down as a group. But the plan was for Marygay and nme to cone early and distract the sheriff, and
be there to help Max, if necessary.

Bill and Sara drove us down at eleven o'clock with our small bag--toiletries and a few changes
of clothing and two | ong knives. We hadn't told themanything. Bill was in a good nood,
negotiating the icy streets with snooth speed. Sara was subdued, maybe hol di ng back tears. She
really had wanted to come, and probably thought we hadn't worked hard enough to get her added to
the list.

"We should tell them" Marygay said as we pulled up to the police station
"Tell what?" Sara said.

"You're not missing any trip to Earth," |I said. "We're not going to Earth. W've gone back to
the original plan.”

"We'll all be on the Tine Warp in a couple of weeks," Marygay said, "headed for the future,

not the past."
"I hadn't heard,"” Bill said slowy. "You'd think they would' ve said sonething about it."
"They don't know about it yet. The sheriff's about to find out."
Bill set the brake and turned around in the driver's seat. "You're going to take it by force?"
"In a way," Marygay said. "If things go according to plan, nobody will be hurt."

"Can | hel p? |I'm bigger than you."

"Not now." d ad he asked, though. "It has to |look |ike things are going according to their
plan, until we get to Centrus. "

"Just act as if nothing were different, darlings. Keep an eye on the news."
"Don"t..." Sara said. "Don't get...don't do, don't take any chances?"

"We'| | be careful," Marygay said. Sara was probably trying to say Don't do anything foolish,
but I'mafraid we'd noved beyond that stage.

| kissed them both and opened the door. Marygay ki ssed themand held on to Bill for an extra
second. "See you soon."

"Good luck," Bill said urgently. Sara nodded, biting her lower lip. | closed the door behind
Marygay and they were gone.

"Well," | said pointlessly, "here we go." She nodded and we picked our way up the icy steps
and pushed through the doubl e doors.

The sheriff wasn't in his office; he was straightening up the reception hall. He checked his
watch. "You're early."

"Bill dropped us off," Marygay said. "He had to go on to school ."

He nodded. "Tea in the office."

file:///ID|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ha...0OForever%20War%2002%20-%20Forever%20Free.txt (40 of 114) [7/12/2004 12:54:34 PM]



file:///D}/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Hal deman, %620J0e%620-%20Forever%20War%2002%20-%20Forever%20Free.txt

Marygay went for tea and | went down the corridor to the toilet, mainly to check the cells.
Bot h were open, and could be | ocked on the outside with a sinple mechanical bolt. W'd want to
take the keyboard out before we locked himin. It hadn't worked for ne, but maybe |I hadn't had the
ri ght conbination.

| joined Marygay for tea. She glanced toward the enpty peg behind the sheriff's desk. He was
probably wearing the pistol under his vest, as he had the night he cane to arrest us.

The door opened and we heard himgreet Max. | wal ked into the roomand saw that they were
shaki ng hands. Max knew about the conceal ed hol ster.

My nove was pretty obvious, and in retrospect | suppose it wouldn't have worked if the sheriff
had been on guard. | faked tripping on the rug and dropped the nug of tea. Cried out, "Ch, shit!"

As the sheriff turned, Max clanped his forearmaround his neck and grabbed his right arm The
sheriff tried to kick back, but Max had anticipated the nove and bl ocked it; neanwhile, | reached
into the sheriff's vest and yanked out the pistol

"Don't choke him Max!" Max dropped his left armenough to |l et himbreathe, at the same tine
forcing himto his knees.

The sheriff coughed twice. "What is this?"

"Figure it out," Max said. "Use your group mnd." Marygay cane out of the office holding a big
roll of building tape. "Into the cell! WIlliam..point the gun at him"

| was holding it |oosely, ained at the floor. Mght go off. | gestured with it. "Keep a hold
of him Max."

He didn't resist. "You're going to be in real trouble. Watever you think you' re doing."

"You' ve got that right," | said. "Real trouble now But by the tine we get back, it won't nake
any difference." Max had wal ked himinto the first cell, and pushed himdown into the chair.
"What ? You think you can...you're going to take the starship?”

"These guys are fast," Max said. Marygay secured himto the chair with the tape.

"W don't nean you any harm Sheriff," | said, "nor anyone in Centrus. W're just going ahead
with what we proposed--with what you approved of."

He was regai ning sone conposure. "But that was provisional. Before we heard fromthe Whole
Tree."

"You do what you want," Marygay said. "W don't have to take orders fromEarth."

"From Taurans on Earth," Mux sai d.

"But it's not practical," the sheriff said with an edge of exasperation. "The three of you--"
"Seventeen," | said.

"Even seventeen, you can't steal the starship and run it."

"W have a plan. Just sit back and watch us."

A few people had cone in and were standing at the door. "You don't seemto need any help,"
Jynn sai d.

"Look around and see if you can find any nore weapons," Mx said.
"There aren't any," the sheriff said, nodding at nme. "Just the pistol. Just for energencies.”

"Like this." Max stuck his hand out and | gave himthe pistol. He ained it at the viewscreen
over the keyboard and fired. The explosion was loud in the small room 1 shielded ny eyes and
didn't see what it |ooked |ike, but the result was pretty dramatic. There was nore hol e than
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Vi ewscr een.
"What the hell was that?" sonmebody shout ed.
"Testing." He handed it back. "Wrks."
"You aren't going to steal the starship with an old pistol."

"We really just have to steal a shuttle," Marygay said. "The starship will do what | tell it

to.
"And we'll have nore than a pistol," Mx said.

Cat cane to the door. She and Marygay exchanged nods. "W found some crowd-control stuff. Gas
grenades and tangl ef oot . "

"Probably what they'll use on us, in Centrus,” | said. "M ght as well have our own."
"The mask woul d be nmore useful," the sheriff said.
"What ?"

"The gas nask. It's in the top right-hand drawer of mny desk." He shrugged. "M ght as well
cooperate."

"We couldn't get that one open," Cat said. "Thunbprint?"

He nodded. "That's where the amunition is, too." He wiggled his thunb. "You could bring the
desk here, or set ne free."

"It's atrap,"” Max said. "It probably sends a signal."
"Do as you w sh," the Man said
"Way woul d you want to hel p us?" Marygay said.

"For one thing, I'mon your side; |I've known you since | was a boy, and know how nuch this
means." He | ooked at Max. "Also, you have the gun. At |east one of you could use it."

Max pulled out a big pocket knife and the bl ade snapped out. "I could cut off your thunb." He
sawed at the tape and freed him "Mve slowy, now "

The drawer had the ammp and gas nask, and al so handcuffs and ankle restraints. W put them on
the sheriff. "Floater's here," Po said fromthe door.

"Driver?" Marygay called back. He said no; it had the autodriver light on. "You' re coning
al ong, then. Hostage."

"I'f you leave ne locked up in the cell, there's no way | could hanper you. |'d prefer that."
Max grabbed his arm "We'd prefer to have you along.”

"Wait," | said. "You think they're going to kill us."

"As soon as they see you're arnmed, yes. My being with you wouldn't affect the decision."
"One reason we | ove you so much," Mrygay said. "Your concern for one another."

"I't wouldn't just be Man nmeking that decision,"” he said; "not in Centrus. A Tauran truly
woul dn't understand why it nade any difference."

"They let Taurans in on police matters?"

"No, but it won't be a police thing, once the starship's part of it. Matters that involve
space are going to involve Taurans."
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"The nore reason for a hostage," Max said.

"Do you hear yoursel f?" the sheriff said. "Wich of us nowis placing a |ow value on |ife?"
"Just on yours," Max said, and gave hima push toward the door

"Wait," | said. "Until they know what we're doing, there won't be any Taurans invol ved?"

"Only people and Man," he said. "But it won't take themlong to see what's happeni ng and
contact the Taurans."

"Yeah." | pointed at the door. "Take himout and | ock himup. W have to confer."

Max was back in a mnute. "It nay be tinme to ganble,” | said. "The floater's going to go down
Main to get to the spaceport. | could slip out by the museum and you all go on. Wth the sheriff,
you'll have the expected seventeen people, if anybody's |ooking. That will gain us sone tinme. Then

you can disable the floater before it gets there."

"But then you don't have the floater's fuel cell." W had planned on that in case the fighting
suit was cold. "Yes, he will," Max said, intense. "W get a klick or so fromthe spaceport and put
the floater on manual and ground it. That's five, maybe seven minutes fromdropping himoff. Gve
hima mnute or two to get into trouble. Then we turn the floater around and take it back to him"

"Wth the police in hot pursuit," Marygay said.

"Maybe; maybe not," | said. "You keep the gun, in case, but hell. They don't have police |ike
on Earth." Probably not on Earth now, either. "Unarned traffic cops."

"You don't want the gun?" Mx said.

"No--1o00k; that tear gas is a godsend. | go in with the tear gas and the nask and a crowbar
I'"lI'l be inside the suit in mnutes. Hell, 1I'll neet you on the road to the spaceport."”
Marygay nodded. "It could work. And if it doesn't, at |east you won't have used a deadly

weapon on the guard."

I was able to stuff the gas grenades and mask into the sheriff's briefcase. Hard to di sguise a
crowbar, but | found | could slide it down ny pants leg to the knee, and the belt held it in
pl ace, with the top part conceal ed by ny coat.

We all got situated in the floater and it took off, rising to about a hundred neters. The snow
had gotten pretty heavy; you couldn't see the ground. We hoped it was like this in Centrus. It
woul d sl ow things down for them but not for us, so long as the wind stayed calm The shuttle was
okay in snow but wouldn't launch in a strong cross-w nd.

It was an unconfortable hour. The sheriff wasn't the only hostage, in fact; everyone else's
fate was dependent on the outcone of a string of unpredictable events. And nobody wanted to talk
about it, not with the sheriff |istening.

| becane curiously calmas the floater dropped to ground level, near the city limts. There
was a certain anmount of danger ahead, but it was thin soup conpared to what | renenbered of
conbat .

I didn't want to think about how many years ago that was. | hoped the nuseum guards were soft
city boys and girls--bookish and unfamiliar with violence. Maybe old folks. 1'd give thema story
for the grandkids, regardless.

"I was there when the crazy vets highjacked the starship.” O naybe "One day this crazy guy
ran in with tear gas. | shot him" But none of us could remenber the nuseum guards bei ng arned,
whi ch woul d have been nenorabl e. Maybe they just kept the guns out of sight. Maybe | should worry
about somet hi ng el se.

Marygay had her thunmb on the OVERRIDE button, but it wasn't necessary. The floater stopped for
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cross-traffic a block before the library. | gave her a kiss and slipped out the door.

The snow was sifting down slowy, straight--still good for the shuttle and perhaps for ne,
since it would slow down response to a call for help fromthe museum | threaded ny way through
the inching traffic, people perhaps being extra-courteous because of ny linp. The crowbar had slid
past ny knee.

It occurred to me that the nuseum mi ght be closed, and that mght be a good thing. | could
break in and, although it would doubtless set off an alarm | would just be dealing with police,
and not a lot of bystanders.

No such luck. As | approached the museum soneone was | eaving, backing out the front door with
a wide covered tray, probably breakfast.

I went through the heavy wooden door, and sure enough, the guard was nibbling at a piece of
cake froma stack of assorted kinds on a plate. She was a female Man, in her early twenties. She
said sonething to me in their |anguage, munbling through a nouthful. | think she said good
norning, and invited ne to |l eave ny coat and attache, case there.

She had the broad chin they all have, a good target for a punch. Wen she | ooked inside the
case, |'d give her an uppercut that | hoped would knock her out for a minute and | eave her
di sorgani zed for anot her

It wasn't necessary. She asked ne what was in the bag, and | said, in slow English, "I don't
know. |'m from Paxton, supposed to deliver this to the Man in charge of the weapons exhibit."

"Ch, he's not a Man; he's one of you. Jacob Kellman, he cane in two or three mnutes ago. You
could take it right to him A4." The small building only had two stories, with four roons each.

The door to A4 was closed. | opened it and there was no one inside. No lock. | eased it shut
and worked fast--pulled out the crowbar and ran past all of the |less potent exanples of man's
i nhumanity to all species, straight to the glass case with the fighting suit. Two swings with the
crowbar and the front pane of gl ass cascaded in.

I ran back toward the door and got there just as it opened. Kellnan was a greybeard, at | east
as old as nme, unarned. Drawi ng on ny vast know edge of hand-to-hand conbat, | shoved himhard and
he fell down sprawling in the corridor. |I slamed the door shut again and wedged the crowbar in
bet ween the door and the janb, as a crude | ock, and hurried back to the exhibit.

The fighting suit was a newer nodel than the last one I'd had, but | hoped the basic design
hadn't changed. | reached into the conceal ed niche between the shoulders and felt the energency
Il ever and pulled. It wouldn't work if there was anyone alive in the suit, but fortunately it was
unoccupi ed. The suit clanshell ed open, snmashing another pane of glass, and the reassuring
hydraul i c wheeze nmeant it had power.

Soneone was poundi ng on the door and yelling. | got one boot off and with a stocki nged foot
swept away enough broken glass so | could stand barefooted while | undressed. Got my sweater and
pants off and tried to rip open the shirt, but the buttons were sewn on too well. Wile | funbled

with them the pounding becane a rhythm c heavy thunp--someone bigger than Kell man was applying a
shoul der to the door.

| got both gas grenades out of the briefcase, pulled the pins, and hurled themthe I ength of
the room They popped with a satisfying swirl of opaque cloud and |I stepped backward into the
suit, slid nmy arms into the sleeves, and clenched both hands, for the "activate" signal. | didn't
bother with the plunbing; I'd either hold it in or live with the results.

For a | ong second, nothing happened. | smelled the first acrid hint of the tear gas. Then the
suit closed around ne with a disconcerting jerkiness.

The nonitor and displays came up and | |ooked to the |ower left: power was at 0.05, weapons
systens all dark, as expected.

A twentieth of normal power still nade ne a CGoliath, at |east tenporarily. The cool nachi ne-
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oil smell nmeant | had nmy own air. | reached down to pick up nmy clothes and fell on ny face with a
huge crash.

Well, it had been a long tine since I'd been in one of these, and even |longer since |I'd used a
GP unit--CGeneral Purpose, one size fits everybody. Normally, 1'd had one tailored to ny
di mensi ons.

| managed to clanber back up to ny feet and stuff the clothes, mnus boots, into a front
"pocket," just before they beat the door open. There was a | ot of coughing and sneezing. One
figure cane staggering out of the cloud, a fenale Man who was punped up like our sheriff, in a
simlar uniform also with a pistol. She was holding it in both hands, waving it in ny genera
direction, but her eyes were stream ng and | assuned she hadn't seen ne yet.

These peopl e were not nmy concern. There was an energency exit door behind nme. | turned,
rocking like a zonmbie froma 1950s novie, and lurched toward it. The Man fired three shots. One of
them put a nice hole in a display of nuclear weapons and one broke an overhead | anmp. The third
must have ricocheted off my back; | heard it sing away but of course felt nothing.

| supposed she knew the suit was unarmnmed but extrenely dangerous. | wondered how brave she
woul d have been if |I'd turned around and started lunbering toward her. But there was no tine for

pl ay.

| pushed on the energency door and it ripped open, then ducked slightly as |I passed through
The suit was al nost eight feet tall; not really for indoor wear

Peopl e scattered in all directions, naking considerabl e noise. The Man or soneone el se was
shooting at ne--an easy target, a matte-black giant in a snowscape. Twisting the wist contro
turned me cano green, then sand yellow, then | finally found a gl ossy white surface.

| wal ked as fast as | could to Main, alnobst slipping twice in the snow. Conme on, | thought,
you' ve operated these things on frozen portal planets a few degrees above absolute zero. But not
| ately.

At least Main Street had salt and sand, so | could run. Sone of the traffic was on manual, and
it noisily parted for me as | sprinted down the mddle. Alot of themwent spinning dangerously
out of control. | shifted back to green, so they'd have nore warning.

| picked up the pace as | becanme nore sure of the clunsy thing's abilities and |limtations.
was | oping along at about twenty mles per hour when | met Marygay's bus, just outside the city
limts.

She opened the driver's-side door and stepped hal fway out. "Do you need power?" she shout ed.
"Not yet." The readout said 0.04. "Back at the spaceport.”

She spun it on its axis and slid to the outbound | ane, sending a delivery van that was on auto
straight out into a field of snow. The people on manual were all pulling over, evidently from some
police command; it was interesting that the ones on auto took |onger to conply.

They were no doubt clearing traffic to get to ne. | ran after Marygay as fast as | could, but
soon | ost her in the white distance.

What could they send after a fighting suit? I'd find out soon enough

Strident blue flashing lights cut through the swirling snow as | approached the spaceport.
Marygay's bus was bl ocked at the entrance by a Security floater

Two officers, evidently unarned, were standing by the driver's side, yelling at her. She
| ooked down on them pl easantly, and gave no reaction when | passed behi nd them

| picked up one end of the Security floater and easily flipped it over. It went crashing down
into a drainage ditch. The two officers, sensibly, ran |like hell

The lack of radio contact was a handicap. | bent down next to her window "Park it up by the
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main building and I'Il drain the fuel cell there."

She said okay and sped off. My power was down to 0.01 and the nunerals started flashing red.
That woul d be great, stranded a couple of hundred neters frommny destination. Well, | could always
open the suit manually. And run naked through the snow.

As soon as | started wal king, the suit added a "beep...beep" intinme with the flashing digits,
| suppose as a convenience for the blind. The legs started to resist ny comands, feeling as if |
were wal ki ng through water, and then nud.

| did nake it to the floater while the people were still unloading. Max stood there with his
arns crossed, the pistol prom nent.

| popped the rear utility door and clipped ny enmergency cables to the fuel cell's termnals,
and studied the directions on the griny plate on the side of the cell. Then | pushed the "fast
di scharge" button and watched nmy nunbers start to clinb.

They' d reached 0.24 when | heard the heavy thrumof a floater braking, and found out what they
could send after a fighting suit.

Two fighting suits. One hunman; one Tauran

If they were arnmed, | was nothing but a target. Either suit's weapons coul d vaporize ne or
slice me like lunchnmeat. But they didn't fire; or couldn't.

The floater lurched as the Man got out, and he repeated ny performance, falling on his face. |
resisted the inpulse to tell himthat the |ongest journey begins with a single step

In the floater, the Tauran suit flailed, trying to keep its bal ance, and tipped over backward.
Nei t her of them had any nore recent practice than | had. My hundreds of hours of training and
fighting, even though nostly lost in the msts of tinme, mght be worth nore than their two-to-one
advant age.

The Man had gotten up on hands and knees; | covered the distance with a gracel ess |eap and
swivel ed a hard sidekick to the head. It probably didn't hurt himphysically, but it sent the suit
ski ddi ng and tunbli ng.

I grabbed the front bunper of the floater, nmy strength anplification whining |loud, and tried
to swing the heavy machi ne around to bash the Tauran. It nmanaged to dodge, and the effort nmade ne
stagger and fall. The floater buzzed away |ike an angry insect.

The Tauran threw itself on nme, but | kicked it away. | was trying to resurrect what | once
knew about Tauran fighting suits; what weakness m ght give nme an advantage, but all the nusty ALSC
stuff was about weapon systens, range, and response speed, which unfortunately seenmed not to

apply.

And then the Man was on ne, falling on ny shoulders with a crash |ike sone heavy playground
bully. He tried to grab ny suit's head, and | batted his hands away--that was a good target; the
suit's brain wasn't in the head, but its eyes and ears were.

I flipped himaway clunsily. My weapons systens' telltales were still dark, but | tried the
| aser finger on himanyhow. Wien it didn't |ance out and cut into his suit, | was curiously
relieved. My underdevel oped killer instinct hadn't becone fiercer with age.

Wiile | was peering through the snow for something I could use as a weapon, the Tauran had
found one; it whacked nme from behind, across the shoulders, with an uprooted light pole. | went
down and plowed into a snowbank. Wiile | staggered up; it kept clanging agai nst nmy shoul ders and
uprai sed arns.

My visual sensors were snmeared, but | could see well enough to aima kick between its legs, an
ai m nore ant hr oponorphic than practical--but it did unbal ance the thing enough for nme to grab hold
of the Iight post and jerk it away. | had seen the Man in ny peripheral vision, running toward ne;
I swung the pole around in a flat arc and caught himat knee level. He spun sideways and hit the
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ground hard.

| turned to face the Tauran again, but couldn't see it, which didn't nean it was far away or
hi dden--all three of us were white lost in white, invisible fromfifty neters in the rolling snow
| tongued over to infrared, which mght work if it turned its back to ne, with the heat
exchangers. That didn't work and neither did radar, which | expected to work only if the suit
moved in front of a reflecting surface.

| turned back to see the Man lying there notionless. Maybe a trick, or maybe | actually had
knocked hi m out when | knocked him down. The head's protected with padding, but force is force,
and he might have slanmmed into the ground hard enough to sustain a concussion. | feinted at him a
kick that m ssed his head by a hair, and he didn't react.

Wiere the hell was the Tauran? No sign in any direction. | crouched to pick up the Man and
heard, fromthe direction of the spaceport, a woman's scream nuffled by the snow, then two shots.

| ran toward it, but was a nonent too late. The floater was rising fast, slanting away from
the smashed front entrance; Max was standing with the pistol aimed at the nachine, but with no
useful target. | junped with all my anplified m ght, and went up maybe twenty neters, al nost high
enough to touch it, and then fell back down with a crash that rattled nmy teeth and nade ny ankl es
sting.

"The thing got Jynn," Max said. "It dove through the glass and snatched her and Roberta."
Roberta was sitting in the snow, cradling her el bow

"You all right?" They both flinched; | realized |I'd inadvertently cranked up the sound.
chinned it down.

"Dam near yanked ny armoff. But |'m okay."
"Where is everybody?"

"We split up," Max said. "Marygay went on with the bus, out to the shuttle. W stayed here
with the gun, try to distract them"

"Well, you did that." | hesitated. "Nothing we can do here now. Let's go catch the bus."
scooped up Roberta, then Max, and stepped out on the field, carrying themlike bundles. The bus
wasn't visible, but it had blown a clear path through the snow. W caught up with themin |ess
than a m nute, and ny passengers seened happy to swi tch conveyances.

No sign of the floater with the Tauran and Jynn. | could have heard it if it were within a
coupl e of klicks.

The bus was crowded. There were two humans | didn't recognize, and four Men, evidently our
wel com ng conmittee.

"They've got Jynn," | told Marygay. "The Taurans took her off on their floater."

She shook her head. "Jynn?" They were pretty close. "There's nothing we can do. She's just
gone. "

"They won't hurt her," Max said. "Let's nove!"
"Right," Marygay said, but she didn't nove.
"I"ll meet you at the shuttle,"” | said. | was too big and heavy for the bus.

"Meet you there," she said quietly, and pushed the button that closed the door. The bus
lurched forward and | jogged past it toward the shuttle |launch tube.

| tapped the tube el evator door button and it opened, |looking warmin its yellow light. Then I
popped the suit and gingerly stepped out into the snow. The front pocket resisted ny efforts, but
after one broken thunbnail | got nmy clothes free and quickly pulled themon in the shelter of the
el evat or car.
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The bus eased down by ny enpty open suit and | silently urged themto hurry, hurry--how | ong
would it take for soneone to just turn off the power and | eave us with a usel ess el evator? The
shuttle mght be autononmous, but we did have to get inside it to use it.

Marygay spent a few precious seconds telling the four Men and two hunans to get out of here
and under ground, which they probably knew. The |aunch tube would absorb the gama rays for the
first seconds of |aunch, but after that it would not be wise to be nearby. Roberta had her thunb
on the up button and mashed it as soon as Marygay sprinted inside.

Nobody pulled the plug. The el evator surged up and clicked into place alongside the shuttle
airlock, which irised open

Cetting seated was not sinple, gravity against us. W clinbed down a | adder net and filled the
conmpartnent fromthe bottomup. The sheriff's hands and feet were freed for the job and he didn't
resi st being taped into place again, once he was belted in.

| settled into the pilot's seat and started snappi ng the sequence of switches that woul d get
us out of here. It wasn't conplicated, since there were only four standard orbit choices. | chose
"Rendezvous with Tinme Warp," and had to nore or |ess trust the ship.

The vi ewscreen cane on and it was Jynn. The focus pulled back to show that she was in a
floater, next to a Tauran.

The Tauran pointed to the wi ndows next to Jynn. Vague through the snow, you could just nake
out the twin shuttle |aunch towers.

"Pl ease proceed," the Tauran said. "Three seconds after you launch, this woman and | will be
killed by your radiation."

"Do it," Jynn said. "Just go."

"I don't think you will," the Tauran said. "That would be inhurman. Murder in cold blood."

Marygay was next to me, in the copilot seat. "Jynn--" she started

"You don't have any choice,"” Jynn said evenly. "For the next part to work, you have to
show. ..what you're willing to do."

We | ooked at each other, both frozen. "Do what she says,” Max whi spered.

Suddenl y, Jynn's el bow j abbed out and drove into the Tauran's throat. Her wists were bound
with metal handcuffs; she twi sted themaround its neck and jerked sideways with a | oud crack

She pulled the inert creature down across her lap and reached sideways for the floater
controls. It whined and her inage bobbed. "Gve ne thirty seconds," she shouted over the straining
motor. "No, twenty--1'I1 be behind the main building. Get the hell out of here!"

"You cone here!" Marygay said. "W can wait!" Maybe she didn't hear. But she didn't answer,
and her inmage di sappeared.

In her place, the calmimage of a male Man in a grey tunic. "If you attenpt to launch, we wll
shoot you down. Don't waste your lives and our shuttle."

"Even if you could do it," | said, "you probably wouldn't." | checked ny watch; |'d give her
the full thirty seconds. "You don't have any anti-spacecraft or antiaircraft weapons here."

"W have themin orbit," he said. "You will all die."

"Bullshit," | said, and turned half around to face the others. "He's bluffing. Stalling for
tinme."

Po's face was ashen. "Even if he is not. We've cone this far. Let's finish it."
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"That's right," Teresa said. "Watever happens."
Thirty seconds. "Hold on." | slamred the FIRE switch down.

There was a trenmendous roar and the gee force went fromone to three in the short tine it took
us to clear the launch tube. Snow streaned away fromthe front viewport and was suddenly gone,
repl aced with bright sunshine.

The shuttle rolled over for orbital insertion, and the solid-1ooking clouds of the storm
drifted away. The sky darkened from cobalt to indigo.

They might well have weapons in orbit, | knew Even if they were antiques left over fromthe
Forever War, they could do the job

But there was absolutely nothing I could do to affect that. No evasive maneuvers or
counterattacks or even clever arguments. A kind of tentative and tenporary cal mess settled over
me, that | renenbered from conbat: you may only be alive for the next few seconds, but whatever
happens, it will just happen. | carefully tilted ny head agai nst the accel eration and coul d see
the strained half-smle on Marygay's face; she was in the sane state.

Then the sky turned bl ack, and we were still alive. The roar abated and then was silent. W
floated through space in free fall

| |1 ooked back. "Everybody okay?" They murnured tentative assent, though sonme of them | ooked
pretty bad. The anti-nausea mnedi ci ne worked for nost people, but of course space travel wasn't the
only stress they were going through

W watched the Tine Warp grow from brightest star to nonstellar sparkle to a hard bright inmage
that grew and then [ oonmed. The automated part of our trip ended with a not-quite-human voice
telling me that control would be surrendered to ne in ten seconds...nine...and so forth.

Actual ly, it was responsibility rather than "control" that had been transferred to ne; the
shuttle's radar still nediated the rate of approach to the docking area. | kept nmy right hand
gri pped on a dead-man's switch; if anything seemed wong, | would let go, and the previous
monment' s maneuvers woul d be quickly reversed.

The airlocks mated with a reassuring netallic snap, and ny ears popped as our air pressure
dropped to match the thin but oxygen-rich mxture in the Tine \Warp.

"Phase Two," | said. "Let's go see whether it works."
"I think it will work," the sheriff said. "You ve done the hard part."

| | ooked at him "There's no way you could have | earned our plans. No way."

"That's right."
"But you know us so well--you're so superior--that you knew exactly what we were going to do."
"I would not put it so harshly. But yes, | was told to expect rebellion and perhaps viol ence,

and advised not to resist."
"And the rest of it? Wat we're about to do?"

"That's a nystery to ne, or conjecture; | was asked not to tap the Wole Tree, so | wouldn't
know t oo much. "

"But the others know. O think they know. "
"I'"ve said too nuch. Just continue with what you're doing. You may learn fromit."
"You nmay | earn sonething,” Max said.

"Let's nove along," Mrygay said. "Watever they've got set up for us, whatever they think
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they know, it doesn't change Phase Two."

"You're wong," Max said. "W should find out what we can fromthis bastard. W can't | ose
anyt hi ng by squeezing him"

"Or gain anything," the sheriff said. "I've told you all | know."

"Let's find out," Roberta said. "Max is right. Nothing to | ose."

"Alot to lose," | said. "You sound like my old drill sergeants. This is a negotiation, not a
war . "

"They were threatening to kill us," Po said. "If it's not a war, it's sonething close to it."

Marygay came to ny rescue. "Leave it as an option. Right now, | think we're ahead for not

having hurt or coerced him"
"Cther than beating himup and tying himdown," Roberta said.

"I'f we ultinmately have to force information out of him" Marygay pushed on, "then we can do
it. Right now we have to act, not talk." She rubbed her face. "Besides, they probably have their
own hostage by now. Jynn couldn't get far in that floater."

"Jynn killed one of them" Max said. "She's dead neat."
"You shut up, Max."

"If she's alive, she's a liability."

"Shut up.”

"You hone cunts," Max said. "You al ways--"

"My wife is not a cunt or a home." | tried to keep ny voice down. "Wien we wal k through that
door she'll be your commander."
"And | have no problemwi th that. | had a |long career and never saw a het conmander. But if

you think she's het, you're blind as a worm"

"Max," Marygay said quietly, "my heart has been het and home and irrel evant, as now WIIiam
is in charge on this ship, and you're being insubordinate.”

"You're right," he said flatly. To ne: "I lost my head and | apol ogi ze. Too nuch has happened,
too fast. And | haven't been a soldier since before ny kids were born."

"Me neither," | said, and didn't push it. "Let's just nove."

On the other side of the airlock, we expected it to be dark and cool, the m ni mum energy node
we'd last left it in. But the artificial sun was bright and the air was warm and fragrant wth
grow ng things.

And there was a Tauran waiting for us on the shipside | anding, unarmed. It made their sign of
greeting, hugging itself. "You know ne," it said. "Antres 906. Are you the |eader, WIIliam
Mandel | a?"

I | ooked beyond it to the well-tended fields. "Wiat the hell is this?"

"l speak right nowonly to the | eader. Are you he?"

"No." | put ny hand on Marygay's shoul der. She was al so staring, stunned. "My wife."
"Marygay Potter. Cone with ne to the control room"

"They're ready to ride," Max said behind me. "Straight to Earth." They'd told us there would
be several weeks of tending to the life-support farns, before we went into suspended ani mati on.
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This | ooked Iike we were headed straight to the tanks.
"How many are here, Antres?" Marygay said
"No one else.”
"This took a | ot of people.™

"Come with ne." She followed Antres to the lift, and | cane along, both of us struggling with
the zerogee nets. Antres was deft with them but el aborately slow

W went up to the command | evel and picked our way into the control room The center screen
was lit, with the imge of an ol der nmal e Man, perhaps one we had tal ked to in Centrus.

Marygay clinbed into the captain's chair and strapped herself in.
"Are there any further casualties?" the Man said without preanble.
"I was going to ask the sanme thing. Jynn Silver."

"The one who killed one of us."

"A Tauran is not “one of us' if you are human. |s she alive?"

"Alive and in custody. | think we have deduced nuch of your plan. Wuld you care to reveal it
now?"

Marygay | ooked at me and | shrugged.

She spoke slowy and quietly. "Qur plan is that this ship is not going to Earth. W denand to
be allowed to use the Time Warp as we originally requested.”

"You can't do that w thout our cooperation. Forty shuttle flights. Wiat will you do if we
ref use?"

She swal | owed. "We' |1 send everybody back on the shuttle we have. Then ny husband and | wll
ride the Time Warp to the ground. Crash-land near the southern pole."

"So you think we will give you the ship rather than let you kill yoursel ves?"

"Well, it won't be too confortable for you, either. Wen the anti matter fuel explodes, the
resulting vapor will blanket Mddle Finger in clouds. There will be no spring or summer, this year
or next."

"The third year," | said frombehind her, "will be blizzard and then floods."

"We can't allow that to happen,” he said. "So all right. W accede to your denands."
W | ooked at each other. "That's it?"

"You give us no choice.”" Two data screens lit up. "The launch schedul e you see here was
adapted fromyour original tinetable."

"So this is all according to plan,” Marygay said. "Your plan.”
"A contingency," he said, "in case you allowed us no alternative."
She | aughed. "You couldn't just let us go."

"Of course not. The Wole Tree forbade that."

"Hold it," | said. "You're disobeying the Wwole Tree?"

"Not at all. It is you who are defying it. W are only taking a reasonabl e course of action
Reaction, to your declaration of intent to whol esal e nurder."
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"And the Whol e Tree predicted this woul d happen?"

"Ch, no." For the first tine, he allowed hinself a small snmile. "Men on Earth don't know you
as well as we who grew up with you."

The sheriff tried to explain what he knew or could deduce about the rationale for their plan
It was like a theological argunent in sonebody else's religion

"The Whole Tree is not infallible," he said. "It represents a huge and wel | -i nforned
consensus. In this case, though, it was...it was |like a thousand people taking a vote, where only
two or three were actually well-informed."

W were all at a big table in the dining hall, drinking bad tea nmade from concentrate. "That's
what | don't understand," Charlie said. "It seens to ne that would happen nore often than not." He

was directly across fromthe sheriff, staring intently, his chin in his palm

"No, this was a special case." He shifted unconfortably. "Men on Earth think they know humans.
They live and work with themall their lives. But they're not at all the sane kind of people as
you are.

"They or their ancestors chose to cone to Earth, even though it nmeant beconing part of a snal
mnority, outside of Man's nainstreamculture.”

"Tradi ng i ndependence for confort,"” | said. "The illusion of independence."

"It's not that sinmple. They live nore confortably than you--or we--do, but what's nore
important is that they deeply wanted to come home. People who chose Mddle Finger turned their
backs on hone.

"So when a Man on Earth thinks about humans, there's a profoundly different conposite picture.
If you took one hundred fifty Earth humans and shot themforty thousand years into the future...it
woul d be cruel. Like snatching a child fromits parents, and abandoning it in a foreign land."

"That's nice," Charlie said. "The Wwole Tree's decision was based on concern for our

happi ness. "
"Concern for your sanity," the sheriff said.
"The huge expense of the enterprise wasn't a factor."

"Not a large one." He nmade a circular gesture, indicating everything around us. "This ship
represents a lot of wealth in ternms of our econonmy. But it's not worth nuch in Earth ternms. There
are thousands of themsitting enpty, parked in orbit around the Sun. This wouldn't be a big
project if people on Earth had proposed it."

"But they never would," | said. "They're stay-at-hones.
He shrugged. "How many people on Mddle Finger think you' re crazy?"

"More than half, | guess.
of my famly does."

W only had 1,600 vol unteers out of 30,000 people. The younger half

He nodded slowy. "But weren't they going al ong?"
"Bill, especially, in spite of thinking we're crazy."

"l understand that," he said. "So am|l."
n W]at ?II

"W asked that you take a Man and a Tauran."
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The Tauran spoke up for the first tine. "We are they," it grow ed.

book three

THE BOOK OF EXODUS

Chapter thirteen

The tinmetable had called for fifteen days' |oading before |aunch, but that presupposed
everybody being packed and waiting. Instead, they'd had two weeks to rearrange their lives,
knowi ng that the expedition had been scotched.

We | ost 12 out of the original 150. Replacing themwas not as sinple as asking for vol unteers,
since they'd been chosen with an eye toward a certain denographic m x and assortnent of skills.

Forty thousand years from now, we m ght cone back to an unpopul ated planet. W wanted our
descendants to have a chance at civilization

W didn't have unlinmited leisure for revision, juggling the shuttle schedule while we found
repl acenents. Word had of course gone to Earth about our insurrection, so ten nonths from now
there m ght be sone response. |If they had thousands of ships at their disposal, a few of them
m ght be faster than the Tine Warp; a |l ot faster.

A hundred fifty people were sufficient for a town-hall kind of denbcracy. W'd worked out the
structure a couple of nonths before. There was an el ected Council of five, each one of whom woul d
serve a year as mayor, and then retire, a new councilor being el ected each year

So we worked as fast as we could, w thout cutting corners. Fortunately, none of the elected
of ficials were anmong the ones who decided to stay home, so our little bureaucracy was intact. W
probably had to nmake nore decisions in a couple of weeks than we would in two years aboard the
shi p.

But it was a ship as well as a town, and the ship's captain had authority over the mayor and
council. Both Marygay and | were nominated for captain, along with Anita Szydhowska, who had been
with me in the Sade-138 canpaign. Anita stepped down in favor of us, and | stepped down in favor
of Marygay, and no one objected. Both Anita and | were el ected councilors. The other three were
Chance Del any, Stephen Funk, and Sage Ten. Di ana Al sever-More was nom nated but declined, arguing
that as the ship's only doctor, she wouldn't have tinme for a hobby.

It only took twenty days to get everyone aboard the ship. | wondered whet her anyone el se,
wat ching the shuttles |eave for the last time, had the image-ol d-fashioned even in ny youth--of
the | ast ropes being thrown back onto the dock, as a great ship left its safe harbor.

The I ast shuttle was supposed to have our children aboard. It was one short. Sara floated over
to us and wordl essly handed nme a sheet of paper.

I love you but | never did intend to come with you. Sara talked ne into pretending that |
woul d, so that we would stop wasting tine fighting. It was dishonest but | think | agree it was
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t he best thing.

I''msonewhere in Centrus. Don't try to find ne. If | was not loyal to you | could have stopped
the whole thing the day we left you at the sheriff's. But | guess we all have to be crazy in our
own way. Have a good 40, 000 years.

Love, Bill

The bl ood had drai ned from Marygay's face. | handed her the note, but of course she knew what
was init.

| felt loss, but also a strange relief. And | wasn't conpletely surprised; at sone |evel
guess |'d known sonret hi ng was goi ng on

Maybe Marygay had, too. She stared at the note and then slipped it under the other sheets on
her clipboard, cleared her throat, and spoke to the new arrivals with only a slight quaver in her
voi ce. "These are your initial housing assignments. W'Ill be trading around. But put your stuff in
there now, and cone back to the assenbly area. |Is anybody feeling space-sick?"

One big man obviously was; his skin had a greenish cast. He raised his hand. "I'll take you to
the doctor,” | said. "She has something stronger than that pill." He actually nmade it to the
clinic before he barfed.

There were ten conmmuni cati on channels, and Marygay all owed everyone ten mnutes for goodbyes.
Not many people took that long. After a little nore than an hour, everybody was in the assenbly
area, watching a large flat-screen display of Marygay in the captain's chair. Al 148 of us had
maneuvered so as to be "lying" on the "floor" in front of the screen

Marygay peered out of the screen, her thunb poised over a red button on the console. "Is
everybody ready?" The crowd shouted yes and, with less than mlitary precision, our journey began
(I wondered how nany people were aware of the fact, or suspected, that the red button wasn't
attached to anything. It was just an engineer's joke. The ship launched itself, and knewits tine
of departure to within a nmillionth of a second.)

The onset of acceleration was slow. | was floating about a foot off the floor, and | drifted
down gently, and then gai ned wei ght over the course of ten or twelve seconds. There was a slight
hum which woul d be the background of all our lives for ten years: the tiny residue of the
uni magi nabl e sustai ned viol ence that was flinging us out of the gal axy.

| stood up and fell down. So did a | ot of people, after days or weeks of zerogee. Sara took ny
arm and we hel ped each other up, laughing, formng a wobbly triangle with the floor, that closed
up into two roughly parallel people. | cautiously |lowered myself into a squat and stood up again
muscl es and joints protesting.

About a hundred people were stepping around carefully, looking at their feet. The rest were
sitting or lying down, sone show ng signs of anxiety or even panic.

They' d been told what to expect, that even breathing would seemto be an effort, at first.
Those of us who'd been in and out of orbit the past nonths were used to it. But having it
described to you and feeling it were two different things.

Marygay switched us over to a view of the planet. At first it just turned beneath us, a few
wi spy cl ouds over the nottled white snowscape. People were chatting and groaning in conmiseration

After a few mnutes, things quieted down, as our notion became apparent. People sat and stared
at the screen in silent neditation, perhaps a kind of hypnosis.

One curved horizon appeared, and then, on the opposite side of the screen, another. They
i nched toward one another until, after fifteen or twenty mnutes, the planet was a huge ball
vi si bl'y shri nki ng.

Marygay had tottered down the stairs and was sitting next to ne. "Goodbye, goodbye," she
whi spered, and | echoed her. But | think she was nostly sayi ng goodbye to our son. | was saying
goodbye to the planet and the tine.
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As it shrank away | felt an odd epi phany, born of science and mathematics. | knew that it
woul d be a nonth--34.7 days--before we reached a tenth of the speed of light, and officially
entered the realmof relativity. And it would be nonths |ater before the effect of it would be
visible, |ooking out at the stars.

But we were actually there already. The huge force that nmade the ship's deck feel like a floor
was al ready bendi ng space and tinme. Qur minds and bodi es were not subtle enough to directly sense
it yet. But that acceleration was slowy pulling us away fromthe nundane illusion we called
reality.

Most of the matter and energy in the universe live in the land of relativity, because of
extreme nmass or speed. We woul d be joining them soon

Chapter fourteen

We kept the imge of Mddle Finger centered on the screen for a couple of days, as it shrank
to a dot, and then a bright star, and then was lost in the hot glow of Mzar. By the end of the
first day, we didn't even have to filter Mzar's glare; it was just the brightest star in the sky.

Peopl e started goi ng about their business. They knew that nuch of what they did was make-work;
the ship, by necessity, could run itself. Even the agriculture, being integral to the |ife-support
system was closely nmonitored by the ship.

Sonetimes it bothered me to know that the ship was intelligent and self-aware. It could
greatly sinplify its existence by turning off life support.

We, in turn, could override the ship. Marygay's captaincy, now |largely synbolic, would
suddenly beconme a real and huge burden. The Tinme Warp could be run without its brain, but it would
be a daunting enterprise.

The fifteen children aboard did need parents and teachers, which gave sone of us real work.
taught physical science and still had "father" in ny job description, though nost of ny job there
was keeping out of Sara's way.

Everybody who di dn't have chil dren had sone ot her ongoing project. A lot of them of course,
were engaged in creating and di ssecting scenari os about what we were going to do forty thousand
years fromnow. | couldn't get up nuch enthusiasmfor that, nyself. It seemed to ne the only nodel
worth pl anni ng about was the tabula rasa one, where we canme back to find nothing left of humanity.
O herwi se, we were Neanderthal s specul ating about starflight.

(The sheriff was in favor of a scenario where not much woul d change over forty thousand years,
except increasing nastery over the physical universe. Wiy would Man want to change? | was nore in
favor of the one where Man, refusing to allow change, declines into gi bbering savagery, in
obedi ence to the Law of Increasing Entropy.)

There were several people witing histories of our voyage, whom | could visualize waiting
hungrily for something bad to happen. No news is bad news for historians. O hers were studying the
social dynamics of our little group, which did seemworthwhile. Sociology with a uniquely reduced
set of variables.

O hers were witing conmpositions or novels, or otherw se engaged in the arts. Casi was al ready
whittling away at his |og, and on the second day out, Alysa Bertram announced she was hol di ng
auditions for a play that was in progress; the actors to collaborate on the script. Sara was one
of the first to show up, and she was chosen. She wanted ne to try out, but the idea of nenorizing
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pages of dial ogue al ways had sounded |ike mind-nunbing torture to ne.

O course | did have ny position on the council to keep nme out of trouble. But we had a | ot
|l ess to do, now that the voyage had begun

Wth "gravity,” the ship was a totally different place. In orbit, the floors were just
nui sances, obstacles you had to swimaround, and you thought of the ship in a sort of horizonta
way, bow to stern, like a water ship. But now forward was up and aft was down. Less than an hour
into the flight, Diana had to treat her first broken bone, when Am --who had lived for nonths in
zerogee--instinctively tried to float down a staircase.

Wien that happened, | realized we didn't have anyone who was a safety inspector. So | gave
nyself the job, but wanted an assistant trained in civil engineering. One of the three people
qualified was Cat. | guess | chose her so as not to appear to be avoi ding her.

| didn't dislike Cat, though I'd never felt conpletely confortable around her. O course,
she'd been born, if you can call it that, nine hundred years after ne, into a world where
het erosexual ity was an affliction so rare nost people never even encountered it. But the sane was
true of Charlie and Diana, our best friends.

Sone were nore hetero than others, though; Charlie' d had at |least one fling with a guy.
wonder ed about Cat, who had | eft her husband behind. (Though at the tine I'd been relieved; he was
ki nd of worthless except for chess and go.)

Cat accepted the offer with enthusiasm Mst of her work was not really going to start for
anot her ten years, when and if we had to roll up our sleeves and start buil ding a new worl d.

We decided to work fromtop to bottom There wasn't nuch to be concerned about on the top
floor, just cargo and control. Nobody would be going there regularly except for Marygay and her
assi stants, Jerrod Weston and Puul Ten. The five escape ships weren't |ocked, and | supposed
peopl e m ght sneak into themfor privacy, so we checked themwth that in nind

There was not nuch inside them but accel eration couches and the suspended-ani mati on pods. The
couches | ooked safe enough, all padding, and | didn't think anyone would venture into the pods,
unl ess they wanted to have sex in a dark coffin full of machinery. Cat said | |acked inagination.

The fourth floor was where nost of the aquaculture was, so there was theoretical danger of
drowni ng. Al the tanks were shall ow enough for adults to stand in with their heads above water,
but nost of the children were small enough for it to be a potential hazard. Al the fanmilies with
children lived on the first floor, but of course the kids would be roam ng everywhere. The DON T
FEED THE FI SH sign gave ne an idea. | found Wal do Everest, who confirmed that the fish were fed a
measur ed amount each day, and he agreed to go along with ny plan: make the children responsible
for actually scattering the feed. So the aquaculture pools would be their workplace, rather than a
forbi dden "attractive nui sance."

I'd never heard of that phrase until Cat used it. Describes sone people well.

There were three shallow rice paddi es which al so were honme to thousands of crayfish, not quite
bi g enough for the nenu yet. About half the floor area was given over to fast-grow ng grains, fish
food. This floor snelled best to me, a whiff of the sea along with green grow ng things.

Not many safety hazards other than the fish ponds and some of the harvesting machinery. This
was the stairwell where Ami fell and broke her arm but it wasn't uniquely dangerous.

The el evator was right across fromthe stairs, 120 nmeters away, but you couldn't just walk
across. The narrow path between the various hydroponic fields zigged and zagged. So we just wal ked
around the sidewalk in front of the living quarters, which on this floor nmade up half a
circunference of apartnments, identical in size but with slightly different |ayouts.

The apartnent where Marygay and | lived was right next to the elevator, a privilege of rank
that was al so a necessary conveni ence: the control roomwas directly overhead. | invited Cat in
for tea. One apartment was as good as any other, to |l ook over for safety hazards.
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Conpared to nmilitary quarters, the apartnments were large. The ship was originally configured
to hold 205 people, each one having one room four neters square. So our 150 were well spread out.
Twent y- ei ght coupl es pl anned on having one or two children during the voyage, but even so, it
woul dn't be especially crowded.

It did feel claustrophobic after our big house in Paxton, with the wi ndows | ooking out on
forest on one side and the broad | ake behind. | put holo wi ndows of the | ake on the wall of our
bedroom but was thinking we ought to reset them It |ooked real but felt false.

"Fire hazard," | said, putting the kettle on for tea. "Burn hazard, anyhow " The two burners
were induction heaters, so you' d have to be really trying, to injure yourself. "You have knives
and things," Cat said. By choice, she didn't have a cooking area in her own place. Marygay and
had brought al ong enough kitchenware to cook and serve a neal for six, and a cabi net of precious
spi ces and herbs. Up to a certain hour, by our tentative rules, you could go to the kitchen and
get a nmeal's worth of raw materials, rather than show up for chow and have what everyone el se was
havi ng.

"They say the bathroonmis the nbst dangerous roomin the house," she said.

"Not nmuch to worry about there.” W had a toilet and small sink. Each floor had a shower room
and a schedul e, and there was a shower by the pool on the common fl oor.

The teapot chinmed and | poured us each a cup, and sat next to her on the couch. | |ooked
around the roomcritically. "Not nuch to worry about anywhere. You think about accidents at horme--
falls, cuts, burns, exposure to dangerous substances--and nost of theminvolve things we don't
have here."

She nodded. "Bal anced by dangers we don't have at home. Like nmeteorites and |ife-support
failures and the idea of standing on top of tonnes of antimatter.™

"I'"ll make a note." We sipped in silence for an awkward minute. "Did you come al ong j ust
to...just because of Marygay?"

She stared at ne for a nonent. "Partly. Partly because | knew Aldo wouldn't. It was an

unenbarrassing way to end the marriage." She set down her cup. "I also like the idea of running
away, finding a new world. We weren't drafted, you know, in nmy tine. | joined up to see new
worl ds. Mddle Finger was getting pretty small."” She nmade a wy snmile. "Aldo really liked that. He

fell inlove with the farm™
"You're farnming here, part tine."
"Exercise. And | do know ny root vegetables."
"I"'mglad you cane."

"You are.
about that?"

It was a question. "Aldo thought | was chasing after Marygay. Did he talk to you

"Not in so many words." But a | ot of unsubtle innuendo. "W do...|l do love her." Cat was
trying to keep a trenmble out of her voice. "But |'ve been, we've been, sixteen years this way.
Just nei ghbors, close neighbors. I'mcontent with that."

"] understand."

"I don't think you do. I don't think nen can.” She picked up her cup with both hands, as if to
warm them "Maybe that's not fair. | never nmet a het man until | was on Heaven, ny mid-twenties.
But the nornmal nmen and boys | grew up with always had to do each other. It wasn't serious if you
weren't doing. Grls and wonen, it was different. You |l oved sonmeone or you didn't. Wether you did
each other was not a big deal."

"Yeah, | guess we were different. It's not het versus hone. Wnen were nore sexually
aggressive in ny time, too. But you were born, what, nine hundred years after | was?"

She nodded. "I think it was 2880, your style."
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"I don't want to sound like a jeal ous husband," | said. "I know you and Marygay still |ove
each other. It's obvious to anyone who cares."

"Then let's not worry about it. The lack of Aldo in my life is not going to drive nme into her
arnms. Somebody's, maybe. But |I'mas het as you are, renenber?”

"Sure." | did wonder about that--how effective or permanent Man's techni que actual ly was.
trusted Cat but did wonder. "Mre tea?"

"No, we ought to nove along." She sniled. "People will start talking about us."

The third floor, the conmons, did have safety problenms that hadn't been obvious in zerogee.
The carpeting in the cafeteria was old and | oose, inviting people with their hands full to trip
There was nothing to replace it with, of course. We pried up a corner and decided the netal deck
woul d be preferable; the dried adhesive was easy to peel off. |I'd assenble a work crewin a few
days.

We tested nost of the apparatus in the fitness room weight machi nes and stationary row ng,
skiing, and pedaling ones. W | ooked at the rings and ropes and parallel bars and deci ded soneone
el se could be the first to have an injury on them

There were a | ot of people already in the pool, including nine of the children. I knew the
ship was watching that all day and night. The only people who |ived on the commons floor were
Luci o and El ena Monet, both expert swimers with an apartnment that overl ooked the pool. One of
them was al ways there, and could get to the pool in seconds if the ship sounded an al arm

The first and second floors were drier versions of the fourth: 95 percent farm ringed by
apartnments. The only water hazard was an oyster bed, so shall ow you could only drown there in a
prone position. (I had resisted activating the bed, which took six nonths to produce a crop, but
was overridden by people who can actually ook at an oyster without feeling ill.) Unlike the
fourth floor, all of the apartments were one-story, so we didn't even have stairs to worry about.

The area under the first floor was the npst dangerous part of the ship, but it was beyond the
jurisdiction of the safety inspector and his trusty civil engineer. Seven tonnes of antiprotons
seethed there in a glowing ball, held in place by a huge pressor field. If anything happened to
the pressors, we would all have about one nanosecond to prepare ourselves for a new existence as
hi ghly energetic ganma rays.

Cat volunteered to take charge of the carpet denolition project, and | let her lead it, though
I'd becone accustoned to the role myself. For ten nonths, |1'd been at the center of everything--
argui ng, coordinating, deciding--and now | was just another passenger. Wth a title and an
anor phous job, but not in charge anynore. | had to get used to watching other people do it.

Chapter fifteen

Marygay was theoretically on duty all the tine, but in fact she only spent one eight-hour
shift each day actually in the control room Jerrod and Puul took the other two shifts.

Their physical presence in the control roomwas nore a psychol ogical, or social, need than an
actual one. The ship always knew where all three were--and if there was a need for a quick
deci sion, the ship would nmake it w thout consulting the humans. Human thought was too slow for
energenci es, anyhow. Mst of us passengers knew this, but it was conforting to have humans up
t here anyhow.
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She |iked studying the controls, a conplex naze of readouts, buttons, dials, and so forth,
arrayed along a four neter panel with two two-nmeter w ngs. She knew what everything was and did
through her ALSC training, the way | knew how to fly a shuttle, but it was good to reinforce that
crammed-in expertise with experience and observation in real tine.

(One evening | asked her how many bells and whistles she thought there were on those eight
meters of control board. She closed her eyes for about five mnutes and then said, "One thousand
two hundred thirty-eight.")

She chose to be on from 0400 to 1200, so we always net for |unch when she got off. W'd
usual Iy throw sonet hing together at our place, rather than go down to the "zoo," the cafeteria.
Soneti mes we'd have company. Back on MF we always had lunch with Charlie and D ana on Tuesdays,
and saw no reason to change that ritual

The second week out, | nade potato and | eek soup, for the first but not the last tine--we'd be
limted, for several nonths, to the vegetabl es Teresa and her crew had been able to growin
zerogee. So no tomatoes or lettuce for a few nonths.

Charlie showed up first, and we sat down to our ongoi ng chess ganme. One nove api ece, and
Marygay and Di ana cane in together

Marygay | ooked at the board. "You ought to dust that every now and then."
| gave Diana a kiss. "How s the doctor business?"

"God, you don't want to know. | spent npbst of the norning exploring the rectum of one of your
favorite people.”

"El oy?" | knew he had a probl em
She wagged a finger. "Confidentiality. | noticed a |ot of vowels in his name, though."”

El oy Macabee was a strange abrasive nan who called nme al nbst every afternoon with sone
conpl ai nt or suggestion. He was the keeper of the chickens, though, so you had to give himsone
| eeway. (Fish and chickens were the only animals we'd had aboard in zerogee. Fish can't tell the
di fference and chickens are too dunb to care.)

"Actually, you should know. Both of you," she said to Marygay as they both sat down at the
table. "W have a small epidem c on our hands."

| turned up the heat on the soup and stirred it. "A virus?"

"I wish. Avirus would be easy." Mrygay poured coffee. "Thanks. It's depression. |'ve treated
twenty-sone people the last three days."

"That is an epidemc," Charlie said.
"Well, people do catch it fromeach other. And it can be deadly; suicide."

"But we expected it. Allowed for it," Marygay said. "Not so soon, though, nor so nmany." She
shrugged. "I'mnot worried about it yet. Just puzzled."

| ladled the soup into bows. "Do the victinms have anything in comopn?"

"Unsurprisingly, it's nostly people who don't have real jobs, who aren't involved in the day-
to-day running of things." She took a notebook out of her pocket and tapped a few nunbers. "Just
occurred to me...none of themare veterans, either."

"Not too surprising either," Charlie said. "At |east we know what it's |ike, being cooped up
together for years at a tine."

"Yeah," | said, "but not in years. You'll be seeing sone of us before long."

"Good soup,"” Marygay said. "I don't know. |'mfeeling nore and nore confortable, nowthat I'm
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used to..."
"Bill," | said.

"Yes. Shipboard wasn't the worst part of the war. This is like “old honme week,' as we used to
say. But w thout Taurans to worry about."

"One," Diana said. "But it's really no problem not yet."

"Keeps to itself." | hadn't seen it five tinmes.

"It rmust be lonely," Marygay said. "Separated fromits group mind."
"Who knows what goes through their heads. "

"Throats,"” Diana said.

| knew that. "Just an expression.” | made the kissing sound for the ship. "Continue Mzart."
Soft strains of a lute being chased by woodw nds.

"He was Gernan?" Diana said. | nodded. "Maybe Prussian."”

"He was still being played in our tine. It sounds strange to ny ear, though."

I called the ship again. "How nuch of your rnusic comes frombefore the twentieth century?"
"I'n playing tinme, about seven percent. In titles, about five percent."

"Good grief. Only one out of twenty | can listen to."

"You ought to sanmple the others,” Charlie said. "Classicismand romanticismreturn in cycles."

| nodded, but kept my opinion to nyself. | had sanpled a few centuries. "Muybe we shoul d
switch jobs around. G ve the depressed people sonething significant to do."

"Coul d help. W wouldn't want to be too obvious about it.

"Sure," Marygay said. "Put dysfunctional people in all the inportant positions."

"Or put themin suspended ani nation,
years."

Charlie said. "Table the problemfor forty thousand

"Don't think | haven't considered asking for that."
"We couldn't just tell everybody there's a problen?" | said. "They're intelligent adults."

"In fact, two of the patients are children. But no; | think that would cause even nore
depression and anxiety. "The problemis that depression, and anxiety for that matter, are both
behavi oral problenms and bi ocheni cal ones. But you don't want to treat a short-term probl em by
altering a person's brain chemstry. We'd wind up with a ship full of addicts. Including the four
of us."

"The mad | eading the nad," Charlie said.

"Ship of fools," Marygay said.

| kissed for the ship and asked, "If we all went insane, would you be able to carry out the
nm ssi on?"

"Sonme of you are already insane, though perhaps ny standards are too high. Yes, if the captain
so ordered, | could lock the controls and conduct the m ssion w thout human nediation.”

"And if the captain were insane?" Marygay asked. "And the two co-captains?"

"You know t he answer to that, Captain."”
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"I do," she said quietly, and took a sip of wine. "And you know what? |I find it depressing."

Chapt er sixteen

The next day, we had sonething nore depressing to worry about than depression

I was in ny office on the conmon floor, doing the flunky job of tallying people's requests for
various novies for afternoon and eveni ng showi ngs. Most of themI'd never heard of. Two people
asked for A Night to Renenber and Titanic, which would do wonders for noral e. Space icebergs.
Hadn't worried about themin days.

The Tauran appeared at my door. | croaked a greeting at it, and glanced at nmy watch. Five
m nutes later and | woul d have escaped to |unch.

"I did not know whether to bring this problemto you or the captain or the sheriff."
"The sheriff?"

"You were closest."

"What probl enP"

It nade an agitated little dance. "A hunan has tried to kill ne."
"Good God!" | stood up. "Who is it?"

"He is the one called Charlton."

Cal, of course. "Okay. I'Il get the sheriff and we'll go find him"
"He is in ny quarters, dead."

"You killed hinP"

"OfF course. Wuldn't you?"

| called Marygay and the sheriff and told themto cone down i nmediately. "Wre there any
Wi t nesses?"

"No. He was alone. He said he wanted to talk to ne."
"Well, the ship will have seen it."
It bobbed its head. "To ny know edge, the ship does not monitor ny quarters.”

| kissed for the ship and asked it. "That's correct. The Tauran's quarters were inprovised out
of storage. | was not designed to nonitor storage."

"Did you see Cal Charlton headed in that direction recently?"
"Charlton got on the |ift at 11:32 and it went down to the storage |evel."
"Was he arned?"

"l could not tell."
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"He tried to kill me with an axe," the Tauran said. "I heard glass break, and he came running
in. He got the axe fromthe fire station outside ny quarters."”

"Ship, can you confirmthat?"

"No. If he had pulled the fire alarm | would have known that." Well, that was an interesting
fact.

"So you took the axe away from hin®"

"It was sinple. | heard the glass break, and correctly interpreted that. |I stepped behind the
door. He never saw ne."

"So you killed himwith the axe."

"Not actually. | believe | broke his neck." It denonstrated with a convincing karate-1|ike
stroke.

"Well, that's...it could be worse."

"Then, to be sure, | took the axe and severed his head." It made a gesture |ike a shrug.

"That's where the brain is."

You don't want to be disrespectful of the dead, but it was a good thing the Tauran hadn't
kill ed someone anybody |iked. Cal was kind of a | oose cannon when he was younger, and although he
seermed to have cal ned down in recent years, he did have outbursts. Married three tinmes, never for
very long. In retrospect, it's clear we shouldn't have brought himalong; if he hadn't been in on
it fromthe begi nning, he probably wouldn't have been chosen, in spite of his many useful talents.

He was one of Diana's depression patients, it turned out, but when we | ooked over his
bel ongi ngs we found that he had taken one pill and then quit. Two days later, he tried to kil
Antres 906.

I f everyone aboard had |iked Cal, we would have had a lynch nob. As it was, the council agreed
with the sheriff that it was an unamnbi guous case of self-defense, and there was no public
di sagreement with that. So we were spared the knotty problemof a trial between species. No Tauran
had ever committed a crine on M. Antres 906 cl ained that the Taurans had no equivalent to the
human | egal system and it appeared to ne that it didn't really grasp what a trial was. If there
are no individuals in your race, what constitutes crine and puni shnent--or norality or ethics, for
that matter?

Anyhow, Antres 906 was in a kind of existential solitary confinenment already, by choice.
What ever "choice" nmeans to a Tauran; | suppose they normally have their equival ent of the Wole
Tree, and just followits orders w thout question

In solitary, but not alone. One of the council was always with it for several days after the
killing, protecting it, armed with the tranquilizer rifle. It was a lot nore tinme than |'d ever
spent with a Tauran, and Antres 906 didn't nind talking.

One tinme, | brought along the five-page docunment from Earth, sentencing us to stay out of
space. | asked it about that nysterious last line: "Inside the foreign, the unknown; inside that,
t he unknowabl e. "

"I don't understand this," | said. "lIs it supposed to be a general statenent about reality?"

It rubbed its neck in an al nbst human gesture, which | knew nmeant |'mthinking. "No. Not at
all." It lightly ran its long finger over the Braille tw ce nore.

"Qur | anguages are very different, and the witten |anguage is subtle. The translation is
i nconpl ete, because..." It rubbed the |ine again.

"I don't understand human jokes, but | think this is something Iike a joke. Wen you say
sonet hi ng and nean sonething different."
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"What words woul d you use?"

"Wrds? The words are accurate. They are faniliar, a saying in what you would call our
religion.

"But when we use them they are not inflected this way, which is what makes ne think of your
j okes. The word 'unknowabl e' here, it neans, or rhymes with, 'unnanable,' or “naneless.' Wich is
sort of like fate, or God, in human terns."

"It's supposed to be funny?"

"Not at all, no, not in this inflection." It handed the paper back to me. "Normally, it is
meant to be an expression about the conplexity of the universe."

"That's reasonabl e enough."

"But this inflection is not a generalization. It's directed at you, | suppose the one hundred
forty-ei ght of you. O naybe even all humans. And it is...an adnonition? A warning."

| read the English again. "Warning that we're headed for the unknowabl e?"
"Either that or the other way around: the unknowable is headed for you. The nanel ess."

| thought about that. "It could just be tal king about relativity, then. It gets pretty
mysterious."

It scraped out a syllable of negation. "Not for us."

Chapt er seventeen

It was little things at first. No pattern

A whol e bed of oysters stopped growi ng. The other beds were okay. It only interested ne
academ cally, since |I had an oyster once and decided once would do it for me. But | hel ped Xuan
and Shaunta run environnental tests, having been a fish farnmer in another life, nyself, and there
wasn't one nol ecul e of difference that we could detect between the affected bed and the others.
There didn't seemto be anything wong with the oysters, except that they refused to grow beyond
t hunbnai | size

W finally decided to sacrifice the bed and harvest them i muature, naking about ten liters of
soup, which | declined to savor. Then we drained and sterilized the pool and reseeded it.

Al'l the novies and cubes that began with the letter C were missing. No Casablanca or Citizen
Kane. But an article would preserve them so we still had The Cat Worren from Mars and A Cunt for
Al'l Seasons, so sonme ancient culture was preserved.

Littl e things.

The tenperature regul ator on the children's pool refused to work. It would run hot one day and
not at all the next. Lucio and Elena took it apart and put it back together, and so did Matthew
Ander son, who had an affinity with such things. But it never did work, and Elena took it out of
the system altogether after she tested the water one norning and it was scalding. The kids didn't
seemto mind the cold water, but it made thema little nore noisy.

Sonet hi ng happened to the floor of the handball court. It got tacky; it was like trying to
move around on half-dried glue. W stripped it and revarnished it, but of course it was the sane
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varni sh, and soon after it dried, it became tacky again.

That woul dn't have seened inportant; just an unfortunate choice of naterials, but it was the
sane varni sh we used on all of the ship's fiber surfaces, and it only had gotten tacky in that one
| ocation. Handball players do sweat. As if weight lifters did not.

Then a snal | thing happened that had no reasonabl e explanation at all. It could only have been
an el aborate but pointless practical joke: the air was sucked out of a food storage | ocker

Rudkowski sent a report to me, annoyed, and | went down to look at the thing. It was a grain
storage | ocker, free-standing, with no possible connection to vacuum

There's no |l ock on the door, but when Rudkowski, a strong, fat man, had gone to open it, it
woul dn't budge. Another cook helped himpull onit, and it jerked open suddenly, with a sucking
inrush of air. Sane thing happened the next day, and so he sent up the report.

W enptied out the | ocker and went over it mnutely, and even had Antres 906 come up and use
his differently acute senses. The only way for the thing to lose air would be for sonmebody to punp
it out, but none of us could find any opening.

"Fearsone," was the Tauran's only reaction. W were still annoyed, rather than scared. But
then we had the | ocker watched all afternoon and night. No one came near it, but by the next
morning it was full of vacuum agai n.

Agai nst the obscure possibility of conspiracy, | stood watch over it all night nyself,
drinki ng what passed for coffee. The air di sappeared again

Word got out about this strangeness, and reactions were diverse. Sone stolid people--or people
inignorant denial--didn't think it was a big deal. The locker was snmall, and the daily air |oss
fromit was not even | percent of what we |ost through normal accepted | eakage. If we left it
cl osed, we wouldn't even |ose that.

O her people were terrified, and | had sone synpathy with them Since we didn't know what
mechani sm was sucking air out of the small space, how could we know that the sane nechani sm ni ght
not enpty out whol e roons, whole floors--the entire ship!

Teresa Larson and her co-religionists were actually snug: here was sonething going on that the
scientists and engi neers couldn't explain. Sonething nystical, that was happening for a purpose,
and God would reveal Her purpose in due course. | asked her whether she would like to spend the
night in the grain locker, to test God's synpathy with her belief. She patiently explained the
fallacy behind my logic. If you "tested" God, that was the direct opposite of belief, and of
course She woul d punish you

I kept ny silence about that el aboration of foolishness. | like Teresa, and she was probably
the best farnmer aboard, but her grasp of reality beyond the tilled field or hydroponic tank was
seriously inpaired.

Most people were in the sane mddle ground that | inhabited. Something serious was goi ng on
that we didn't yet understand. For now, the practical course was to seal the |ocker and store the
grain el sewhere, while people nmulled it over

The nost disturbing reaction was from Antres 906. It asked for perm ssion to do a conplete
systens check on the escape vessels, with the help of a few hunman engineers. It said we woul d need
t hem soon.

Antres 906 approached ne first. If it had been a human, | would have said no; we're close
enough to panic, and don't need to fuel it. But Tauran |logic and enotion are odd, so I took himup
to Marygay for a captain's decision

Marygay was reluctant to grant special permission, since of course we did have a regul ar
i nspection schedule, and it could | ook |ike panic. But there was no actual harmin it, so long as
it was done quietly, as if it were routine. And she did have synpathy for Antres 906 in its
isolation. A human | ocked in a ship with a hundred Taurans woul d be forgiven for odd behavi or
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But when she asked it to el aborate on why it thought the inspection was necessary, the
response was creepy. "Not |long ago, WIIiam asked ne about that piece of paper? The one from
Earth? “Inside the foreign, the unknown; inside that, the unknowable.' "

It did the little Tauran dance of agitation. "W are inside the foreign. Your airless |ocker
represents the unknown."

"Wait," | said. "Are you saying that that homly is a kind of prophecy?"
"No, never." The dance again. "Prophecy is foolish. What it is, is a statement of condition."
Marygay stared at him "You're saying we should be ready for the unknowable."

It rubbed its neck and rattled assent and danced, and danced.

book four

THE BOOK OF THE DEAD

Chapt er ei ghteen

It took two nonths for the unknowable to catch up with us.

Marygay and | were asleep. A chinme woke us up. "Sorry, but | have to disturb you."
Marygay sat up and touched the light. "Me?" she said, rubbing her eyes. "Wat's wong?"
"Both of you. W're losing fuel."

"Losing fuel ?"

"It began less than a nminute ago. The antimatter is steadily decreasing in mass. As | speak
we have | ost about one half of one percent."

"Good CGod," | said. "Wat, is it |eaking?" And if so, how conme we still exist?

"It is not physically leaking. It is in some way di sappearing, though." It made a rare humm ng
sound, that neant it was thinking. It thought so fast it could solve nost probl enms between
phonenes.

"I can say with certainty that it is not leaking. If it were, the antiprotons would be
receding fromus at one gee. | sprayed water back along our path, and there was no reaction."

| didn't know whether that was good or bad. "Have you sent a nessage to M ddl e Finger?"

"Yes. But if it continues at this rate, the antimatter will be gone |ong before they receive
it."
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O course; we were nore than four |ight-days away. "Charge up every fuel cell to the naxi num"
"I did that as we were speaking."

"How | ong. Marygay said, "how |long can we | ast on auxiliary power?"

"About five days, at the normal rate of consunption. Several weeks, if we close off nost life
support and confine everybody to one floor."

"We're still losing it?"

"Yes. The rate of |oss appears to be increasing. If this continues, we will be out of fuel in
twenty-ei ght mnutes."

"Shoul d we sound the general alarn?" | asked Marygay.
"Not yet. W& have enough to worry about."
"Ship, do you have any idea where the fuel could be going; whether we could get it back?"

"No. Nothing consistent with physics as | know it. There is an anal ogy in the Rhoner nodel for
transient-barrier virtual particle substitution, but it has never been denobnstrated." |'d have to
| ook that up sonetine.

"Wait!" Marygay said. "The escape ships. Is their antimatter evaporating, too?"
"Not yet. But it is not transferable."

"I"mnot thinking about transferring it," she said to ne. "I'mthinking about getting the hel
out of here before sonething worse happens.™

"Very sensible," the ship said.

W put on robes and hurried down to the first floor. Fromthe viewing port we could see the
antimatter sphere as it shrank. It otherwise didn't |Iook any different, a ball of blue sparkles,
but it did grow snmaller and snaller. Finally, it blinked out.

Accel eration stopped and the automatic zerogee cables unreeled, with a soft regular chimng
| oud enough to wake nost of the people. W could hear a few | ouder bells from sone residences.

We' d done zerogee drill five times, tw ce unannounced, so it was not a big deal, yet. People
floated out of their honmes in various states of undress and started nonkey-clinbing to the comon
floor's assenbly area.

El oi Casi, the sculptor, was fully dressed, with a work apron covered with wood shavi ngs.

"Damed silly time to pull a drill, Mandella. I"'mtrying to work."
"Wsh it was a drill, Eloi." W drifted past him
"What ?"

"No power. No antimatter. No choices."”

Those six words were about all we could tell the conpany assenbled, with the ship adding
nunbers and tinmes. "We might as well zip up in the escape ships and get the hell out of here,"”
Marygay said. "Every second we delay, it's another twenty-four thousand kil oneters we have to nake

up.

"We're going eight percent of the speed of light," |I said. "The escape ships have a sl ow
steady thrust of 7.6 centineters per second, squared. It will take us ten years to slow down to
zero, and another fourteen to get back to M

"Why do we have to rush it?" Alysa Bertramsaid. "That antimatter m ght come back as
mysteriously as it disappeared.”
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"Yeah, suppose it does?" Stephen Funk said, coning to ny elbow. "Do you want to rely on it
then? What if it went fine for another couple of nonths and then di sappeared for good? You want to
risk ten thousand years in suspended ani mati on?"

Antres 906 had entered, and was floating just inside the door. | |ooked its way and it bobbed
its head: Who knows? "I agree with Steve," | said. "Show of hands? How many want to zip up and
| eave?"

Slightly nmore than half the hands went up. "Wait a mnute here," Teresa Larson said. "
haven't had nmy goddammed coffee yet, and you want nme to deci de whether to give all this up and go
flinging into space?"

Nobody had put nore work into revitalizing the ship. "I'"msorry, Teresa. But | watched the
stuff disappear, and | don't see any alternative."

"Maybe it's our faith being tested, WIlliam Though you woul dn't know anythi ng about that."

"No, | wouldn't. But |I don't think the antinmatter's going to cone back just because we really,
sincerely want it to."

"Those escape ships are death traps," El oy Macabee whi ned. "How many people die in SA, one out
of three? Four?"

"Suspended ani mation has a survival rate of over eighty percent," | said. "The survival rate
here aboard ship is going to be zero."

Di ana had come up to float beside me. "The less tine we spend in SA, the nore likely we are to
survive. Teresa, you have your cup of coffee. But then cone down and get in line. I'mgoing to
prep people as quickly as possible.”

"W aren't accelerating anynore," An Larson said. "W can afford to wait and think things
over."

"COkay--you hang around and think," Diana said heatedly. "I want out of here before sonething
el se happens. Like the air disappearing, next--you want to think that one over, Am ? You want to
tell ne it couldn't happen?"

"If people do want to stay till the last mnute,” | said, "you can't expect Diana to wait
along with you."

"They can prep thensel ves, without a doctor or nurse," she said. "But if anything goes wong,
they just die.”

"In their sleep," Teresa said.

"I don't know. Maybe you wake up | ong enough to strangle. Nobody's ever come back to report."”

Marygay stepped into the noment of hostile silence. She had a clipboard. "I want nanes of
people willing to |l eave on the first and second ships. That's sixty people. You can take at nost
three kilograns of personal itens. First group, show up at ten o'clock."

To Diana: "How |l ong does it take to prepare?”

"The purging part is like lightning. You want to be sitting on a toilet when you take the
medi ci ne." Sone peopl e | aughed nervously. "Seriously. Then it takes naybe five mnutes to hook up
the orthotics. Those of us who did high-gee conbat used to do it in under a minute. But we're out
of practice.”

"And a little older now. So figure the second group at noon?"

"That's reasonabl e. Nobody eat anything between now and then, and don't drink anything but
water. Don't take any nedicine unless you clear it with ne."

The clipboard started around. "Once | get these sixty nanes,” Marygay said, "the ones who've
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signed up can go. Then we'll start filling ships Three and Four. How many peopl e are dead-set

agai nst goi ng?" Twenty peopl e raised hands, sone tentatively. | think Paul Greyton and El ena Mnet
did it out of fear of going against their spouses. O maybe reluctance to | eave them "Cone over
here with me and Wlliam to the coffee station."

No nore coffee fromthis gravity-fed machi ne, ever again. That was a plus.
Marygay ki ssed for the ship. "Wat chance do these people have for survival ?"

"I can't calculate that, Captain. | don't know where the antinmatter went, so I don't know what
the probability is that it might reappear.”

"How long will they live if it stays m ssing?"

"I'f the twenty people stayed in this one room and kept it insulated, they could live for nany
years. My water will begin to freeze in a few weeks, though, and one person will have to go out to
the pool and nmine it.

"But the pool has enough water for ten years, if you only drink it, and don't wash

"Food is the conplicating factor. Before the first year is over, you'll have to resort to
canni balism O course, with each person harvested, there is one | ess person to feed, and the
average body should yield about three hundred neals. So the final survivor will have |lived one
t housand si xty-four days after the first one is killed, assum ng he or she stays warm"

Marygay was silent for a nonment, smling. "Think it over." She kicked off fromthe table and
floated toward the door. | followed, |ess gracefully.

There was a private comrand |ine outside the cafeteria door. | picked up the handset, and
said, "Ship, do you have a sense of hunor?"

"Only in that | can distinguish between incongruous situations and sensible ones. That was
i ncongruous. "

"What are you going to do when everyone is gone?"
"l have no choice but to wait."

"For what ?"

"For the return of the antinmatter."

"You actually think it will come back?"

"I didn't “actually' think it would disappear. | have no idea where it is. Watever agency
caused it to relocate may be constrai ned by sone physical conservation |aw "

"So you wouldn't be surprised if it reappeared.”
"I'"'mnever surprised."
"And if it does cone back?"

"I'"ll return to Mddle Finger, to ny parking orbit. Wth sone new data for you physicists."

Nobody had called ne a physicist in along time. I'ma science teacher and fish harvester and
vacuum wel der. "I'Il mss you, Ship."
"I understand," it said, and nade a noise like a throat clearing. "In your game with Charles,

you shoul d nove the queen's rook to QR6. Then sacrifice your renaining knight to the pawn, and
nmove t he bl ack bishop up to checkmate."

"Thanks. I'Il try to remenber that."

"Il mss everybody," it said without pronpting. "I do have plenty of infornmation to nove
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around and reconbi ne; enough to keep busy for a long tinme. But it's not the sane as the constant
chaotic input fromyou."

"Goodbye, Ship."
"Goodbye, WIlliam"

There was a line floating for the lift. | clanbered down the steps hand-over-hand, feeling
athl etic.

| realized | had shifted into an enotional node rem ni scent of combat. Somnething over which
had no control had suddenly put nme into a situation where | had a 20 percent chance of dying.
I nstead of apprehension, | felt a kind of resignation, and even inpatience: let's get this over
with, one way or the other.

Did | have three kilograms of stuff | wanted to take back to M? The ol d book of paintings
fromthe Louvre--1'd picked that up froma pile of Earth artifacts when | left Stargate for Mddle
Finger, a fairly new thousand-year-old antique. That wasn't even a kilogram |'d brought al ong ny
confortable boots in case there were no cobblers forty thousand years in the future. But with only

twenty-four years passing, Herschel Watt would probably still be at his |ast.

I wondered who would be fishing nmy trotlines. Not Bill. He would probably be in Centrus by
now, totally integrated into Man. Hell, he m ght even have gone to Earth.

We m ght never see himagain. That felt different now | shook my head and four tiny gl obul es

of tears floated away from my | ashes.

Marygay and |, along with the rest of the council and Diana and Charlie, waited till the |ast.
The last shuttle was al nost half enpty: thirteen people had elected to stay behind.

Teresa Larson was their spokeswoman, still staying though her wife Anm was asl eep aboard the
second ship. Their daughter Stel was staying with Teresa; their other daughter was on M

"For ne, there's no decision,” she said. "God sent us on this pilgrimge, to cone back and
start anew. She interrupted our progress in order to test our faith."

"You aren't going to start anew," Diana said. "You have ten thousand sperm and ova frozen, but
not one of you knows how to thaw them out and conbi ne them"”

"We'll nake babies the old way," she said bravely. "Besides, we have plenty of tine to study.
We'll learn your arts.”
"No, you won't. You'll starve or freeze right here. God didn't take that antimatter away, and

it's not com ng back."

Teresa smiled. "You' re only saying that on faith. You don't know any nore about it than | do.
And nmy faith is as good as yours."

I wanted to shake sone sense into her. Actually, | wanted to hunt themall down with the
tranquilizer darts and | oad them aboard the ship unconscious. Al nost everybody di sagreed with ne,
t hough, and Diana wasn't sure that they coul d be hooked up properly w thout being conscious and
cooper ati ng.

"Il pray for you all," Teresa said. "I hope you all survive and find a good |life back hone."

"Thank you." Marygay | ooked at her watch. "Now go back to your people and tell themthat at
0900 the ship will seal this door and evacuate the chanber. We can take anybody, everybody unti
0800. After that, you just stay here and...take your chances."

"I want to go with you," Diana said. "One |last chance to talk some sense into them"

"No," Teresa said. "W've heard you, and the ship has repeated your argunent twice." To
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Marygay: "1'll tell themwhat you said. W appreciate your concern." She turned and fl oated away.

There was only one zerogee toilet. Stephen Funk cane out of it |ooking pale. "Your turn
Wlliam"

The stuff tasted |ike honey with a dash of turpentine. The effect was an internal scal ding
wat erfall.

In school, in anthropol ogy, we read about an African tribe that lived all year on bread and
m |k and cheese. Once a year, they butchered a cow to gorge thenselves on fat, because they
thought diarrhea was a gift fromthe gods, a holy cleansing. They would have |loved this stuff.
Even | felt holier. In fact, | felt |ike one big enpty hole.

I cleaned up and floated out. "Have fun, Charlie. It's a noving experience."

| floated and cl anbered over to the | ast escape ship, with its thirty coffins lined up in dim
red light. Was this the last thing I would ever see? | could think of nore pleasant scenes.

Di ana hel ped ne hook up the orthotics, with a lubricant that contained a nuscle relaxant. It
was easier than the last tine, coming back fromthe last battle. | suppose they had | earned
sonet hi ng over the centuries.

A slap on ny left leg nunbed it fromthe groin down. | knew this was the |ast one, the shunt
that woul d replace ny blood with a slippery polyner.

"Wait," Marygay said, and she | eaned over the coffin and held ny face in both hands, and
ki ssed ne. "See you tonorrow, darling."

I couldn't think of anything to say, and just nodded, already getting dreany.

Chapt er ni neteen

I didn't know that five of Teresa's gang had a change of heart, and joined ny pod at the | ast
mnute. | was already in the strange space | would occupy for the next twenty-four years.

Al five ships were ejected fromthe Tinme Warp simultaneously, so they would have a chance of
arriving back home within a few days or weeks of one another. A difference in thrust down in the
seventh or eighth decinmal place could nmake a big difference in arrival tine, nmultiplied over
twenty-four years.

We basically pointed our noses in the direction of Mddle Finger and patiently ate away
velocity for ten years. At sonme point, for one instant, we were absolutely still, with respect to
the hone planet. Then for seven years we accelerated toward it, and flipped, and for another seven
years sl owed back down.

O course | felt none of this. Tinme passed quickly--far too fast to be alnost half as |long as
my life--but | could tell it was passing. | was neither quite awake nor asleep, it seened to ne
afterwards, but floating in a kind of sea of remenbrance and fantasy.

For many years, or year-long days, | was obsessed with the notion that all of ny life since
the Al eph-null canpaign, or Yod-4 or Tet-2 or Sade-138, was being lived in the instant between a
fatal woundi ng and death: all those billions of neurons basking in their |ast nicrosecond of
exi stence, running through a finite, but very large, conbination of possibilities. | would not

live forever, but | wouldn't really die as |long as the neurons kept firing and seeking.

Comi ng awake was |ike dying--all that had been real for so long slowy fading into blindness
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and deaf ness and the chill nunbing that had been ny body's actual state for decades.
| vomited dry air, over and over

When nmy stomach and lungs were tired of that, a tube inside ny nouth m sted sonet hi ng sweet
and cool. | tried to open ny eyes, but danp pads held them gently shut.

Two delicious stings as the orthotics withdrew, and the first notion of nmy linbs, if you count
atwigas alinb, was a fast erection in reaction to warmblood. | couldn't nove ny arms or |egs
for sone time. Fingers and toes nade satisfying crackly sounds, comng to life.

Diana lifted the pads fromny eyes and pried the lids apart with dry fingers. "Hello? Anybody
hone?"

I swal l owed thin syrup, and coughed weakly. "Is Marygay all right?" | croaked.
"Resting. | just woke her a few minutes ago. You're second."
"Where are we? Are we here?"

"Yes, we're here. Wen you're able to sit up, you'll see good old M- down there, |ooking cold
as a bitch." | strained, but was only able to rock a few inches.

"Don't knock yourself out. Just rest for a while. Wen you get hungry, you can have sone
anci ent soup."

"How many shi ps?"

"I don't know how to hail them Wen Marygay gets up, she or you can give thema call. | can
see one."

"How many people? Did we | ose any to SA?"

"One. Leona; |'ve kept her frozen. There nmight be disabilities anong the others, but they're
waki ng up."

| slept for a couple of hours and then woke to the | ow nurnur of Marygay's voice on the horn.
| sat up in my coffin and Di ana brought nme some broth. It tasted like carrots and salt.

She unl atched the side. My clothes were where | had left them twenty-four years ol der but
still in style. | had to stop halfway through dressing to swallow hard a few tinmes, coping with
zerogee nausea. It wasn't too bad. | renmenbered the first time, back in graduate school, when
was usel ess for a couple of days. Now | just swallowed until the soup renenbered to stay down, and
finished dressing and floated up to join Marygay.

She was half-sitting, in a zerogee crouch, in the pilot's station. | strapped nyself in next
to her.

"Darling."

She | ooked bad, both haggard and bl oated, and from her expression | knew | |ooked the sane.

She | eaned over and ki ssed ne, carrot-flavored.

"It's not good," she said. "This ship lost track of Number Four years ago. Nunmber Two is nore
than a week behind, for sone reason."

"It thinks Nunber Four's dead?"

"Doesn't have an opinion." She chewed her lower lip. "Seens likely. Eloi and the Snells.
haven't checked the roster, who else is on board."

"Cat's on Two," | said unnecessarily.
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"It's probably okay." She stabbed at a button. "W have another little problem Can't get
Centrus."

"The spaceport ?"

"The spaceport, no. Nothing else, either."

"Could it be the radio?"

"I get the other two ships. But they're close. Maybe it's a power thing."

"Maybe." | didn't think so. If the radio worked at all, it would pull in pretty weak signals.
"Tried a visual search?"

She shook her head, one jerk. "The optical gear's on Number Four. W've got sperm and ova and
shovel s." Mass was critical, of course, and the planet-building stuff was distributed anong the
five ships with only enough duplication so that the | oss of one ship wouldn't doomall the others.

"I got some sort of carrier wave when | first turned it on. The ship thinks it's one of the
Centrus shuttles, in a mediumlow orbit. Should be back in an hour or so." W were in geosynch
hi gh up.

| | ooked at the cold white ball of MF and renenbered warm California. If we had gone to Earth
twenty-sone years ago, forty-sone now, it would be warm and safe. No children to worry over or
grieve.

Sonebody was vomiting loudly. | unsnapped the vacuum cl eaner fromthe back of the copilot's
chair and kicked aft to deal with it.

It's not too bad if you work fast. It was Chance Del any, who | ooked nore sheepish than sick

"Sorry," he said. "It didn't want to get past ny throat."
"Drink water for a while," | said, buzzing up the little globules. As if | were an expert.

| filled himin on the situation. "Good God. You don't think the Mdther Earth people got in
power ?"

That was Teresa's crowd. "No. Even if they did, Man wouldn't |et them shut everything down."

In anot her hour, the rest of the council was up--Sage, Steve, and Anita. Marygay and | were
starting to |l ook nmore normal, as our faces filled in and tightened up

"Ckay," Marygay said, touching a viewscreen. "l've got it again. It's a shuttle, all right."

"Well, I"'mthe pilot. Let's go get it and see what's happeni ng downstairs."” W couldn't sinply
| and t he escape vessels as if they were overgrown shuttles--or, rather, we could, but the exhaust
woul d kill any humans or animals not under cover for a radius of several kiloneters.

"Let's wait until everyone's been up for a couple of hours. W ought to use the accel eration
couches, in case."

"Can you see it?" Anita asked.
"Not fromhere. But it is there; the signal's pretty strong."
"Only one?" Steve said.

"I think so. If there's another one in orbit, it's not broadcasting." She cane back hand-over-
hand to where we were floating. "W should maneuver all three ships into echelon, for safety, and
approach it in formation."

"Good," | said. You had to be careful where you pointed the ganma-ray exhaust, even in space
If all three were parallel, we were safe.
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"No one aboard the shuttle?" Chance asked.

"I don't get any voice response. They woul d've seen us arriving." We'd be brighter than Al cor
coming in. "There might be sonething wong with our radio. But | don't think so. | do pick up the
carrier wave, and that's the frequency they'd use."

She sighed, and shook her head. "W better hope it's the radio," she said softly. "I don't
pick up anything at all, in any broadcast frequency. It's as if..."

"But it's only been twenty-four years," Steve said. Anita finished the thought. "Not | ong
enough for everyone to die out."

"I don't suppose it takes too long," Chance said. "Not if you work at it.

"You know," | said, "it's just possible everybody left."
"I'n what?" Steve gestured at the square of sky. "W took the only ship."

"Man said there were thousands parked back by Earth. It would be a huge undertaking, but if
they had to, they could evacuate Mddle Finger in |less than a year."

"Some ecol ogi cal catastrophe," Marygay said. "All those nutations, the crazy weather."

"Or another war," Chance said. "Not with the Taurans. There are probably worse ones out

there."

"We'll know soon enough,"” | said. "They probably left a note. O a |ot of bones."

Chapter twenty

It took ten hours to nmaneuver the three ships to within reach of the shuttle, skinmmng three
hundred kil onmeters over the planet's surface. | got into the roony one-size fits-everybody space
suit and, after a clunsy hug from Marygay, nanaged to jet nyself fromairlock to airlock with only
one overshoot .

The readout over ny eye said the shuttle's air was good, tenperature cold but |iveable, so
clinmbed out of the big suit and called the other two over. | had decided to take Charlie down,
and, in case there was sonething Man coul d understand better than us, the sheriff. | would have
taken Antres 906 if it could have been squeezed into the suit. The Taurans nmay have left a Braille
note saying, "D e, human scum™ or sonet hing.

| asked the shuttle what was going on, but got no answer. Not surprising; it didn't need a | ot
of brainpower to maintain a | ow parking orbit. But under normal circunstances, it would
automatically have tapped into a brain planetside, to answer ny questions.

I'd sort of expected grisly skeletons sitting in the acceleration couches. But there was no
sign of human habitation, except for some coveralls floating around |oose. | assuned the shuttle
had been sent into orbit under autopilot.

After Charlie and the sheriff nmade their way over, and stashed the three suits and got
everybody strapped in, | punched in the one-digit command for "Return to Centrus." (So nuch for
weeks in the ALSC machine.) The shuttle waited el even minutes, and then began to angle down into
t he at nosphere.

W approached the small spaceport fromthe east, over the exurbs of Vendl er and Greennount. It
was early thaw, snow still on the ground. The sun was comi ng up, but there was no snoke rising
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fromchi meys. No floaters or people in evidence.

There were only two all owabl e | andi ng pat hs, dead east and dead west, both fenced off from
hori zon to horizon. That wasn't out of fear of crashing, although that m ght have occurred to
sonmebody. Its primary function was to protect people fromthe shuttle's gamma-ray exhaust, taking
of f.

The hori zontal | anding was snooth. Not a peep fromthe control tower. No floater cane out to
greet us, surprise. | popped the airlock and a light staircase spidered down.

Gravity was both reassuring and tiring. Qur flight suits were not quite thick enough for the
danmp cold, and we were all shivering--even the genetically perfect sheriff--by the tinme we'd
covered the kiloneter back to the main building.

It was al nbst as cold inside, but at | east there was no w nd.

The offices were deserted and dusty. As far as we could tell, there was no power in the
buil ding. There was little disorder, just a few paper spills and drawers | eft open. No sign of
pani ¢ or violence--no unsightly clutter of bodies or bones.

No notes witten in the dust either: BEWARE, THE END IS NIGH. It was as if everybody had
stepped out for lunch and kept goi ng.

But they had left their clothes behind.

Al'l along the corridors and behind nost of the desks were tired bundles of clothing, as if
each person had stopped where they were, undressed, and left. Flattened by years of gravity, stiff
and dusty, nost of the clothing was still identifiable. Business clothes and work coveralls, and a
few uniforms. Al of the inner and outer clothing piled on top of shoes.

"This is..." For once, Charlie was at a | oss for words.
"Scary," | said. "I wonder if it's just here, or everywhere."

"I think everywhere," the sheriff said, and squatted down. He came up with a gaudy di anond
ring, an obvious Earth antique. "No scavengers cane through here."

Mystery or no, we were all fam shed, and searched out the cafeteria.

We didn't bother with the refrigerator and freezer, but found a pantry with sone boxes of
fruit, nmeat, and fish. After a quick nmeal, we split up to search the place for sone clue as to how
long it had been deserted; what had happened,

The sheriff found a yell owed newspaper, dated 14 Glileo 128. "As we might have guessed," he
said. "The same day we started back, allowing for relativity."

"So they disappeared the same tine that our antimatter did." My watch beeped, remni nding nme
that it was alnost time for Marygay to pass overhead. The three of us were just able to push open
an energency door.

The sky was slightly hazy, or we night have been able to see the escape ships as three close
white spots drifting across the sky.

W were only able to talk for a few minutes, but there wasn't that nuch to say. "Two
unexpl ai nabl e things happening at the sane tinme nost |ikely had the same cause."

She said they'd continue a visual inspection fromorbit. They didn't have anything
sophi sticated, but Nunber Three had powerful binoculars. They could see our shuttle and the line
it had made in the snow, |anding, and the other shuttle, conspicuous under a snow sheddi ng
tarpaul in.

The escape ships would have to |and on their tails, so there had better be no one living
within a few kil onmeters of where they cane down--else there would be no one living. Qur shuttle's
gamma-ray blast wasn't 1 percent of the larger ships'.
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It |ooked like that woul dn't be a problem

If there were people living in town, we'd have to go out into the country and find an
alternative | andi ng spot big enough and flat enough. | could think of a couple of farms | wouldn't
m nd seeing put to that use, just for old times' sake.

We found col d-weather gear in a | ocker roomin the basenment, bright orange coveralls that were
Iightweight and oily to the touch. | knew that it wasn't oil, just some odd polymer that trapped a
mllinmeter of vacuum between the suit's layers, but they still felt greasy.

Hopi ng agai nst hope, we went into the service garage, but the vehicles' fuel cells were al
dead. The sheriff remenbered about an emergency vehicle, though, that we found parked outside.
Designed to work in situations where power wasn't available, it had a small plutoniumreactor

It was an ungainly garish thing, a bright yellow box set up for firefighting, rempte rescue,
and i mredi ate nedical aid. It was wi de enough inside for six beds, with roomfor nurses or
surgeons to nove around them

Getting into it was a problem the doors |ocked shut with ice. W got a couple of heavy
screwdrivers fromthe garage and chi pped our way inside.

The lights canme on when the door opened, a good sign. W turned the defroster on high and
| ooked around--a handy nobil e base of operations, now and when the rest of the crowd came down, as
I ong as the plutoniumheld out.

A "renmmi ning hours of operation" readout said 11,245. | wondered how to interpret that, since
it probably used nore power charging up a nountainside than sitting here with its lights on

When the wi ndshield was clear, the sheriff sat down in the driver's seat. Charlie and
strapped ourselves into hard chairs behind him

"The enabling code for enmergency vehicles used to be five-six-seven,"” he said. "If that
doesn't work, we'll have to figure out a way to subvert it." He punched those nunbers into a
keypad and was rewarded with a chine.

"Destination?" the vehicle asked.
"Manual control," the sheriff said.
"Proceed. Drive carefully.”

He put the selector on FORWARD and the el ectric nmotor whined, increasing in pitch and vol ume
until all six wheels broke free of the ice with a satisfying crunch. W lurched forward and the
sheriff steered the thing cautiously around to the front of the spaceport, and took the road
toward town.

The spongy netal tires nade a sandpapery sound on the icy road. My watch beeped and we stopped
I ong enough for nme to step outside and give Marygay a progress report.

There weren't any suburbs on this side of town; no building was allowed in the direction of
the spaceport. Once we passed the five-kilometer linmt, though, we were in the city.

It was an interesting part of Centrus. The ol dest buildings on the planet were here, squat
ramed-earth structures with log franing on the doors and wi ndows. They were dwarfed by the brick
buil di ngs of the next generation, two and three stories high.

One of the old houses was standing with its front door open, hanging | oose on one hinge. W
stopped, and wal ked over to take a |l ook. | heard the sheriff unsnap his holster. Part of ne said
What the hell does he expect to find? and part of ne was reassured.

Dimlight came through the dirty wi ndows, revealing a horrible sight: the floor was scattered
with bones. The sheriff kicked at a few and then squatted to inspect a pile of them
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He picked up a I ong one. "These aren't Man or human bones." He tossed it away and stirred the
pile. "Dogs and cats."

"Wth the open door, this was the only shelter for them when winter canme," | said.

"And the only source of food," Charlie pointed out. "Each other." W'd brought dogs and cats
to this place knowi ng they'd have to be dependent, parasites, for nost of the year. They had been
a welcone link to the chain of life that began on Earth.

And ended here? | felt a sudden urgency to get on into town.

"Not hing here for us." The sheriff felt it, too; he stood up abruptly and w ped his hands on
the greasy coveralls. "Let's nove on."

Interesting that we had instinctively assuned that | was in charge fromthe tine the shuttle
left orbit, but now the sheriff was in the driver's seat, figuratively as well as literally.

As the sun rose higher, we drove down Main Street, steering around abandoned vehicles. The
road and sidewal ks were badly in need of repair. W lurched over a choppy sea of frost heaves.

The cars and floaters were not just abandoned; they were piled up in knots, nostly at
intersections. People go off automatic inside the city limts, so when their drivers di sappeared,
the vehicles just kept going until they ran into sonething heavy.

Most people's hones were open to the sun. That was not reassuring, either. Wio |eaves for a
| ong journey without drawi ng the curtains? The sane people who |eave their floaters in the mddle
of the street, | guess.

"Why don't we just stop at random and check a place that's not full of dog bones," Charlie
said. He looked like | felt: time to get off this rocking boat.

The sheriff nodded and pulled over to the curb, in case of a sudden onrush of traffic. W got
out and went into the closest building, a three-story apartnment cluster, arnmed with our big
screwdrivers, to pry open | ocks.

The first apartnment on the right was unlocked. "Man lived here," the sheriff said, betraying
sone enotion. Mst of themdidn't need to [ ock their hones.

It was functional and plain past austerity. A few pieces of wooden furniture wthout cushions.
In one room five plank beds with the wooden bl ocks they use for pillows.

I wondered, not for the first tinme, whether they had pillows stashed sonewhere for sex. Those
pl anks woul d be hard on knees and backs. And did the other one and a half couples watch while a
coupl e was coupling? Adults always |ived together in groups of five, while children lived in a
supervi sed creche.

Maybe they all had sex together, every third day. They didn't differentiate between honme and
het .

The place was conpletely devoid of ornanent, |ike a Tauran cell. Art bel onged in public
pl aces, for the edification of all. They didn't keep souvenirs or collect things.

There was a uniform |l ayer of dust on every horizontal surface, and Charlie and | both sneezed.
The sheriff evidently |acked that gene.

"W mght be able to tell nore froma hunman place,"” | said. "Mre disorder, nore clues.”

"Of course," the sheriff said. "Any other one, |'msure.
uniformy through the city, a nagnani nmous gesture.

The popul ati on of Men was spread

The one next door was | ocked, and so were the other seven on the floor. W didn't have any
luck with the screwdrivers

"You coul d shoot the lock off," Charlie said.
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"That's not safe. And | only have twenty cartridges."
"Somehow, " | said, "I think you'll find boxes and boxes of themat the police station."

"Let's go outside and break a window," he said. W went out to the ruined street and he picked
up a fist-sized piece of it. He had a pretty good fastball for soneone who'd probably never played
the gane. It starred the glass but bounced back. Charlie and | did the sane. After a few repeats,
the wi ndow was al nbst opaque with a craze of cracks, but it still held.

"Well..." The sheriff extracted his pistol, pointed it at the center of the wi ndow, and fired.
The noi se was astoni shingly | oud, and echoed wavering down the street. The bullet |left a hand-
sized hole in the ruined glass. He ained a neter to the right and fired again, and nost of the
wi hdow col | apsed in a satisfying cascade.

It was tinme to make contact again, so we rested for a few mnutes while | gave Marygay a
summary of our disturbing observations. W agreed that they should put off landing until we knew a

little nore. Besides, the |last people to be revived were still alittle bit weak for the stress of
| andi ng.
W didn't have to clear away the glass fragments that still clung to the bottom of the frame.

I could reach through and unlatch the wi ndow, and it swung out to nake a large, if inconvenient,
portal. The sheriff and Charlie sort of heaved ne through it, and then we pushed and pul |l ed unti
we were all inside. Then |I realized | could have gone around and unl ocked the door.

The place had been a nmess even before we started shooting it up. City folks. There were piles
of books all around the room nost of themwth bindings fromthe university library, now eight M
years overdue

| checked a diploma on the wall and was mildly surprised--the woman who |ived here, Roberta
More, was a nat hemati cal physicist who had come out to Paxton to talk to a couple of ny students
about doing graduate work in Centrus. The four of us had had |unch together.

"Small world," Charlie said, but the sheriff pointed out that it wasn't all that unlikely that
one of us would know a random resi dent here, since we both taught and this was a university
nei ghborhood. | could have argued with his logic, but over the years have |earned to find nore
pl easant ways to waste ny tine.

Dust and cobwebs everywhere. Four large oil paintings on the wall, not very good to nmy eye.
One, inmproved by an off-center bullet hole, was signed "To Aunt Rob with |ove,"” which probably
expl ai ned all four

The chaos in the room seened natural. Subtract the dust and cobwebs and it woul d be the
typical lair of an academ c who |ived al one.

It |ooked like she had been in the kitchen when what ever happened, happened. There was a small
wooden dining table with two chairs, one of thempiled high with books and journals. One plate
with unidentifiable remains, which was, perhaps, a clue. The kitchen was otherw se neat, in
contrast to her working room all the dishes but that one cleaned and put away. In the center of
her table, a porcelain vase with a few brown fragile sticks. Watever it was, happened in the
m ddl e of a neal, and she didn't have time or inclination to finish or clean up. No abandoned
clothes, but a person living al one doesn't have to dress for dinner

Her clothes were laid out on the bed, which was neatly nmade, its coverlet rich burgundy under
the dust. Two paintings by the same artist faced each other fromthe exact centers of opposite
walls. A dresser had three drawers: blouses, pants, and underwear, all precisely folded and
stacked. There were two enpty suitcases in the closet. "Well, she didn't pack," Charlie said.

"Didn't have tine to. Let ne check sonething." | went back into the kitchen and found the fork
she'd been eating with, on the floor to the right of the chair.

"Look at this." | held up the fork, which had a twist of dried sonething inits tines. "I
don't think she had any warning at all. She just plain disappeared, in nid-bite."
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"Qur antimatter didn't," the sheriff pointed out. "If we're still thinking about a conmon
cause. "

"You're the physicist,” Charlie said. "What nmakes stuff disappear?"

"Col | apsars. But they reappear sonmewhere else." | shook nmy head. "Things don't disappear. They
m ght appear to, but they've only changed state or position. A particle and an antiparticle
destroy each other, but they're still “there' in the photons produced. Even things swept up by a

naked singularity don't actually disappear.”

"Perhaps it was staged, for our benefit," the sheriff said.

"What ? Why?"

"I don't have any idea why. But it seems to be the only explanation that's physically
possi bl e. There woul d have been anmple tine to set it up."

"Let's play a joke on those renegades,"” Charlie said with a broad Centrus accent. "Everybody
make it | ook |like you disappeared on 14 Galileo 128; |eave your clothing and then tiptoe away
naked. Meanwhile, we'll suck the antimatter out of the Tine Warp and force themto cone back.”

"And then junp out from wherever they're hiding."

The sheriff was annoyed. "lI'mnot saying it's reasonable. |I'mjust saying that so far nothing
else fits the evidence."

"So let's find some nore evidence." | gestured. "Shall we |eave by the wi ndow, or the door?"

Chapter twenty-one

| talked to Marygay a hal f-dozen tinmes before nightfall

They' d been taking shifts on the binoculars, and hadn't seen any sign of life other than the
tracks we made in the snow. They were barely visible to the best observers, though, who knew what
they were | ooking for; the binoculars were only 15 power. So in theory, there could be thousands
of peopl e hol ed up sonewhere

But that hardly seenmed possible, in |ight of what we'd found and hadn't found. Everything
pointed to the sane inpossibility: at 12:28 in the afternoon on 14 Glileo 128, every hunman, Man
and Tauran di sappeared into thin air.

The tinme was a supposition based on one datum a broken nechanical clock on the floor of a
man' s wor kshop that was full of such curiosities. Hs clothes were right by the broken clock

It was starting to get dark as we neared City Center, so we decided to put that off until we
had a full day of light.

W were all dog-tired, too, and had only managed to keep our eyes open |ong enough to have a
supper of random boxed goods washed down with nmelted snow. There'd been a cabinet of wine in
Roberta's kitchen, but we were reluctant to take any, stealing fromthe vani shed.

Charlie and | collapsed on the gurneys, or operating tables, in the back of the vehicle, even

finding some blowup pillows. The sheriff slept on the floor, the back of his head resting on a
wooden bl ock he'd found on the street.
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He got up at dawn, evidently cold, and woke the two of us by turning on the heater. W spent a
few groggy minutes regretting the lack of tea or coffee to go with our cold snoked fish and
goldfruit. We could break into a house or store to find utensils and tea, and then conjure up a
fire somehow. It would have been easy in Paxton, where every house had a practical fireplace. In
Centrus it was all central heating and air pollution |aws.

I had a sudden desire to go back to Paxton, partly curiosity and partly the irrational hope
that this sinister disaster hadn't spread that far; that nmy home would be the sane place 1'd left
two nonths or twenty-four years ago. That Bill would be there, repentant but ot herw se unchanged.

W saw the trio of ships drift overhead fromthe west, dimgold stars in the twilight. |
turned on the radio but didn't broadcast, and they were silent, evidently still asleep

| hoped. Anything could happen, here, now.

The sheriff wanted to go to the police station first. That was the only building in Centrus
that he really knew, and if there had been any prenonition of disaster at the official l|evel, we
nmi ght find evidence there. W had no objection.

| wanted nobst to go to the communications center, where there was a line to Earth, but that
could wait.

The station is half the Law Building, a four-story mrror nonolith. The east half conprises
the courts; the west, the cops. W went around to the west door and wal ked in.

Inside, it was pretty dark, and we paused for a minute to | et our eyes becone accustonmed to
it. The window wall was at m ni mum pol ari zation, but it still let inonly a thin grey fraction of
the norning |ight.

The security gate stayed open in spite of the sheriff's pistol and our potentially |etha
screwdrivers. W wal ked up to the front desk and | turned the log around and flashed it with ny
penl i ght.

"Twel ve twenty-five, it says. Parking violation.” Civilian clothes and shoes in front of the
desk, a sergeant's uniform behind. He was probably arguing about the ticket at 12:28. The sergeant
wanting himto disappear so he could go to lunch. Wll, he got half his wish

The sheriff led us across to the other side of the Iarge room past dozens of office cubicles,
some plain grey or green boxes, others decorated with pictures and holos. In one, an exuberant
spray of artificial flowers caught the beginning of the day's light.

W went to the briefing room where all the officers would gather in the norning, to review
the day's plans. If the board said "12:28--DUVMP CLOTHES AND GET ON BUS," at |east part of the
mystery woul d be cleared up

The briefing roomwas about sixty folding chairs that had started out in orderly lines, facing
a W pe-board on which the witing was still clear. It was nostly code, which the sheriff
identified as case nunbers and squads. The nessage "Birthdays today: Lockney and Newsone" probably
had no hidden significance.

W went off in search of cartridges for the pistol, but in npost of the little carrels there
were either no weapons or nore nodern ones, worthless without power. Finally we found a supply
roomw th a hal f-open divided door--1 asked whether they still called them Dutch doors; and the
sheriff said no, range doors, for whatever reason. (l've always had trouble with the | anguage
because there are so nmany words identical to English ones, but unrelated except for sound.)

They had nore ammunition there than you could cart away with a wheel barrow. Charlie and | each
took a heavy box, though I wondered what in the world he planned to shoot with it.

He took four boxes, and as we carried them back to the ambul ance, provi ded an oblique answer.
"You know," he said, "this looks like the result of sonme ideal weapon. Kills all the people and
| eaves all the things untouched."
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"They had one like that back in the twentieth,” | said. "The neutron bonb."
"I't nmade their bodies di sappear?"

"No, you had to take care of that part yourself. Actually, | guess it would preserve bodies
for a while, by irradiating them It was never used.”

"Real | y? You'd think every police departnent would have one."
Charlie laughed. "It would sinplify things. They were designed to kill whole cities."
"Whol e cities of hunmans?' He shook his head. "And you think we're strange."

W were back outside in tine for Marygay's pass. She said they were going to de-orbit and cone
in on the next pass, so we wanted some real mass between us and the spaceport.

They' d decided not to wait for the others. Too nuch weird was going on. Antinmatter evaporating
was no nmore or |ess odd than what we'd been seeing, and we did know it could happen, and strand
them up there.

Chapter twenty-two

I was sure the | anding woul d have an unearthly beauty; |'ve seen matter/antimatter drives from
a safe distance, or sonmewhat safe. Brighter than the sun, an eerie brilliant purple.

W weren't sure how little shielding would be safe, so at the appointed time we cautiously
made our way down into the Law Building' s second basenent.

The penlight showed orderly boxes of docunents and a wall of old | aw books, from Earth, nostly
in English. There was another wall, behind a | ocked iron gate, with hundreds of w ne bottles, some
of themwith | abels as old as forty M years.

| gave the lock a tug and it clicked open. | pulled us each out three bottles at random The
sheriff protested that he didn't drink wine. | told himl didn't shoot anynore, but I'd carried
hi s damed ammuni ti on.

There was a triple sonic boom pretty |loud even at our depth, and then a protracted sound |ike
sheets being torn. | ran upstairs as soon as it quit.

W nded by the unaccustoned exercise, | held it down to a dogtrot going through the dead
bui |l di ng and out the door

Standing in the mddle of Main Street, | could see the three gol den needl es of the ships on
the horizon. Marygay was barely understandabl e through a roar of static from secondary radiation.
"Landi ng went okay," she said. "Sone stuff cane | oose and crashed around."

"How soon can you di senbark?" | shouted
"You don't have to shout! Maybe an hour. Don't you cone too close before that."

W spent the tine |oading the anbul ance with ninety parkas fromthe police wardrobe--better
too warmthan too cold--and | chose a few cases of food froma grocery down the street.

There woul d be plenty to eat for the next several years--unless everybody el se suddenly showed
up, naked and hungry. And pissed off. If one kind of nmagic is possible, or two, counting the
anti matter--then what kind of magic mght happen tonorrow?
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The sheriff seened to have been thinking along those |ines hinself. Wien we finished | oading
up the clothing and food and a few extra bottles of w ne--one for each ten people didn't seem
adequat e--he said, "W have to talk to Antres 906."

" About what ?"

"This. | never could understand Tauran humor. But it would be just like themto denonstrate a
new scientific principle with a huge practical joke."

"Sure. Killing off a whole planet."

"We don't know that they're dead. Until we have a body, it's still a “m ssing persons' case."
| couldn't tell whether he was being ironic, playing cop. Maybe exposure to the big-city police
stati on had done sonething to him

In one of the vehicle's many | atched drawers, |abeled only by nunber, we found a radiation
counter. It didn't need a power source in daylight. | pointed it toward the ships, and the needle
gave a little quiver, well below the red sector |abel ed LEAVE AREA

"So? Let's go onin."

"l nverse-square law," | said. "We'd probably get fried if we got within half a klick." | was
guessi ng, of course; | didn't know anything about secondary radiation.

| thunbed the radio. "Marygay, have you asked the ship howlong it will be until you can
di senbar k?"

"Just a second." | could hear a vague munble nmixed with the static. "It says fifty-eight
m nutes. "
"Ckay. We'll neet you there about then.” | nodded to Charlie and the sheriff. "M ght as well

get started, and keep an eye on the counter."

Goi ng back was a | ot easier than conming in had been. W wallowed across a ditch and then drove
along the level nmud that paralleled the broken-up road. W did wait for fifteen m nutes at about
the two-kil oneter mark, watching the needle quiver |ess and |ess.

What to do with 90, or 150, people? Food was not a problem and shelter was just a matter of
breaki ng and entering. Water was a problem though

The sheriff suggested the university. It had dormitories, and a river ran through the niddle
of it. There mght even be a way to jury-rig electricity, | thought; | renenbered seeing a field
full of solar collectors just off canpus, and wondering what they were for--teaching, research, or
maybe a backup power supply.

Qur ambul ance had just crawled onto the |anding field when the unloading ranp on Marygay's
ship rolled down. People wobbled down it carefully, tentatively, in groups of five, which was the
capacity of the elevator down fromthe SA pods and control room

Wien she canme down in the last group, | let out a held breath and realized how tense |I'd been,
ever since we'd adnitted the possibility that they could have been marooned up there. | went
hal fway up the ranp and took her in my arns.

The other two ships were enptying out as well, people mlling around the anbul ance trying on
parkas for fit, chattering away with the rel ease of tension and happiness at reunion--it had only
been a coupl e of nonths, subjective, but that twenty-four years was somehow just as real

O course everybody knew what we had found, or not found, on the surface, and they were ful

of apprehension and questions. | avoided them by taking Marygay off to "confer." After everybody
was on the ground and in warmclothes, | went halfway up the ranp and waved both arns for
attention.

"We've decided to set up tenmporary quarters at the university. So far, this anmbul ance is our
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only working vehicle; it can take ten or twelve in at a tine. Meanwhile, let's all nove indoors,
out of the wind."

W sent the ten biggest, strongest people first, so they could get to work on breaking into

the dormitory roons, while Charlie and | led the others to the cafeteria where we had found our
first planetside neal. They wal ked silently by the eerie piles of old clothing, which had sone of
the appearance of bodies felled by a sudden disaster, |ike Ponpeii.

Food, even old boxed fruit, cheered themup. Charlie and | answered questions about what we'd
found in the city.

Al ysa Bertram asked when we could start planting. | didn't know anything about that, but a |ot
of the others did, and there were al nost as many opinions as people. None of the ones who'd cone
fromCentrus were farmers; the farners from Paxton were unfamiliar with the |Iocal conventions. It
was obvi ous, though, that it wouldn't just be a matter of picking up where the previous tenants
had left off. Farm ng around here was specialized and technol ogy-i ntensive. W had to devise ways
to break up the soil and get water to it without using electricity.

Lar Po, also no farner, listened to the argunents and seriously suggested that our best chance
for survival was to find a way back to Paxton, where we'd have a fighting chance of grow ng enough
to feed ourselves. It would be a | ong wal k, though

"There's plenty of tine to experinment," | reminded them "W could probably survive here for a
generation, scavenging and living off the ship rations.” A few weeks on the ship rations, though
woul d drive anyone to agriculture. That was undoubtedly part of the plan.

The sheriff came back with the wel cone news that they'd found a dormitory on the river that
didn't even require breaking into. The roons had el ectronic | ocks, and power failure had opened
everyt hi ng up.

| sent Charlie out to start setting up work details. We had to have a water system and
tenporary latrine as soon as possible, and then organize into search parties to map out the
| ocation of resources in the city.

Marygay and | wanted to go downtown, though, to | ook for two nore pieces to the puzzle. The
O fice for Interplanetary Communications.

Chapter twenty-three

Li ke the Law Building, the O C had been unlocked in the nmiddle of the day. The sheriff dropped
us off and we wal ked right in--and were startled to find artificial light inside! The building was
i ndependent of the city's power grid, and whatever it used was still working.

Direct broadcasts from Earth wouldn't be useful, since it's 88 light-years away. But nessages
via collapsar junp only took ten nmonths, and there should be a | og somewhere.

There was also Mzar, only three light-years away. Its Tauran planet Tsogot had a Man col ony,
and we nmight hear sonething fromthem or at |east call them and hear back six years |ater

It wasn't a matter of just picking up a mke and flipping a switch--if it was, you did have to
know whi ch mi ke and which switch. None of the terse labels were in English, of course, and Marygay
and | didn't know nuch MF other than idionmatic conversation

We called the sheriff to cone back and translate. First he had to pick up a | oad of food
downtown and ferry it to the dorm then he'd come by on his way to the next pickup
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While we waited, we searched the place pretty thoroughly. There were two consoles in the main
|arge room with signs that identified themas "inconing" and "outgoing" (though the words are so
simlar, we mght have been exactly wong about both), and each console was divided into thirds--
Eart h, Tsogot, and something el se, probably "other places." The ones for Tsogot had Tauran resting
frames as well as human chairs.

When the sheriff showed up he brought along Mark Tal os, who had worked with the phone system
in Centrus, and was pretty fluent in Standard.

"They don't pick up everything fromEarth all the time," he said. "That would be insane and
probably inpossible. But there's one frequency they do nonitor and record all the tinme. It's
basi cal |y an ongoi ng archive. |nportant nessages cone and go by way of the collapsar drone, but
this one is basically “Here's what happened on Earth eighty-eight years ago today.' "

He stepped up to the console and studied it. "Ah, Mnitor 1." He flipped a switch and there
was a rapid, high-pitched flow of the |anguage they call Standard.

"So the one under it is Mnitor 2?"

"Not exactly. More like "1A." He turned off the first one and clicked on 1A. Nothing. "I'd
guess that it talks to the collapsar drone, and naybe to people who go back and forth. That m ght
be done at the spaceport, though.”

"Can we send a nessage to Earth?" Mrygay asked.

"Sure. But you'll be...we'll all be pretty old by the tine it gets there." He waved at the
chair. "Just sit down and push the red button in front, the one that says HI N HAN. Then press it
agai n when you're done."

"Let me wite down the nessage first.'
sure it has everything."

She took nmy hand. "We'll all take a look at it and nake

"They're probably getting pretty curious,” Mark said. "Ch, yeah?" | said. "Were are they,
then?" | | ooked at the sheriff. "Are hunans that uninportant in the schene of things? That we
coul d suddenly di sappear, and they don't even bother to send a ship to check?"

"Well, they'd still be getting radio from-"

"Ei ghty-eight years ago, but bullshit! Don't they think that twenty-four years w thout an
urgent nessage, via collapsar junp, mght be cause for concern? W send several a year."

"I can't speak for them-"
"I thought you were a group fucking mnd!"
"Wlliam.." Marygay said

The sheriff's nouth was set in a famliar line. "W don't know that they haven't responded. |f
t hey came and found what we have found, they wouldn't necessarily stay. Wiy would they stay? W
weren't due back for another forty thousand years."

"That's true, sorry." It still bothered ne. "But they wouldn't cone all the way here, take a
| ook around, and go back without |eaving a sign."

"We don't know they haven't left a sign
spaceport."

Marygay said. "It would probably be out at the

"Or maybe here."
"If so, it's not obvious," Mark said. He stepped to the next station. "Want to try Tsogot ?"

"Yeah, let's do it while the sheriff's here. He knows nore Tauran than we do."
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He clicked a few switches and shook his head. Turned a dial up and the roomfilled with a roar
of white noise. "That's all they're sending," he said.

"A dead line?" | asked, suspecting the answer. "Nothing wong with the circuit," he said

slowy. "Just an open mike at the other end."

"So the sane thing happened there," the sheriff said, and corrected hinself. "My have
happened. "

"I's it continuously recorded?" | asked.

"Yeah. If it stops 3.1 years after the big day, then it's conpelling evidence. | can check
that out." He turned off the white noise and fiddled with some dials. He slid a Tauran keyboard
out of the way and a hunman one took its place.

"Think | can nmake it go fast-forward here." A small screen gave himdate and tinme, about eight
years ago, and he turned the sound back up. Tauran chatter got faster and faster, nore high-
pitched, and then suddenly stopped. "Yep. Sanme tine, about.”

"There and here and where else?" | said. "Maybe Earth didn't send anybody here because there's
nobody there."

Chapt er twenty-four

The next week was too busy with practical matters to allow nmuch tinme or energy for nmystery. W
wer e keeping the same | eadership until things settled down, so | was pretty occupied with the
busi ness of turning this corner of a ghost town into a functional town.

Peopl e wanted to roll up their sleeves and get the farnms started, but our inmedi ate needs were
power, water, and sanitation. Another vehicle or two wouldn't hurt, either, but nothing turned up
in the first search

The sol ar power plant the university maintained outside of the city linmts was evidently for
teachi ng, thank goodness, rather than research. It wasn't working, but that was because it hadn't
been conpletely reassenbled for the nth generation of engineering students. | took a nechanic and
an engi neer out there, and after we found the plans, it only took us a day to reconstruct it and
two days to carefully take it apart.

Then we noved the pieces to the dormitory and reassenbled it on the roof, and started charging
fuel cells. People weren't too happy about all of the electricity going into batteries when it
could be giving themlight and heat, but first things first. (My nother and father were al ways
tal ki ng about "power to the people.” A good thing they weren't here to agitate.)

W got two delivery vans running--1 guess we should have called them "scavenger" vans--and
rai ded a plunbing supply depot and a hardware store for the things we needed to get running water
in the dorm W basically punped water fromthe river, presunably clean, up to a collapsible
swi mm ng pool on the roof, which served as a holding tank. That gave us gravity-fed plunbing for
the kitchen and the dormitory's first floor, conplete with hot water, since it was only a matter
of finding the right adapters to run the water through a heater. Still no toilets, since the dorm
used conventional "flash and ash" disposal, conpletely sanitary but requiring truly huge anounts
of power. There wasn't enough water to convert to the ancient kind of plunbing I grew up with, and
I don't know what you could safely do with the effluent anyhow | renmenber big sewage plants, but
I'"mnot sure how they did what they did. So we kept using slit latrines, a sinple design from an
army manual, and Sage was researching for nore permanent sol utions.
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The fourth ship, Nunber Two, cane into orbit after twelve days and | anded without incident.
Its passengers all got second-floor roons, except for Cat. Am Larson really needed soneone
synpat hetic; she was grieving over Teresa and feeling guilty for having abandoned her and their
daughter. Cat had been het since she cane to Mddle Finger, but she'd been lesbhian all her life
before that. Wiich was probably |ess inportant than having twenty years' nore experience than Am,
in love and |l oss, and a patient ear.

So she was next door, which shouldn't have bothered me--would it have, if Cat had been an old
boyfriend? Maybe it was the long period of their lives (only about a year in real tine) that was
theirs alone, which | could never share--when | had been out of the picture, presuned dead.

O course all of us first-generation veterans who'd been hone had been switched to het, as a
condition for coming to Mddle Finger and junping in the gene pool. Teresa showed how effective
that was. And | knew Charlie had had at | east one fling with a guy, nmaybe for old tinme's sake.
Boys will be girls and girls will be boys, we used to say, in my unenlightened youth.

Mark kept searching for nore information at the O C, but had found nothing new. He also spent
days prow i ng around the spaceport, but in neither place was there any record of collapsar-junp
messages from Earth, either before or after the disaster. They were evidently kept secret from ho
polloi; the sheriff had no idea where they nmight be. O course, even if we did find nmessages and
there were none fromEarth after the Day plus ten nonths, it wouldn't prove anything. There wasn't
anyone here to receive.

(I'n fact, we could be getting nessages from Earth every hour, via collapsar, and never know
it. The transmitter conmes tearing out at a velocity nuch higher than M zar's escape velocity,
since the snmall collapsar's in atight orbit around Mzar. It whips by M- at fifty or a hundred
tinmes the planet's escape velocity, and sends its nessage down in a burst, and goes off for parts
unknown. It's only about the size of a fist, so it's alnbst undetectable if you don't know the
frequency it's using.)

Peopl e were excited about an expedition to Earth. The escape ships still had plenty of fue
for a collapsar junp, there and back. If there were still people and Man and Tauran on Earth, they
m ght be able to help us figure out what had happened. If there were none, we'd be no worse off,
one nore bit of data.

O so the reasoning went. | agreed, but some were not so sure that we had so conpletely cut
our bonds to Earth. If everyone was gone, if they'd disappeared on the Day, we woul dn't stop
hearing fromthemfor another sixty-four Earth years. By that tine, we'd be re-established on M--
it would be a shock, but life would go on.

If we were to find out now, still reeling fromthe original disaster, that we were alone in
the universe--and still vulnerable to whatever force had snuffed out everyone else--it mght be
nore than we could handl e, as individuals and as a culture. So the theory went.

W were not too stable "as a culture" even now If the last ship was indeed | ost, we total ed
90 people, only 4 of themchildren. (Two of the 9 who died in SA were under twelve years of age.)
W had to start making babies, wholesale as well as retail, hatching sone of the thousands of ova
frozen aboard the ships.

The prospect was not greeted with enthusiasm A lot of the people were |like nme and Marygay:
we' ve al ready done that! Among the various options we'd seen opening up in mddle age-like the
wild schene to highjack the Time Warp--starting a second famly was pretty low on the |ist.

Sara conprised one-fourth of the fenales old and young enough for natural notherhood, and she
woul dn't have felt ready for it even if any of the available nen appealed to her. None of them
di d.

The sheriff suggested we raise a |large batch Man-style, in a group creche, with no parents as
such, just supervisors. | could see sone nerit to it, since a large majority of themactually
woul dn't have living parents, and if it wasn't for the association with Man, | think nost would
have gone along with it. But there was a general counter-sentinent; this was the kind of thing we
wanted to escape from and now you want to re-invent it?
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They mi ght reconsi der when they have four or five infants crawling around. The council decided
on a conpromni se, only possible because we had people |ike Rubi and Roberta, who were nmad about
children but unable to have their own. They volunteered to supervise a créche. Every year--three
tinmes a Year--they would hatch eight or ten fromthe ship's stores; they'd also take on the
stewardshi p of unwanted children born the ol d-fashi oned way.

Antres 906 was probably worse off than any of us, though of course it's hard to say anything
about a Tauran's enotional state. For all it knew, Antres 906 was the |last survivor of its race.
They didn't have gender, but they couldn't reproduce w thout an exchange of genetic material--a
hol dover fromtheir ancient past, since for mllenniunms all Taurans had been genetically
i denti cal

Peopl e were getting used to the sight of it wandering around, trying to be helpful, but it was
like the situation aboard the Tine Warp: it essentially had no useful skill, being a Iinguist who
was the sol e speaker of its |anguage, and a diplonmat representing only itself.

Li ke the sheriff, the Tauran could tap into the Tree, but they both had the sane experience.
There was no sense of any danger or even probl em approaching, but after the Day, no infornmation
had been added. The last collapsar-junp nessage fromEarth, three weeks before the Day, also had
no prenonitions of disaster, fromeither Man or Tauran

Antres 906 was in favor of going to Earth or Kysos, nominally the Tauran hone planet, and
vol unteered to nake the col |l apsar junp al one, and conme back with a report. Marygay and | believed
it was sincere, and | think we knew Antres 906 better than anyone but the sheriff. But nost people
t hought that would be the I ast we saw of ship or Tauran (but some of them thought it would be
worth losing a ship to get rid of the |ast surviving eneny).

A lot of people did want to go check out Earth, with or without Antres 906. W |left a sheet on
the dining roombulletin board, and got thirty-two vol unteers.

I ncl udi ng Marygay and Sara and ne.

Logic would dictate that the ones | east essential to the fledgling colony ought to go. But it
was hard to say who was nore val uabl e than who, beyond a few who couldn't be replaced, |ike Rub
and Roberta (who weren't on the list anyhow), and Diana and two young people she was training to
be doctors (who were).

The council decided that twel ve would be selected froma pool we wi nnowed to twenty-five non-
essentials. (I got disappointingly little argument when | insisted | was not essential.) The
sheriff and Antres 906 woul d go, as observers wi th unique points of view

But the fourteen wouldn't | eave before deep wi nter, when not nmuch work woul d be done, anyhow.
The expedition could go to Earth, |ook around, and be back before spring.

When to make the choi ce? Stephen and Sage, both on the list, wanted to go ahead and get it
over with. | argued for waiting until the last mnute, ostensibly to make it nore of an occasi on
give people a little bit of drama that didn't have to do with day-to-day survival. Actually, ny
nmotivation was purely statistical--given a year and a half, sone of the twenty-five were bound to
change their minds, or die, or otherw se becone ineligible, thus increasing our chances.

Marygay and | had decided we would only go if both of us were chosen. |If Sara were chosen, she
woul d go, period. She was apol ogetic about that, but adanant, and | was secretly proud of her for
her independence, if apprehensive about the separation

The council agreed to wait, and we went back to the job of naking Centrus livable. The problem
of power generation was frustrating and basic. W had al ways taken free and abundant power for
granted: three microwave relay satellites had been in place for nore than a century, turning solar
power into mcrowaves and beanming it down. But there's no such thing as a sinple stable orbit
around M-, not with two | arge nmoons and the sun a close double star. Wthout supervision, the
three satellites had wandered off on their own. Eventually, we'd be able to go out and retrieve
them or build and orbit new ones, but for now, our industrial planet was closer to the nineteenth
century than the twenty-first. Likew se, any of the three spaceships out on the pad had enough
energy to keep us going for decades, but we had no way to release it slowy and safely.
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In fact, a vocal mnority, led by Paul Greyton, wanted those three ships parked in orbit,
ri ght now -before sonething happened to their nagnetic contai nment apparatus, and we were al
instantly vaporized. | understood his concern and didn't entirely di sagree, even though the
contai nnent fields couldn't possibly fail so long as particle physics worked. O course, particle
physics didn't predict antinmatter dwi ndling away of its own accord, either.

Parking them woul d require the shuttle, too, and | wouldn't mind the practice. But the rest of
the council was unaninmous in rejecting Geyton. To nost people, the sight of the ships on the
hori zon was conforting, a synbol of options, possibilities.

Chapter twenty-five

We got two multi-purpose farm ng vehicles fired up, and | cheerfully del egated authority for
that little set of problens to Anita Szydhowski, who used to keep the Paxton co-op organi zed.

There were too many choices. If we had | anded on a random earthlike planet, it would be no
problem there were super-hardy varieties of eight basic vegetables in the ships' survival stores.
But to get that hardiness, the breeders had to trade off things |ike taste and vyiel d.

None of the Earth plants on Mddle Finger had survived eight hard winters, but there were
plenty of seeds in stock, a good fraction of which would be viable--plus hundreds of varieties in
cryonic storage at the university. Anita wound up being Sol onon-1i ke, making sure enough of the
super-hardy were planted to get us through the next year before allotting acreage for the
traditional crops, riskier because of the age of the seeds. Then a few acres on the canpus itself,
for the three ex-farners who had been itching for years to get their hands on the exotics the
uni versity dol ed out on rare occasion

| restarted the teaching schedule |I'd been follow ng on Tine Warp--nuch, of course, to the
students' delight. | could drop general science, sadly, since ny two youngest students had died in
SA, but had to add cal cul us because the higher-math teacher, Grace Lani, had al so died. That was a
chal l enge. Doing calculus is a |lot easier than teaching it, and the students | used to have had
all been beyond the basics, so | didn't have any experience with the chore.

After a nonth had passed, we were able to make an expedition to Paxton. This took both vans
out of service for two days--their range was about a thousand kilonmeters, so the van that nade the
trip had to carry along the other van's fuel cells.

The counci| magnani nously deci ded that one of the council should do it, and | drew the short
straw. For ny assistant and co-driver, | chose Sara. Like al nost everyone, she was intensely
curious. Al so young and strong, to help with driving--all manual, of course--and changi ng over the
heavy fuel cells. Marygay approved, though she would've liked to go herself. Sara was grow ng away
fromus, fast, but this was one area where our interests converged.

The van could carry three tonnes, so we could bring back a certain amount of stuff. |I had Sara
canvass people, and then we sat down with the list and nade decisions. It was like the Tine Warp
Wi nnowi ng process, in mniature. There weren't very nmany purely sentinmental requests, since those
thi ngs had been taken aboard the tine ship and either brought back or abandoned. But there was a
limt to the time and effort we could spare--it would be worth going to Diana's office and getting
the medi cal records of the thirty-one of us she'd had as patients, for instance, but | wasn't
going to ransack Elena Mnet's place to find her crocheting kit.

W did have sone hard decisions, juggling tinme and wei ght and needs, individual and conmmunal .
We were going to load Stan Shank's ceram c kiln, even though it weighed half a tonne and you'd
thi nk such things would not be rare. But he'd searched Centrus, and all nine of the kilns he'd
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found were ruined; left on until they'd burned out.
Sara and | didn't have anything on the list. But there was a little slack

W |left at first light, and a good thing. The trip, normally eight hours, took twenty, nost of
it crawming along the shoul der of the road rather than trying to negotiate the pavenent's rubble.

When we got there, we went straight through town to our old place. Bill had noved in as
tenporary caretaker, until sonmeone el se cane along, able and willing to fish in exchange for a
ni ce ol d house.

We went straight to the kitchen and built a fire. | left Sara to do that while | went out to
the I ake for a couple of buckets of water, for which | had to break a skin of ice.

In the barrel on the end of the dock, the stasis field was still on; it requires no power to
mai ntain. It was about one-quarter full of fish. | went back to the kitchen for tongs and brought

in a few Absolute zero, of course, but they'd thawin tine for breakfast.

We warned the water over the fire and drank old wine--1'd bartered it fromHarras not five
nmont hs ago--and when the water was hot enough, | carried a candle into the cold Iiving roomto
read, while Sara bathed. Having grown up in a nudist conmune, and going fromthere to the arny's
communal showers, | didn't have any nodesty about bathing, and neither did Marygay. So of course
our children turned out to be prudes.

It looked like Bill had still been here on the Day, and not alone. | recognized the pile of
his clothes where he'd been sitting on the couch in the living room next to a pile of woman's
clothing. Seeing his clothes was a sudden shock; ny head swam and | had to grope for a chair.

When | coul d stand again, feeling curious and obscurely guilty, | checked upstairs, and yes,
two people had slept in his unmade bed. | wondered who she was and whether they'd had tinme, or
inclination, to fall in Iove.

After she'd washed up, Sara | ooked at her brother's clothes and fell silent. She found us
reasonably fresh |linen and went upstairs to change her bed and sleep, but for a long time, | could
hear, she tossed and turned. | just nmade a pallet on the floor by the fire, no desire to sleep in
our old bedroom al one.

In the norning | broiled the fish in the fireplace, and made a pot of rice that barely seened
a decade old. Then we went out on various errands, a pair of holo cameras nmounted in front of the
van. Stephen Funk had insisted on that; soneday it would be a valuable historic record. And peopl e
woul d be curious about what their hones | ooked |ike, abandoned for eight years.

Most of them woul d be unhappy, since very few had had | andscapi ng of native plants al one.
There was status in planting and mai ntaining Earth stock, but very little of it had survived even
one hard winter unattended. The native fornms had taken over, especially the large and snall green
mushroons, neither plant nor fungus, pretty ugly even out in the woods, where they bel onged. Al
of the awms were full of it, knee high to head high. The town | ooked like a nightmarish fairy
tale.

We gathered records and artifacts and a few specialized tools--Stan's kiln, as he'd said,
di sassenbled into ten pieces, but it was still a nonster to load. By the end of the day, we were
tired and depressed and ready to |leave. But we had to wait till dawn.

| made a stew of boxed fruit with rice, and we sat by the fire, eating and drinking too nuch.
"Earth is going to be like this to you, isn't it?" Sara said. "Only worse."

"I don't know," | said; "it's been so long. | think |I've adjusted to the fact that there won't
be nuch | recognize."

| added sone wood to the fire and went back to refill the wine pitcher. "I guess | told you
about the guy fromthe 22nd."

"Along tine ago. | forget."
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"He canme to Stargate while | was waiting for Charlie and Diana and Anita to get heteroed. He
was al one, supposedly the only survivor of some battle. Too vague about it, though."

"You assuned he'd deserted."

"Right. But that wasn't what interested ne." The wine was cool and tangy. "He'd been back to
Earth in the twenty-fourth. Born in 2102, he'd nustered out into the 2300's. Like your nother and
me, he couldn't tolerate what passed for Earth society, and re-upped to get away fromit.

"But what he described sounded so nuch better than the world he'd been born into. That was a
hal f-century after Marygay and | had left, and it was even worse. The | eading cause of death in
the United States was nurder, and nost of the nurders were | egal duels. People settled argunents
and even made busi ness deal s and ganbl ed with weapons--1 put up everything | own, and you put up
everything you own, and we fight to the death for the whole pile."

"And he |iked that."

"He loved it! And after all his comando training and conbat experience, he was | ooking
forward to becom ng a weal thy man.

"But the Earth wasn't like that anynore. There was a warrior class, and you were born into it,
bi ol ogi cal |y engi neered. They went into the army as children, and never left it; never mxed with
polite society--and | mean polite. The Earth had becone a planet of docile |anbs who Iived
comunal ly; no one owned--or desired--nore than anyone el se had; no one even spoke ill of anyone
el se.

"They even knew that their harnmony was artificial, inposed by biological and social
engi neering, and were glad for it. The fact that a horrific war was being waged on a hundred
pl anets, in their name, just nade it the nore logical that their own daily |lives be serene and
civilized."

"So he ran back to the arny?"

"Not i muediately. He knew how | ucky he'd been to survive, and wasn't eager to press his luck
He couldn't live with the sheep, so he took off on his own--wandering through the countryside,
trying to live off the land."

"But they wouldn't let him They wouldn't |eave him alone. They could always find him and
every day they sent someone newto try to bring himinto the fold. He'd fight the nmessengers--or
at least assault them they didn't fight back--and even killed sone. A new one would show up the
next day, full of pity and concern.”

"After a nonth or two, the one who showed up was an arny re-enlistrment officer. He was gone
the next day." We watched the fire for a while.

"You think you coul d' ve adj usted?"

"Not adjusted. | could never be like them But | could have lived in their world."
"So could I," she said. "It sounds |ike Man's world."
"Yeah, | suppose it does." The one | rejected for Mddle Finger. "It was probably a first

step. Even though we didn't make peace with the Taurans for another thousand years."

She took our bow s and spoons to the sink, wal king with careful unsteadiness. "I sort of hope
it's different, if | get, if we get chosen."

"I't will be. Everything changes." | wasn't sure, though, once Man got a hold of it. Wiy ness
with perfection? She agreed, and made her way upstairs to bed. | washed the bow s and spoons,
poi ntl essly. This house probably woul dn't have inhabitants again in ny lifetine.

| made up ny pallet by the fire, after westling a big overnight log into place. | |ay down
and stared at the flanmes, but couldn't fall asleep. Maybe |'d had too nuch wi ne; that sonetines
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happens.

For sone reason | was haunted by inmages of war--not only actual nenories of the canpaigns and
the gore we twice had to deal with in transit. But | also went way back to training; to the ALSC
i nduced fantasies of conbat, killing phantons with everything froma rock to a nova bonb. |
t hought about having sone nore w ne, enough to chase them away. But |'d be driving, steering, at
|l east half of a |ong day.

Sara clunped down sniffling with her pillow and bl ankets and said, "Cold." She snugged up to
me the way she used to when she was little, and in a minute was softly snoring. The familiar warm
snel|l of her drove the denons away, and | slept, too.

Chapter twenty-six

Eventual | y, other people went on expeditions to Thornhill, Lakeland, and Bl ack Beach/ Wite
Beach, scavenging fromthe |ost past. No new clues as to what had happened showed up, but the dorm
did become nore honey, and crowded, with the junk they brought back

Toward the end of spring, we began to expand, although it was nore |like an anbeba slowy
splitting. There were no central utilities, and wouldn't be for sone time, so they had to
reproduce in niniature our mechani sms for power and plunbing and so forth.

Ni ne people noved into a building downtown that had been called "The Mises,” a place where
artists, nusicians, and witers lived together. Al the materials for those pursuits were still in
pl ace, though the cold had ruined sonme of them

El oi Casi's |lover, Brenda Desoi, brought along the unfinished small scul pture that Eloi had
given her before we left the Time Warp; she wanted to nake an installation around it, and she knew
that Eloi had spent a deep wi nter studying and working at The Miuses when he was young. She found
ei ght others who wanted to nove there and start naking art and music again.

There was no objection--in fact, nost of us would have borne Brenda out on our shoul ders, just
to get rid of her. W'd found a storage room full of solar panels and equi pnent out at the
spaceport, and so that was not a problem Etta Berenger set it up in a few afternoons. She al so
designed a year-round latrine for them in an elegant atrium but allowed themto do the artistic
pi ck- and- shovel work thensel ves.

That freed up six roonms at the dorm W shuffled people around so that the west end of the
buil di ng was gi ven over to Rubi and Roberta's creche and the fanilies who were raising children on
their own. It was good for the kids to have other kids around, and narvel ous to have a door--the
firedoor that isolated the west w ng--beyond which children could not go unescorted.

Etta and Charlie and |, along with specialists we'd call in now and then, spent a few hours
every afternoon working on plans to reclaim Centrus. W could start out with small colonies like
The Muses, but eventually we wanted to have an actual city to grow into.

It woul d have been easier on Earth, or some other well-behaved planet. Dealing with nonth
after month of bitter cold conplicated everything. Just keeping buildings |ivable was a chall enge.
In Paxton, we'd supplenented electrical heat with fireplaces and stoves, but out there we had heat
farnms; fast-growing trees whose |linbs were trinmmed every year for fuel. Centrus was surrounded by
hills with native trees, but their spongy "wood" didn't burn well, and if we cut themdown in
quantity, we'd cause erosion and probably flooding, during the spring thaw

The ultimate solution was going to be finding one of those power-sats and bringing it back
But that wouldn't be this winter. And this winter had to be dealt with soon--not only did it coo
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of f quickly as the sunmer faded, but the output of the solar power plant plunged at the sane tine--
we weren't just dealing with the inverse-square |aw (when the sun becane tw ce as far away, we'd
have one-fourth the power), but also nore and nore cloudy days, |acking weather-contro

satellites.

So we would go for wood stoves. There was enough wood at Lakel and to keep us warm t hrough
dozens of winters. Normally, the heat-farmtrees were kept "topped," so they never grew above eye
| evel . Eight uncontrolled seasons had turned those acres into a tall dense jungle of fuel

In a shed next to a chem cal factory outside of Centrus, we found hundreds of steel drums, 100-
and 250-1liter, which nade ideal stoves for heating. | used to be a welder, and in an hour | taught
a couple of guys howto cut the proper holes in the druns. Alysa Bertram al so knew how to wel d;
she and | attached the netal ducts to the stoves. Back at the dorm and at Mises, people were
i mprovi si ng exhaust ducts through wi ndows or walls.

We di verted one farm machi ne and one van to a wood-gathering detail; it was going to require
850 cords of wood, to be on the safe side. They needed it to make water out of ice, as well as for
keepi ng warm and cooki ng.

Everybody breathed a little easier when the first crops started comng in. The flock of
chi ckens had grown to laying size. The artists took two pair, which was going to nake living in
The Muses interesting, cone winter. At the dorm we were able to turn the downstairs cube room
into a chicken coop. People who had to have a | arge cube or screen for their novies could share
themwith the chickens. There weren't going to be regular cube broadcasts for a while, | thought.
(That would prove wong; faced with a long winter's boredom people would watch anything, even if
it was their own nei ghbors being thenselves in front of a camera downstairs.)

The sunny upstairs exerci se room becane a greenhouse, for growi ng seedlings to be
transplanted. W could al so grow greens there during the winter, for which Anita installed three
woodst oves and suppl emental |ighting.

As for the truly big winter problem-finding an alternative to running through the snowto
bare your butt over a slit trench at fifty bel ow-Sage came up with a solution nore direct than
el egant. Even at this latitude there was a permafrost |ayer. Anything bel ow seven neters (and not
so deep that the earth began to warn) would freeze and stay frozen forever. W didn't have
earthnoving tools, or power, for that matter, to actually dig a pit deep enough and | arge enough
for a population that was ninety and growi ng. But there was a copper mne only ten klicks out of
town, and fromit she appropriated shaped charges and a nining laser that did the job.

The folks in town would have to nmake do with their slit trench, but art always requires
sacrifices. Going out to the frozen atriumwould put themin touch with nature, and their inner
sel ves.

Chapter twenty-seven

| worked as hard on the reclamation project as | ever had on anything, outside of conbat, and
so did Marygay. There was a | ot of desperation in the air. W didn't tal k about the Earth
expedition, not until the day of the draw ng.

Everybody gathered at the dormcafeteria at noon, where there was a glass bow with thirty-two
slips of paper in it. The youngest child who was not too young to be able, Mri Dartnouth, sat up
on the table and picked out twelve nanes for ne to announce. Sara was second, and she rewarded ne
with a squeal of delight. Cat was third, and hugged Sara. Marygay was ei ghth and she just nodded.

After twelve, ny nane was still in the bow. | didn't want to | ook at Marygay. A lot of other
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peopl e did. She cleared her throat, but it was Peek Maran who spoke: "Marygay," he said, "you're
not going without Wlliam and |I'mnot going without Norm It |ooks |ike we have a gane
situation.”

"What do you propose?" she said. "W don't have coins."

"No," he said, nonmentarily puzzled at the word--he was third-generation and had never seen
nmoney in any nonel ectronic form "Let's enpty out the bow and put our nanes--no, WIllianms and
Norm s--into it. Then have Mri draw." Mri sniled and cl apped.

So | won, or we did, and there was a quiet pressure of jealousy in the room A lot of people
who hadn't volunteered their nanes for the bow back in the spring would be only too glad to take
their chances, and a little trip, now that deep winter |ooned.

The physical preparations had been finished nonths before. W were taking ship Nunber Two,
christened Mercury. Al of the terraform ng and recol onization tools and materials had been taken
out; if Earth was deserted, we would just come back with that news, and let later generations
deci de about repopulating it.

W were prepared for other contingencies, though. Each ship had a fighting suit, and we took
all four. We also carried a stasis done, but elected not to bother with a nova bonb, or any such
dramati c weapon. |f anything that serious happened, we'd be nmeat anyhow.

They weren't great fighting suits, since they had to accommpdate a range of sizes and skills,
and we di scussed | eaving them behind, as a natter of principle. | argued that we coul d deci de not
to use them when the tinme canme, as a matter of principle. But meanwhile, as the poet said, do not
go gentle into that bad night. O something.

book five

THE BOOK OF APOCRYPHA

Chapter twenty-eight

Sore Indian tribe or tribes had no ritual for goodbyes; the person |eaving just turned his
back and left. Sensible people. W spent a day nmaki ng the rounds, saying good-bye to everyone
because you didn't dare | eave anyone out.

| saw half the people in the colony, anyhow, as nayor, since everybody seened to be in charge
of this or that, and had to cone by and give ne a report and sketch out what they'd be doing while
| was gone. Sage, who would be interimnmayor, sat beside ne for all of the discussions.

It was al so her job, the next day, to nake sure everyone was safely underground, away fromthe
| aunch's radi ati on, when Marygay pressed the button. Precisely at noon she radi oed that everyone
but her was downstairs. The button gave her a mnute; the ship counted down the |ast twenty
seconds of it.

It was a crushing four gees at first; then two. Then we floated in free fall for half an

file://ID|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ha...0OForever%20War%2002%20-%20Forever%20Free.txt (92 of 114) [7/12/2004 12:54:36 PM]



file:///D}/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Hal deman, %620J0e%620-%20Forever%20War%2002%20-%20Forever%20Free.txt

orbit, and the ship drove toward M zar's collapsar at a steady one gee.

A day and a half of constant acceleration. W nade sinple neals and small talk while M zar
drew closer--finally, closer than you'd like to be, to a young blue star

The col | apsar was a bl ack pinprick against the filtered i mage of the huge star, and then a
dot, and then a rapidly swelling ball, and then there was the odd twi sting feeling and we were
suddenly in dark deep space.

Now five nmonths to Earth. We got into our coffins--Sara clunmsily quick in her nodesty about
nakedness--and hooked up the orthotics and waited for sleep. | could hear the ship whispering,
telling a couple of people to redo this or that attachnent, and then the universe squeezed to a
pi npoi nt and di sappeared, and | was back in the cool dream of suspended ani mation

I'd tal ked with Di ana about the enotional, or existential, disconfort |I'd gone through |ast
time, and she said that as far as she knew, there was no medical solution for it. How could there
be, when you're netabolizing slower than a sequoia? Just try to think confortable thoughts before
you go under.

It sort of worked. Mdst of us could see the overhead vi ewscreen, and |'d set up a program for
it to show a sequence of soothing pictures while we waited to cool down. Expressionist paintings,
qui et nature photographs. | wondered whether Earth had any nature |left. Neither Man nor Tauran was
sentinmental about such things; they found beauty in abstractions.

Well, we didn't have such a great track record, either. Mst of human history had been
i ndustry versus nature, with industry w nning.

So | spent the dream ng five nonths, which sonetinmes felt like five minutes, in a series of
qui et pastoral environments, npost of which were extrapolations of places 1'd only read about or
seen in pictures; even the conmune where | grew up was in a suburb. | had played in neatly
mani cured parks and dreaned they were jungles. | cane back to those dreans now.

It was curious. My dreans didn't take ne back to Mddle Finger, where Mdther Nature and |I had

al ways been on intimate, battling terns. No rest in that, | guess.

Comi ng out of SA was nore difficult, and unconfortable, than when I1'd had Diana to help. | was
confused and nunb. My fingers didn't want to work, and they couldn't tell clockw se from
countercl ockwi se, unscrewi ng the bypass orthotics. Wien | lifted nyself out | was streaked with

bl ood fromthe abdonen down, though there was no injury.

| went to help Marygay, and she was only one step behind nme, trying to sort out and | oosen
straps. She had managed not to splash blood all over herself. W both got dressed, and she went
back to check on Sara, while |I |ooked at the others.

Then | checked on Rii Highcl oud, who was our vol unteer medico. She was actually a librarian
way back in real life, but Diana had given her an intense week of training in how to use the
standard nedical kit aboard the ship.

Antres 906 was alert, and nodded at ne when | peered over the edge of the box. Good thing. If
somet hi ng went wrong, the creature would have been at the nmercy of a first-aid nanual that had an
appendi x about Taur ans.

Jacob Pierson was frozen solid, with no life signs. He had probably been dead for five nonths.
It made ne feel vaguely guilty that | didn't like himand hadn't |ooked forward to working with
hi m

Everyone el se was at |east nmoving. W wouldn't knowif they were well until they were up and
tal ki ng. Unwel |l ness could take odd fornms, too; Charlie had cone out of SA on M ddle Finger unable
to snell flowers, though he could smell other things. (Marygay and | used it as an excuse, a
private joke, for not renenbering names or numbers: "Miust've lost it in SA")

She said that Sara was coning along fine; she'd needed sone nmoppi ng up, but didn't want her
nmot her to hel p, of all people.
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We got the screen working, and Earth | ooked all right, or at |east as we expected. About a
third of what we could see, between clouds, seened to be city, a featureless grey, all over
northern Africa and sout hern Europe.

I drank sone water and it stayed down, though I could imagine it floating, a cold spherica
lunp, in nmy stomach. | was concentrating on that when | realized Marygay was crying, silently,
blotting floating tears with her knuckles and forearm

I thought it was about Pierson and started to say sonething conforting.
"The sane," she said tightly. "Nothing. Just |like Mddle Finger."
"Maybe they're..." | couldn't think of anything. They were dead or gone. Al ten billion

Antres 906 had clinbed out of the box and was floating behind ne. "This is not unexpected," it
said, "since there was no sign of Centrus having been visited by them" It nmade a strange sound,
Iike a hoarse dove. "I nmust go to the Wole Tree."

Marygay | ooked at it for a long nonment. "Where is your Tree?"
It cocked its head. "Everywhere, of course. Like a telephone."

"OF course." She unbelted and floated out of the chair. "Well, let's help people get up and
around. See what's down there."

We "buried" Jacob Pierson in space. He was sort of a Muslim so Mbhamred Ten said a few words
before Marygay pressed the button that opened the outer |ock and spun himgently into the void. It
was deferred cremation, actually, since we were in a |ow enough orbit for himto eventually fal
into friction fire.

We | anded at Cape Kennedy, far out on a spit, on a special pad reserved for those of us who
had to conme down in a shower of gamma rays. A personnel carrier, heavily arnored, rolled up to
wait for us.

After thirty minutes, the radionmeter let us exit. The air was sultry warm and heavy with salt
fragrance. Wnd rushed across mangrove swanps and ruffled our clothing as we wal ked unsteadily
down the gangway. At the bottom the smell was of burnt netal, and the | anding pad patiently
ticked as it contracted.

"So quiet," Alysa said.

"This part has always been quiet," Po said, "between |aunches and landings. |I'mafraid the
rest of the spaceport is going to be quiet, too. Like ours.”

The netal ground still radiated heat. And naybe a few al pha particles. The air was wonderful,
though; | was a little giddy from breathing deep

"Who are you?" the personnel carrier booned, in Standard. "Were are you fron®"

Marygay answered in English. "Speak English. W're just a group of citizens fromMddle
Fi nger, a planet of Mzar."

"Here to trade?"
"Just here. Take us to sone people."”

A doubl e door in the thing's side swng open. "I can take you to the spaceport. |'m not
al | oned on roads, without wheels."

W entered the thing and four |arge wi ndows becane transparent. Once we were seated, the door
closed and the thing backed up, turned around, and lurched toward the other end of the long strip
nmoving fast. It wal ked on twelve articul ated | egs.
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"Why don't you have wheel s?" | asked, my voice wavering fromthe carrier's jerky progress.
"I do have wheels. | haven't put themon in a long tinme."

"Are there any people in the spaceport?" Mhanmed asked.

"l don't know. |'ve never been inside."

"Are there any people in the world?" | asked.

"That is not a question that | amable to answer." It stopped so abruptly that Matt and |
facing forward but not belted in, were alnmpbst thrown fromour seats. The doors sprung open. "Check
to nmake sure you have all your bel ongings. Be careful upon exiting. Have a pl easant day."

The spaceport main building was a huge structure with no straight lines; all sweeping
parabol as and catenaries, with facets |like beaten bright netal. The rising sun gl eaned orange from
a hundred shiny surfaces.

W wal ked hesitantly toward the DI | JHA/ ARRI VALS door, which for some reason slid open upwards.
Wal king through it gave ne a guillotine kind of anxiety. The others hurried, too.

It wasn't quiet. There was a soothing sound |ike nodul ated white noise, pulsing in a rhythm
sl ower than a heartbeat. There were chimes at the edge of perception

The floor was littered with clothes.
"Well," Po said, "I guess we can turn around and go hone."

Antres 906 made a hissing sound |I'd never heard, and its left hand tuned in a continual sl|ow
circle. "I appreciate your need for hunmor. But there is nuch to do, and there may be danger." It
turned to Marygay. "Captain, | suggest at |east one of you return to the ship for a fighting
suit."”

"Good idea," she said. "WIllian? Go see if you can catch that thing."

I went back to the arrivals door, which wouldn't open, of course. There was a
MOSCH TRANSPORTATI ON door a hundred neters away. Wien | went through it, the carrier mnced up
clattering. "I forgot something," | said. "Take ne back to the ship."

Putting on fighting suits used to be dramatic and communal. The ready room woul d have nounting
harnesses for as many as forty people; you'd strip and back into the suit, hook up the plunbing
and let it clanmshell shut around you, and nmove out. You could have the whol e conpany in suits and,
theoretically, outside fighting in a couple of mnutes.

When there's no harness and no hardware, and the suit isn't custom zed for your body, it's
nei ther quick nor dramatic. You squirmthis way and that and finally get everything in place, and
then try to close it on your own. Wen it doesn't close, you go back a few steps and start over.

It took alnost fifteen mnutes. | wal ked down the gangway, clunsy at first. The carrier doors
opened.

"Thanks anyhow," | said. "I think I'Il walk."

"That is not allowed,” it said. "It is dangerous."”

"I'"'mdangerous," | said, and resisted the inpulse to tear off a couple of its legs, to see
what woul d happen. Instead, | started running, invoking the suit's strength anplification to give
me a broad-junp lope. It wasn't as smooth and automatic as | renenbered, but it was fast. | was at

the spaceport door in less than a m nute.

The door wouldn't open for me, sensing that | was a machine. | wal ked through it. The
shatt er proof glass turned opaque, stretched, and ripped apart |ike cloth.
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Marygay | aughed. "You coul d have knocked."

"This is the way | knock," | said, anplified voice echoing in the huge hall. | turned it down
to conversational volunme. "Qur odd nmen out went to find their Trees?" The sheriff and Tauran were
n ssi ng.

She nodded. "Asked us to wait here. How s the suit?"
"I don't know yet. Leg anplifiers work. Ckay on doors."

"Why don't you take it outside and try out the ordnance? It's pretty old."

"Good idea." | went back through the hole |I'd nade and | ooked around for targets. Wat would
we not need? | set ny sights on a fast-food stand and gave it an order of fries, with the |aser
finger. It burst into flane in a satisfying way. | flipped a grenade at it and the expl osion sort

of put out the fire by scattering the pieces.

The personnel carrier canme mincing up, acconpanied by a small robot with flashing blue Iights.
It had PARKI NG POLI CE stenciled on front and back

"You are under arrest,” it said, in a huge stentorian voice. "Surrender control to ne." That
was foll owed by sonme al nost ultrasonic warbling. "Surrender control to ne."

"Sure." | chanbered a rocket, which the heads-up thing called MHE. That's not an acronym we
used to have. | assumed "nedi um hi gh expl osive" and squeezed it off. It did vaporize the parking
robot and | eave a crater two neters in dianeter, in the process knocking the personnel carrier on
its back.

It righted itself by rocking back and forth until it tipped onto its spidery feet. "You didn't
have to do that," it said. "You could have expl ai ned your situation. You nust have a reason for
this arbitrary destruction of property."

"Target practice," | said. "This fighting suit is very old, and | had to know how well it
wor ks. "

"Very well. Are you finished?"

"Not really." | hadn't tried the nukes. "But I'Il hold off with the other systens until | have
nore real estate to work with."

"Real estate outside of Spaceport?"
"Absolutely. There's nothing in here small enough to destroy."

It actually seenmed to pause, integrating that statenment into its world view "Very well. |
will not call the police again. Unless you destroy sonething here."

"Scout's honor."
"Pl ease rephrase that."
"I won't hurt anything here without telling you ahead of tine."

It sort of threw a nechanical tantrum stanping its many feet. | supposed it was generating
conflicting orders. | left it there to sort things out.

The sheriff came back to the group the same tinme | did.

"The Whol e Tree gives no warning," he said. "There's no sense that anything was goi ng wong."
"Just |ike home?" Marygay said.

He nodded. "More conplex things are going on," he said, "and the Tree is still trying to nake
sense of what has happened. ™"

file://ID|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ha...0OForever%20War%2002%20-%20Forever%20Free.txt (96 of 114) [7/12/2004 12:54:36 PM]



file:///D}/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Hal deman, %620J0e%620-%20Forever%20War%2002%20-%20Forever%20Free.txt
"But it hasn't," Po said.

"Well, now it has new i nformati on. Wat happened to us, out in space, and to M ddl e Finger
And Tsoget. It nmay be able to piece sonething together."

"It thinks by itself?" | said. "Wthout people connected to it?"

"I't's not like thinking, exactly. It just sifts things; makes things nore sinple for itself.
Sonetimes the result is |like thought."”

Antres 906 had returned. "I have nothing to add," it said. Maybe we shoul d have turned around
and gone hone. Begin to rebuild fromwhat we had. Both the sheriff and the Tauran woul d have been
in favor of that, | think, but we didn't ask them

"Cuess we ought to try a city," Marygay said.

"We're right next door to what used to be the biggest one in the country," Cat said, "at |east
in terns of acreage." Marygay cocked her head. "Spaceport?"

"No, | nean big. Disney!"

Chapter twenty-nine

Marygay and | had been to Disneyworld, as it was still called, in the early twenty-first, and
it had been large then. The one we'd gone to was now just one elenent in a patchwork of "lands"--
Wal tl and, where you visited in groups, and a sinulacrum of the place's founder took you around and
expl ai ned t he wonders.

The carrier had am ably agreed to produce wheels, and it got us to the outskirts of Disney in
about twenty minutes. The perinmeter of Disney was a huge ring, where parking lots for the patrons
alternated with clustered living areas for the people who worked there.

You were supposed to park, evidently, and wait for a Disney bus to take you inside. Wen we
tried to drive through an entrance, a big jolly cartoon robot blocked it off, explaining in a |oud
ki ddy voice that we had to be nice and park |ike everyone else. It alternated Standard and
English. | told it to fuck off, and after that all the machines spoke to us in English

Coofy was the robot on the third one we tried. | got out in ny fighting suit. It said, "Ah-
hyuh-what have we here?" and | kicked it over and pulled off its arnms and | egs and tossed themin
four directions. It started repeating "Hyuh...that's a good 'un...Hyuh...that's a good 'un," and
pull ed off the nmeter-w de head and threw it as high and far as | coul d.

The living areas for the staff were bl ocked off by holograns that were only partly successfu
now. On one side we had a jungle where cute baby nonkeys played; on the other, a sea of Dal matian
puppi es running through a giant's house. But you could see dimy through them and sonetines they
woul d di sappear for a fraction of a second, revealing identical rows of warren housing.

We canme out in Westernland, a big dusty old town froma pre-nmechani zed West that once existed
in novies and novels. It wasn't |ike the spaceport, with clothing scattered all around. It was
very neat, and had a sort of dreamike ordinariness, wth people wal king about in period costune.
They were robots, of course, and their costunes showed unusual fading and wear, plastic knees and
el bows showi ng t hrough frayed hol es.

"Maybe the park was closed when it happened,” | said, though it would be hard to reconcile
that with the thousands of vehicles in ranks and files outside.
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"The local time was 13:10 on April 1," the sheriff said. "It was a Wdnesday. |s that
signi ficant?"

"April Fool's Day," | said. "What a trick."
"Maybe everybody cane naked," Marygay suggested.

"I know what happened to the clothes,” Cat said. "Watch this." She opened the door and threw
out a crunpl ed piece of paper.

A knee-high M ckey Muse cane rolling out of a trap door in the side of a saloon. It speared
the paper with a stick and addressed us, finger wagging, in a scolding squeaky voice: "Less ness!
Don't be a pest!"”

"We used to throw stuff all around it and get it confused," she said.

The carrier was up on its toes again, to maneuver nore easily through the narrow streets, and
it tiptoed through this strange |and of sal oons, dance halls, general stores, and quaint Victorian
houses, each with its retinue of shabby busy robots. Were there were wooden boardwal ks, the
robots had worn a light-colored trail a couple of centineters deep

There were broken robots frozen in md-gesture, and twice we cane upon piles of severa
hel pl ess robots, their legs sawing air, where evidently one had stopped and the others tripped
over it. So they weren't true robots, but just nmechanical nodels. Marygay renenbered the term
"audi o-ani matronic," and Cat confirmed that two hundred years after we'd been there, the ol d-
fashi oned technol ogy had been re-introduced for nostal gia and hunor.

One uni versal anachroni smwas on the buildings' roofs, with solar cells covering the south
side. (A nore prosai c anachronismwas that every buil ding, even the churches, had sonething for
sale.)

At least it made the business of food and shelter sinple. There was enough frozen and
irradiated food to last us several lifetines, nost of it nore interesting than our surviva
rations, if less nutritious.

W decided to spend the night at Mlly Ml one's Wayside Inn. Marygay and | were surprised to
see, behind the registration desk, a price list for sexual services. Cat said all you got was
robots. C ean robots.

But then our own robot, the carrier, delivered its own |arger surprise. W went back out of
Mol Iy Malone's to get our bags, and there they were, lined up neatly on the boardwal k

And behind them instead of a machine, stood a ruggedly handsonme cowboy. He didn't |ook like
the worn-out robots, but he didn't |ook quite human, either. He was too big, over seven feet tall
He I eft deep footprints in the dust, and when he stepped onto the boardwal k, it creaked
al arm ngly.

"I"'mnot really a carrier," he said. "Not any kind of nmachine. It was just handy to | ook and
act |ike one, down at the spaceport.”

He talked in a slow draw that | recognized vaguely from chil dhood, and then it clicked: he
| ooked |i ke the actor John Wayne. My father had | oved his novies and nmy not her despi sed him

While he talked, he rolled a fat joint of tobacco. "I can be the carrier again, or whatever
thing or organi smwe need about that size."

The Tauran spoke up. "Please denonstrate?"

He shrugged and produced a | arge wooden match, and scratched it alight on the sole of his
boot. Sul fur di oxi de and, when he puffed the joint into life, the acrid tang of tobacco. | hadn't
smelled it in thirty years, or thirteen hundred. G garettes, they used to be call ed.

He stepped back three giant strides and blurred and flowed into the shape of the carrier. But
he kept the colors of blue jeans and | eather and held the snoldering cigarette in a human hand
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that grew out of the top

Then he changed again, into an oversized Tauran, still holding the cigarette. He said
something to Antres 906 in rapid Tauran, and then changed back into John Wayne. He took a | ast
puf f and pinched the cigarette out between thunb and forefinger

None of us could cone up with anything intelligent to say, so | opted for the obvious: "You're
some kind of alien."

"Actually, no; nothing of the kind. | was born on Earth, about nine thousand years ago. It's
you guys who are creatures from another planet."

"A shape-changer," Marygay whi sper ed.

"Li ke you're a clothes-changer. To ne, |'m always the sanme shape." He twisted his | eg around
to a break-bone angle and | ooked at the boot sole. "You don't have a nane for us, but you could
call us Omis. The Omi."

"How many are you?" Po asked.

"How nmany you need? A hundred, a thousand? | could turn into a troop of Canpfire Grls, as
long as they didn't nmass nore than two-sone tonnes. Maybe a horde of locusts. But it's hell to get
them all back together in one bunch.”

"You peopl e have been on Earth for nine thousand years..." Max began

"Try a hundred fifty thousand, and we aren't people. W don't even | ook |ike people, nobst of
the tine. | was a Rodin sculpture in a nuseumfor nore than a century. They never could figure out
how the thieves got me through the door." He | aughed, and John Wayne split down the middle, and re-
formed as two nuseumguards in uniform a petite young woman and a fat ol d man

They spoke in absolute unison: "Wen | do something like this, I'man actual “group mnd,"'
li ke Taurans and Man aspire to being. It can be useful, but confusing, too." The two figures
col l apsed into a pile of hundreds of scuttling cockroaches. Two M ckey Mouse robots rolled toward
them and they quickly re-formed into John Wayne, who ki cked one of the robots onto the roof of
Mol |y Mal one's.

"How do you do that?" | asked
"It's a matter of practice. Eye-foot coordination."

"No, | nean how do you change back and forth? You can't take nol ecul es of nmetal and turn them
into organic material."

"I suppose you can," he said. "I do it all the tine."

"What | mean is, it's inconsistent with physical [aw"
"No, it's not. Your version of physics is inconsistent with reality."

I was starting to get an Alice-in-Wnderland dizzi ness. Maybe Lewis Carroll had been one of
t hem

"Let me turn it around,"” he continued. "How do you turn food into flesh? Eating."

| thought for a second. "Your body breaks down the food into sinmpler conpounds. Ani no acids,
fats, carbohydrates. Conponents that aren't burned for energy may turn into flesh."

"That's your opinion," he said. "I had a friend a few thousand years ago, not far from here,
who said that you took part of the spirit of the animal or plant that you ate, and it becane part
of your own spirit. Explains all kinds of sickness."

"Very poetic," | said, "but wong."
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"You |likew se. You just have different ideas about what poetry is, and what “right' is.
"Ckay. So tell ne how you do it."

"I don't have the faintest idea. | was born being able to do it, just as you were born able to
met abol i ze. My Tinucuan friend was able to netabolize as well as you, even if he described it
differently."

"I'n nine thousand years, you haven't tried to find out how your body works?"

"Not everybody's a scientist." He changed from John Wayne to a man | vaguely recogni zed from
the kids' schoolwork, an artist whose nmedi um was body scul pture. He had four and six fingers, and
a heat-sensing eye installed in his forehead. "I'ma kind of historian."

"You' ve lived al ongsi de humans since prehistory," Cat said, "and no one ever suspected?"

"We don't keep real good records,"” he said, "but | think that at first, we were open about
what we were, and co-existed. Sonewhere along the line, | think when you got |anguage and society,
we started to hide out."

"So you becane nyths,"” Diane said.

"Yeah; | can do a great werewol f," he said. "And | think we were taken for angels and gods
sonetimes. Every now and then |'d be a plain human for a lifetime, appearing to age. But that's
kind of boring and sad.”

"You' ve been Man as wel|?" the sheriff asked. "You' ve tapped into the Tree?"

"Not as tricky as you might think. | have a lot of control over ny neural organization. The
Tree can't tell nme froma human--and you guys are just humans, with a hole in your skull and sone
odd ideas." He turned into Wayne again, and said with the actor's draw, "Buncha god-danm Conmi es,

if ya ask ne."

"Did you do it?" The sheriff and the Omi nade an odd tableau in the nmiddle of us: the two
bi ggest nen standing there, both with guns holstered on their hips. "D d you nake them di sappear?"

John Wayne didn't invite himto slap leather, a challenge | don't think he would have

understood. He just shook his head sadly. "I don't know what happened. | was in an elevator with
two people, two Men, and they just plain disappeared. There was a little “pop' and their clothes
fell to the floor. The el evator doors opened and | rolled out--1 was in the shape of a food-

di spensi ng robot--and the whole office building was enpty, except for clothes.

"There was a huge racket outside, thousands of traffic accidents. A floater crashed through a
pi cture wi ndow, | took human shape and ran down the stairs to the basement until things cal ned
down. "

"Where were you at the tinme?" | asked.

"Titusville sector. It's part of Spaceport Adnministration. W went near it on our way here."
He took the shape of an oversized statue of Albert Einstein, and sat in the dust, cross-I|egged,
his eyes at our level. "It was a conveni ent coincidence, since | would have headed for a spaceport
no matter where |'d been at the tine. Waiting for soneone to conme explain what has happened. "

"I don't think we know any nore than you," Marygay said.

"You know your own circunstances. Maybe together we can conme up with something." He | ooked off
to the east. "Your ship is an ol d-fashioned fighter, Sum class, and its comuni cati on system has
saf eguards that prevented it fromtelling me nuch. | know you canme from M ddle Finger via the
Al eph- 10 col | apsar. The ship al so knows you, and it, were sonmewhere else before, but it can't say
where. "

"W were in the mddle of nowhere," | said, "a tenth of a light-year fromMddle Finger. W'd
taken a converted crui ser and were headed out twenty thousand |ight-years--"
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"I remenber that fromthe Tree. | thought the request was denied."
"W sort of hijacked it," Mrygay said.

Ei nstei n nodded. "Sonme peopl e suggested you m ght. That they should have |let you go ahead with
it, to prevent violence."

"One of ne was killed," said the Tauran

There was an unconfortable silence. The Omi said sonething in Tauran, and Antres replied,
"True."

"We'd gone about a tenth of a light-year, when the antimatter fueling the cruiser suddenly
evaporated. "

"Evaporated? Do you have a scientific explanation for that?" Einstein grew a third eye and
blinked it.

"No. The ship suggested 'transient-barrier virtual particle substitution,' but as far as |
could find out, it doesn't apply. Anyhow, we |inped back to Mddle Finger in these converted Sum
fighters, and found everybody gone. It turns out that if you make corrections for relativistic
simultaneity, they di sappeared the sane tinme our antimtter did.

"We assumed that our being off Mddle Finger had saved us. But it happened here, too.
He stroked his huge noustache. "Perhaps you caused it."
"What ?"

"You just posited the argunent yourself. If two inprobable things happen simultaneously, they
must be rel ated. Maybe one caused the other."

"No. If putting a bunch of people in a starship and accel erating caused inpossible things to
happen, we woul d have noticed | ong ago."

"But you weren't going anywhere. Except the future."
"I don't think the universe cares about our intent."

Ei nstein | aughed. "That's your belief systemagain. You just used the word "inpossible to
descri be events you know did happen."”

Cat was anused. "You have to adnit he has a point."

"Ckay. But the other anomaly is that you guys are still here, when all the hunans and Taurans
di sappeared. So maybe you caused it."

He changed into a huge Indian brave, | suppose a Timucuan, scarred with el aborate tattoos,
i npressively naked, snelling like a wet goat. "That's nore like it. Though I'll ask the others
about virtual particle transient barrier, whatever. Sone of them know science."

"Can you talk to themnow, |ike tel epathy?" Cat asked.

"No, not unless they're in nmy line of sight. The way | talked to your ship. W used to just
call each other up, but nost of the systens are failing. W | eave nessages on the Tree now. "

"We ought to check the Tree again ourselves,"” the sheriff said, "Antres and I|I"

"Especially the Tauran Tree," the brave said. "W can tap it, but alot of it is confusing."

"I'mafraid nuch of it is confusing to me as well," Antres said. "I'mfrom Tsogot. We're in
contact with Earth, or were in contact, but our cultures have been diverging for centuries."

"That m ght be useful." The brave changed into a kindly-1ooking old nan. "A doubly alien
perspective." He produced a bl ue package of cigarettes and |lit one, wapped in yellow paper, which
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snel | ed even nore noxious than the one before. | sorted through grandfatherly inages and came up
with Walt Disney.

"Way are so nmany of your images fromthe twentieth century?" | asked. "Are you readi ng our
m nds, Marygay and ne?"

"No, | can't do that. | just |ike the period--end of innocence, before the Forever War
Everything got kind of conplicated after that." He took a deep drag on the cigarette and cl osed
his eyes, evidently savoring it. "Then it got too sinple, if you ask ne. W were all sort of
waiting for this Man thing to run its course.”

"I't survived so |l ong because it worked," the sheriff said mldly.

"Termte colonies work," Disney said. "They don't produce interesting conversation.” To
Antres: "You Taurans got a lot nore done, or at |least nore interesting things, before you had a

group mind. | went to Tsogot once, as a xenosociol ogi st, and studied your history."

"It's acadenic now," | said; "both Man and Tauran. No group, no group mnd."

The sheriff shook his head. "We'll grow back, sane as you. Most of the frozen ova and sperm
are Man."

"You assune the others are all dead," Disney said, "but all we really know is that they've
di sappeared. "

"They're all in sone big nudist colony in the sky," | said.

"W have no evidence one way or the other. Your group is here and so is ours. Omi on the Mon
and Mars and in |ocal spaceships all report the di sappearance of humans and Taurans, but none of
us is gone, as far as we can tell."

"Qt her starships?" Stephen said.

"That's why | was waiting at the Cape. There are twenty-four within one collapsar junp of
Stargate. Two shoul d have returned by now But only unmanned drones have come in, with routine
messages. "

"Way do you think the Omi were spared?" Marygay said. "Because you're imortal ?"

"Ch, we're not immortal, except the way an anpeba is.” He sniled at nme. "If you had targeted
me this norning, rather than the hot dog stand, you woul d probably have done enough damage to kil
ne. "

"I"msorry--"

He waved it away. "You thought | was a nachine. But no, except for you, the thing seens
speci es-sel ective. Humans and Taurans di sappear; birds and bees and Omi don't."

"And the thing that sets us apart is that we were trying to escape," Cat said.

Di sney shrugged. "Suppose for a nonent that the universe does care about intent. \What you were
doi ng woul d get its notice."

That was a bit nmuch. "And that would piss off the universe so nmuch that it would destroy ten
billion people and Taurans."

Ani ta noaned softly. "Sonmething...sonething's wong." She stood erect, her back arching, and
her eyes grew round and bul ged. Her face swelled. Her coveralls becane taut and the seans started
to split.

Then she expl oded: one horrible wet snack, and we were all spattered with blood and tissue; a
pi ece of bone gl anced off ny cheekbone with stinging force.

| looked at the Omi. He was Disney, covered with bl ood and gore, and then he flickered,
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bet ween Di sney and an apparition that was nostly fangs and cl aws--and then he was Uncle \Walt
agai n, clean.

Most of us, including ne, sat down. Chance and Steve sort of fell down. Were Anita had been
standi ng, there were a pair of boots with two bl ood-streaked stal ks of bone.

"I didn't do this," Disney said.

The sheriff drew his pistol. "I don't believe you." He shot himpoint-blank in the heart.

Chapter thirty

The next few minutes were grotesque. The little robots rolled out to clean up--M ckey and
Donal d and M nni e chanting adnonitory rhynes while they speared and vacuuned up the fragnentary
remai ns of a woman 1'd known for half ny [ife. Wen they went to police up her boots, all that was
left that had any individuality, |I followed the Omi's exanple and kicked them away. The sheriff
saw what | was doi ng and hel ped.

W each picked up a gory boot. "There has to be sone way to bury her," he said.

Di sney sat up, clutching his chest. "If you'll stop shooting nme, | can help." He closed his
eyes, his skin chalk grey, and for a nonment it |ooked |ike he was just going to fall back dead.
But he transforned hinmself, slowy, linb by linb, into a large black working nan in overalls,

clutching a shovel. He got to his feet with exaggerated stiffness.

"You been around these nornmal people too long," he said in a gravelly Louis Arnstrong bass.
"You suppose' to control that tenper." He whacked a robot away with the shovel, and pointed with
it, toward a stand of palmtrees. "Let's take her over there, put her to rest." He addressed the
others. "You all get inside and clean up. W take care of this part."

He hefted the shovel and wal ked toward the pal ms. As he passed the sheriff, he said, "Don't do
that. It hurts.”

The sheriff and I followed him each with our grisly token. It took himabout a mnute to dig
a deep square hole.

W put the boots in the hole and he refilled it and patted the dirt smooth. "Did she have a
religion?"

"Orthodox New Catholic," | said.

"I can do that." He absorbed the shovel and becane a tall priest in a black cow ed robe, with
tonsure and heavy cross on a chain swinging fromhis neck. He said a few words in Latin and nade a
cross gesture over the grave.

Still the priest, he wal ked with us back to Mdolly Mal one's, where several people were sitting
on porch chairs and a rocker. Stephen was weepi ng uncontrollably, Marygay and Max hol ding on to
him He and Anita had had a son together, who died in an accident at nine or ten. They drifted
apart after that, but were still friends. Rii brought hima glass of water and a pill.

"Rii," | said, "if that's some sort of trank, | could use one nyself." | felt as if | was
about to explode, out of grief and confusion.

She | ooked at the vial. "It's ml|d enough. Anybody want to take a nap?" | think everybody took
one, except Antres 906 and the priest. Marygay and | went up to the inn's second floor and found a
bed, and collapsed in each other's arns.

file://ID|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ha...OForever%20War%2002%20-%20Forever%20Free.txt (103 of 114) [7/12/2004 12:54:36 PM]



file:///D}/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Hal deman, %620J0e%620-%20Forever%20War%2002%20-%20Forever%20Free.txt

It was al nost sundown when | woke up. | got out of bed as quietly as possible and found that
Mol Iy Mal one's plunbing still worked, even to hot water. Marygay got up while |I was washing, and
we went downstairs together

St ephen and Matt were making noise in the dining area. They'd pulled several tables together
and set out sone plastic dishes and forks, and a pile of food boxes. "Qur fearless |eader," she
said. "You get to open the first box."

I didn't really feel like eating, though | should have been fam shed. | picked up one that
said chili in bright red letters, with a picture of Donald Duck holding his throat, fire issuing
fromhis beak. | pulled the top back and it worked, the chili sizzling and filling the roomwth
an agreeabl e odor.

"Not spoiled,"” |I said, and blew on a forkful. It was bland, neatless. "Seens okay."

The ot hers popped boxes, and soon the place snelled like a cafeteria. Cat and Po cane down,
foll owed by Max. We ate the small neals in stunned silence, except for nmumbled greetings. Po said
grace before he opened his box.

| left mine unfinished. "See what the sunset |ooks like," |I said, and got up fromthe table.
Marygay and Cat came al ong.

Qutside, Antres 906 and the Omi, still looking like a priest, were conversing in croaks and
squeaks, standing where Anita had died.

"Di scussing who the next will be?" Cat said, glaring at the priest.

He | ooked up, startled. "Wat?"

"What caused that," she said, "if it wasn't you?"
"Not me. | could do that to nyself, if | wanted to die, but | couldn't do it to soneone else."
"Couldn't, or wouldn't?" | said.

"Couldn't. “Physically inpossible,' to put it in words of four syllables. To use your belief
system"

"So what happened? People don't just explode!"

He sat down on the edge of the porch and crossed his long legs, lacing his fingers over his
knee, 1 ooking toward the sunset. "There you go agai n. People do expl ode, obviously. One just did."

"And it could have been any of us.

Marygay' s voi ce shook. "We could all go Iike that, one by
one.

"We could," the priest said, "including ne. But | hope it was just an experinent. A test."

"Soneone's testing us?" | was feeling dizzy and trying to control nausea. | sat down carefully
on the porch floor

"Always," the priest said quietly. "You ve never felt that?"
"Met aphor," | said.

He nade a sl ow sweeping gesture. "The way all this is metaphor. Taurans understand that better
than you do."

"Not this," Antres 906 said. "This is something | cannot contain."

"The nanel ess." The priest said a Tauran word | didn't know
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Antres touched his throat. "O course. But the...you say "naneless'? They are not literally
real. They are a conveni ence, a synbol, talking about...l do not know how to say it. Truth
under neat h appear ance, fate?"

The priest touched his cross and it becane a circle with two |egs, a Tauran religious icon
"Synmbol , netaphor. The naneless, | think, are nore real than we are."

"But you've never seen or touched one," | said. "Just guessing."

"No one ever has. You've never seen a neutrino, but you don't doubt their existence. In spite
of “inpossible' characteristics.”

"Al'l right. But you can prove neutrinos are there, or sonething is there, because otherw se
particle physics wouldn't work out. The universe couldn't exist."

"l could just say, | rest ny case.' You don't like the idea of the nanel ess because it smacks
of the supernatural."”

Fair enough. "Ckay. But for the first fifty--or fifteen hundred--years of ny life, and for
t housands of years preceding nme, the universe could be explained without resorting to your
mysterious naneless.” | turned to Antres. "That's also true of Taurans, isn't it?"

"Very much so, yes. The naneless are real, but only as intellectual constructs."

"Let ne ask you an old question,” the priest said. "How likely is it that humans and Taurans,
evol ving i ndependently on planets forty |ight-years apart, would neet at the same |evel of
technol ogy, and be simlar enough psychologically to fight a war?"

"A lot of people have asked that question,” | nodded toward Antres, "and a | ot of Taurans, |
suppose. Sone of the people fromny future, under ny command, belonged to a religious sect that
had it all explained. Sonething |like your nanel ess."

"But you have a better explanation?”

"Sorting. If they had been pre-technol ogical, we wouldn't have interacted. If they'd been
t housands of years ahead of us, there would have been no war. Extermi nation, maybe." Antres nade a
sound of agreenent. "So it's partly coincidence, but not conpletely."

"I't was not at all coincidence. W Omi have been on both planets since before humans and
Taurans had | anguage, which we gave you. O technol ogy, which we controll ed.

"We were Archinedes, Galileo, and Newton. In your parents' tinme, we took control of NASA to
retard human devel opnent in space."

"And you masterm nded the Forever War."

"I don't think so. | think we just set up the initial conditions. You could have cooperated
with one another, if it had been in your natures.”

"But first you nade sure our natures were warlike," Marygay said.

"That | don't know. That would be far before ny time." He shook his head. "Let nme explain.
W' re not born the way you are; nor you, Antres 906. | think there are a fixed nunber of us,
around a hundred, and when one of us dies, a new one cones to be.

"You' ve seen how | can split into two or several pieces. Wen it's tine for a new Omi --when
one of us dies somewhere--1 or soneone else will split, and half will stay separate, and go off to
beconme a new i ndividual . "

"Wth all the parent's nenories and skills?" Rii said.

"I wish. You start out a duplicate of your parent, but as the nonths and years go by, that
fades away, replaced by your own experience. | would love to have a hundred fifty thousand years
of ancestral nmenory. But all | have is hearsay, passed on by others of ny kind."
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"I'ncluding this "naneless' stuff,” | said.

"That's true. And at various times in nmy life, |I've wondered whether it mght not be a
del usi on--sone sort of fiction that we share. Like a religion: there's no way you or | could prove
that the namel ess don't exist. And if they do, their existence can explain the otherw se
i nexplicable. Like the coincidence of parallel evolution, Taurans and humans com ng toget her at
just the right tine. Like random peopl e expl oding."

"Whi ch happens all the tine," Cat said.

"All sorts of inexplicable things happen. Mst of them do get explained. | think sonetinmes the
expl ainers are wong. If, in the normal course of things, you canme upon the remains of soneone who
had died the way your friend did, you would have assuned foul play; some kind of bonb or
sonet hing. Not a whimof the naneless.”

The sheriff gave words to ny thoughts: "I still haven't ruled out foul play. W' ve watched you
do all sorts of things we would call inpossible. It is much easier for nme to assunme you did this,
sonmehow, than to posit the existence of invisible nmalevolent gods."

"Then why did | do it to her, rather than you? Wiy didn't | do it to Mandel |l a when he cane
within an inch of killing nme?"

"Maybe you crave excitenent," | said. "lI've met people like that. You want the two of us to
live, to make your world nore interesting."

"I't's interesting enough, thank you." He cocked his head. "And about to becone nore so."

book si x

THE BOOK OF REVELATI ON

Chapter thirty-one

| heard it then, the faint warbling sound of two floaters converging fromdifferent
directions. In a few seconds they were visible; in a few nore, they floated over us and settled
down in the park.

They were sport floaters, bright orange and cherry, streamined |like the conbat helicopters of
my youth--"Cobras," and they did | ook |ike cobras.

The cockpit canopies slid back and a nan and a wonan clinbed out. They were both a little too
large, like our pal, and the floaters rocked in gratitude, relieved of their weight.

Both the man and the woman shrank when they saw us. But they left deep footprints in the
grass. | wondered why they hadn't just cone as floaters. Maybe that took too nuch materi al

The woman was bl ack and stocky, and the man was white and so plain it would be hard to
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descri be his face.

Protective coloration, | supposed; a kind of default configuration. They were both wearing
togas of natural unbleached cl oth.

There was no greeting. The three Omi | ooked at each other, conversing silently, for less than
a mnute.

The woman spoke. "There will be nmore of us here soon. We are dying too, in violence, the way
your friend died."

"The nanel ess?" | asked.

"What can you say about the nanmel ess?" the nan said. "I think it is them because things are
happeni ng contrary to physical |aw"

"They're in control of physics?"

"Apparently," our priest said. "People exploding, antinmatter evaporating. Ten billion
creatures going off to, as you say, sonme cosm c nudist colony. O mass grave."

"I"'mafraid it is a grave," the wonman said. "And we're about to join them"™

Al'l three of them | ooked at ne. The facel ess man spoke. "You did it. You tried to | eave the
Gal axy. Escape the preserve the nanel ess established for us."

"That's ridiculous,” | said. "lI've left the Gal axy before. The Sade-138 canpaign was in the
Greater Magellanic Coud. O her canpaigns were in the Lesser Cloud and the Sagittarius Dwarf."

"Col | apsar travel is not the same," the worman said. "Wrmholes. It's |ike exchangi ng one
quantum state for another, and then going back."

"Li ke a bungee jump," our fan of the twentieth century added.

"Wth your starship," she continued, "you were actually |eaving. You were going into the
territory of the naneless.”

"They told you this?" Marygay asked. "You talk to the nanel ess?"

"No," the man said. "It's just inference."
"You would call it Occam's Razor," the woman said. "It's the |east conplicated explanation."
"So we've provoked the wath of God," | said.

"I'f you want to put it that way," the plain one said. "What we're trying to figure out is how
to get God's attention."

| wanted to scream but Sara expressed it nore calmy. "If they're omi potent and
everywhere...we have their attention. Too rmuch of it."

The priest shook his head. "No. It's sporadic. The namel ess | eave us al one for weeks, for
years. Then they introduce a variable, like a scientist or a curious child wuld, and watch how we
react."

"Getting rid of everybody?" Marygay said. "That's a vari abl e?”

"No," the black worman said. "I think it means the experiment is over. The naneless are
cl eani ng up."

"And what we have to do," the plain man said, and paused. "Now nme." He expl oded, but not into
bl ood and guts and fragments of bone. It was a shower of white particles, a small blizzard. The
particles settled to the ground and di sappear ed.

"Hell," the priest said. "I liked him™"
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"What we have to do," the woman continued for him "is get the attention of the nanel ess and
convince themto | eave us alone."

"And you two," the priest said to ne and Marygay, "are the obvious key. You provoked them™

Max had di sappeared. He cane back inside the fighting suit. "Max," | said, "be real. We can't
fight themthat way."

"We don't know," he said softly. "W don't know anything."

"We still don't know if you're telling the truth,"” Sara said. "The nanel ess stuff mght be so
much sand. You did it--you killed everybody off and now you're playing with us. You can't prove
ot herwi se, can you?"

"One of us just died," the priest said.

"No, he changed state and di sappeared,” | said.

The priest snmled. "Exactly. Isn't that what you do when you die?"

"Drop it," Marygay said. "If it is the Omi, and an el aborate ghastly joke, we're doonmed no
matter what we do. So we mght as well take them at face value.” Sara opened her nouth to say
sonet hing and closed it.

"Ch, shit," Max said, and the fighting suit rocked and stood rigid.

"Again," the priest said.

"Max!" | shouted. "Are you there?" Nothing.

Marygay noved behind the suit, where the energency rel ease was. "Should | do this?"

"Have to, sooner or later," | said. "Sara..."

"I can take it. | saw Anita," she said, her pale face going to chalKk.

Marygay popped the suit, and it was about as bad as | had inmagi ned. There was nothing you
could identify as Max. Gallons of blood and other fluids sloshed out on the ground. Chunks of

muscl e and organs and bone filled the |ower part of the suit.

Sara crouched and vonmited. | alnost did the sane, but an old conbat reflex made ne cl ench ny
teeth and swall ow, hard, three tines.

Max was the kind of guy you liked in spite of what he did; in spite of who he was. And they
just took himout |ike renoving a piece froma gane.

"Can we be part of this?" | yelled. "Is there any way we can nake a case for ourselves?"

Cat exploded Iike a bomb. Not even organs and bones, this tinme; just a fine m st bl owi ng away
from where she had been standi ng. Marygay noaned and fainted. Sara, | think, didn't even notice.
She was on her knees, sobbing, her arns wapped around herself while her body spasmed, trying to
enpty an enpty stonach.

There were two expl osions inside Mlly Mlone's, and hysterical scream ng

Antres 906 | ooked at me. "I amready," he said in slow English. "I do not want to be here
anynore. Let the nanel ess take ne."

| nodded nunbly and went to Marygay. Kneeled and lifted her head and tried with a tissue to
wi pe her face clean, clean of what remained of the wonan she | oved. She hal f woke, her eyes still
cl osed, and put an arm around nmy waist. She rocked silently, breathing hard.

It was a cl oseness not many people could have, the way we'd felt sometines in battle, or just
before: We're going to die now, but we're going to die together
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"Forget the naneless," | said. "W've been on borrowed tine since the day we were
drafted...and we've--"

"Stolen time," she said, her eyes still closed. "And we made a good life out of it."
"I love you," we said at the sane tine.

There was a loud thunp; the fighting suit had fallen over. The breeze reversed itself and
became a wind, blowing toward the suit. Sonething stung the back of ny neck--a bone or a piece of
one, again--and it tunbled on into the suit.

Wth a sound like dry sticks rattling, an inconplete skeleton heaved itself upright fromthe
open casket of the suit. A forearm ulna and radius, attached itself to the right el bow,
met acarpal s grew out of the wist, and finger bones grew out of the netacarpals.

Then a long coil of blue intestines settled onto the pelvic girdle, and a stomach on top, a

bl adder, faster and faster; liver, lungs, heart, nerves, and nuscles. The skull fell forward with
the weight of a brain, and it rose slowy to ook at ne with Max's blue eyes. For a nonent, the
face was red and white, like a flayed speci men. But then skin appeared, and hair; and then skin

and hair all over the body.

He stepped out of the suit, gingerly, and clothing grew on him a |oose white robe. He wal ked
toward us with a fixed, intense expression. He, or it.

Marygay was sitting up now "Wat's happeni ng?" she said, in a voice so tight it cracked.
It sat down cross-legged in front of us. "You're a scientist.”

" Max?"

"I don't have a nane. You're a scientist.”

"You're the nanel ess?"

He waved that away. "WIIliam Mandella. You are a scientist."”

"Trained as one. Science teacher, now.
"But you understand the nature of research. You understand what an experinent is."
"Of course."

The Omi had cone over to join us. He nodded toward the bl ack woman. "Then she was pretty
close to the truth.”

"The experinment's over?" she said. "And you're cl eani ng up?"

He shook his head slowy. "How can | put it? First the mice you' re exam ning escape the cage
Then they understand what's happening to them Then they demand to talk to the experinmenter."

"If it were ne,” | said, "lI'd talk to the mce."
"Yes, that's what a human would do." He | ooked around, with a vaguely annoyed expression
"So tal k," Marygay said.

He | ooked at her for a long nonent. "Wen you were a little girl, you wet the bed. Your
parents wouldn't let you go to canp until you stopped.”

"I'd forgotten that."

"I don't forget." He turned to ne. "Wy don't you like |linm beans?"

I drew a blank. "W don't have |lima beans on Mddle Finger. |I don't even renenber what they
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taste like."

"When you were three Earth years old, you stuck a dry |inma bean up your nose. Trying to get it

out, you pushed it farther up. Your nother finally figured out what you were crying about, and her
mnistrations made it worse. It began to swell, with the moisture. She took you to the comune's
holistic healer, and he nade it worse still. By the tine they got you to a hospital, they had to

put you to sleep to extract it, and you had sinus problens for sone tine."

"You did that?"

"I watched it. | set up the initial conditions, a long tine before you were born, so, in a
way, yes, | did. Every sparrow that falls, | hear the thunp, and the thunp never surprises ne."

" Sparrows?"

"Never mind." He made a snmall disnissive shrug. "The experinent's over. |I'mleaving."

"Leavi ng?"

He stood up. "This galaxy." There was an expl osion of soil, and the feet we'd buried flew back
to where Anita had been standi ng when she died. Bits of flesh and bone and a m st of red sucked
through the air toward the ghastly remmants, and began to reconstruct her. Ten feet away, Cat's
body was reassenbling itself fromthe air.

"l don't guess | need to straighten up,” he said; it said. "I'lIl just |eave you on your own.
Check back in a mllion years or so."

"Just us?" Marygay said. "You killed ten billion people and Taurans, and now you're handi ng
five enpty planets over to us?”

"Six," it said, "and they're not enpty. The people and Taurans aren't dead. Just put away."
"Put away?" | said. "Were did you put thenP"

It smled at me |like sonmeone hol di ng back a punch line. "How nuch space, how much vol une, do
you think it takes to store ten billion people?"

"Cod, | don't know. A big island?"

"One and a third cubic mles. They're all stacked in Carlsbad Caverns. And now t hey're awake,
and cold and naked and hungry." It |ooked at its watch. "Guess | could | eave them sone food."

"Mddle Finger?" | said. "They're alive, too?"

"In a grain elevator in Vendler,"'
Have done. ™

it said. "They're really cold. 1'Il do sonething for them

"You do things faster than the speed of |ight?"

"Sure. That's just one of the constraints | put on the experiment." It scratched its chin.

"Think 1'lIl leave it. Oherwise you'd be all over the place."
"The Moon and Mars? Heaven and Kysos?"

It nodded. "Mostly cold and hungry. Hot and hungry on Heaven. But they'll all probably find
sonme food before they're reduced to eating one another."

It | ooked at Marygay and nme. "You two are special, since nobody el se renenbers as far back as
you do. It anused me to construct your situation

"But to nme, tine is like atable, or a floor. I can walk back to the Big Bang, or forward to
the heat death of the universe. Life and death are reversible conditions. Trivial ones, to me. As
you have seen here."

| shouldn't have said it, but | did. "So now it anmuses you to let us live?"
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"That's one way to put it. O you could say |I'mleaving the experiment to cook on its own.
I"I'l walk forward a mllion years and see what happens.”

"But you al ready know the future," Marygay said.

The thing inside Max rolled his eyes. "It isn't aline. It's a table. There are all kinds of
futures. Else why bother to experinment?"

Sara spoke up. "Don't leave!" He |ooked at her with an inpatient expression. "W see things
like aline, aline of cause and effect. But you see nmillions of lines on your table."

"An infinity of lines."

"Ckay. |s there anything else in the universe besides your table?" He sniled. "Are there other
tables? Is there a roonP"

"There are other tables. If they're in a room |'ve never seen the walls."

Then it spoke in exact unison with Sara: "So is there soneone else in charge?" By herself: "In
charge of all of you and your tabl es?”

"Sara," it said, "in sone of those many |lines, you choose to be alive a million years from
now, when | return. You may ask nme then. O you may not need to."

"But if there isn't anyone else; if you' re God--"

"What ?" Max said. He rubbed the white cloth between his fingers. "What the hell is going on
here?" He | ooked over at the fighting suit. "I felt this horrible pain, all over."

"Me, too," Cat said. She was sitting cross-legged on the spot where she had died, one hand in
her lap and the other over her breasts. "And then | was suddenly here, back again. But you got
clothes." She | ooked at us with rai sed eyebrows. "Wiat the hell is going on?"

"CGod knows," | said.

Chapter thirty-two

I worried for a few seconds about what to do with ten billion people and Taurans stranded
naked in the mddle of the desert. But the nanel ess had waved its wand one | ast tine.

The air around us shimrered, and we were suddenly surrounded by a thick crowd of nen, womnen,
and children, all naked, many screamn ng.

A small cluster of people with clothes on does stand out in that situation. People began to
approach us tentatively, and Marygay and | both braced for |eadership.

O course it didn't happen. An ol der Man wal ked straight up to nme and started asking | oud,
poi nt ed questi ons.

But | couldn't understand a word of it. | spoke a dead | anguage that, on this planet, | shared
with only a handful of scholars and inmigration people.

The three Omi stepped up, tall enough to draw attention, arns up and shouting something in
uni son. The priest touched ny shoulder. "W'I|l see what we can do here. You help your own people."
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Marygay was standing with a protective armaround Cat. | took off ny shirt and gave it to her;
it was just big enough to cover the essentials.

In fact, it | ooked kind of sexy. A popular wonman once told nme that the way to attract
attention at a party was to wear a |long dress when you knew the others would be in jeans or
shorts, and vice versa. So if you're at a party where everyone is naked, any old thing will do.

W finally herded everyone together in M|y Malone's. The cafeteria was janmred with hungry
peopl e, so we gathered in the "Social Hi story of Prostitution" room or however it translates. The
exhi bits were unanmbi guous.

Seven of us had been killed and reconstructed. We tried to explain to them what had happened.
As if we could actually understand.

CGod killed a bunch of you, to get our attention. Then He announced He was | eaving, and revived
you and ten billion others on H's way out.

| kept waiting to wake up. Like the old guy in A Christmas Carol, | was thinking this had to
be sonething | ate. As it went on and on, of course, that possibility faded. Maybe everything
bef ore had been a dream

The sheriff and Antres 906 got in touch with their Trees and | et everybody know what
apparently had happened. The Omi am ably reveal ed their existence and hel ped pull things
together. There was a little nore involved than just finding clothes for everybody.

Finding a "place" for everybody was going to take a while: one thing human, Man, and Tauran
cultures had in comopn was the assunption of the immutability of physical |law. W may not
under stand everything, but everything does follow rules, which are eventually knowabl e.

That was gone now. W had no idea what parts of physics had been a whimof the naneless. It
had laid claimto the constancy and linitation of the speed of |ight, which nmeant that nost of
post - Newt oni an physics was part of the joke.

It had said it was going to | eave that unaffected, to keep us in our cage. Wre there other
| aws, assunptions, constants that did not please it? All of science was in question now, and had
to be checked.

Religion was | ess in question, interestingly enough. Just change a few terns, and ignore
uncertainty as to the existence of God. God's intent had never been that clear, anyhow The
nanel ess had left the faithful incontrovertible proof of its existence, and enough new data for
m |l enniunms of fruitful theol ogical debate.

My owmn religion, if you can call it that, had changed in its fundanental premi se, but not its
basic assertion: I'd always told religious friends that there may or nay not be a God, but if
there is one, | wouldn't want to have himover for dinner. 1'll stand by that |ast part.

Chapter thirty-three

After a couple of weeks, there was little we could do or learn on Earth, and we were anxious
to get back. The Omi who had met us at our arrival wanted to go along, and | was glad to include
it. Afewnmagic tricks would make our fantastic story nore acceptable.

Nobody died on the junp, so five nonths |later we cane out of the SA coffins and stared down at
M ddl e Finger, blinding white with snow and cl oud. W should have found a few years of stuff to do
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on Earth; come back in thaw or spring.

There was no one on duty at the spaceport, but we were able to get through to the Ofice for
I nterplanetary Conmuni cations, and they had a flight controller sent out. It took us a couple of
hours to transfer to the shuttle, anyhow

The landing was a big i nprovenent over our |ast one: reassuring |ines of snoke from chi meys
in outlying towns; a snarl of winter traffic in Centrus.

A woman who identified herself as mayor cane out in the transfer vehicle, along with her Man
liaison--and Bill, who got the nost attention from Marygay and Sara and ne. He was growing a
beard, but otherw se hadn't changed nuch.

Except perhaps in his attitude toward ne. He wept when we enbraced, as | did, and for a mnute
couldn't do anything but shake his head. Then in heavily accented English he said, "I thought I'd
| ost you forever, you stubborn old bastard."

"Sure, ne stubborn,” | said. "Good to have you back. Even though you' re city folk now"

"Actually, we're back in Paxton"--he blushed--"nmy wife Auralyn and |I. W went back to set the
pl ace up. Plenty of fish. Figured you'd conme back soon, if you were com ng back, so | came into
Centrus last week to wait.

"Charlie's with ne in town. Diana's stuck in Paxton, doctoring. Wat the hell happened?"

| groped for words. "It's kind of conplicated." Marygay was trying not to laugh. "You'll be
glad to know | found God."

"What ? On Earth?"

"But he just said hello--goodbye and left. It's a long story." | |ooked out at the snow,
pl owed hi gher than the vehicle's windows. "Plenty of tinme to talk, before things get busy in the
t haw. "

"Ei ght cords of wood," he said. "Ten nore on the way."
"Good." | tried to sunmon up the warm menory of sitting around the fireplace, but reality

i ntruded. Slipping around on the ice, pulling in fish that froze in the air. Plunbing janmred by
frozen pipes. And shovel, shovel, shovel snow.

Chapter thirty-four

W resumed "everyday" life in the sense of fishing and fighting the winter, though we were
suddenly a household of five adults. Sara still had a term of school |eft before she could start
uni versity, but she got permssion to wait a few nonths rather than start at m dterm and pl ay
cat ch- up.

Life in Paxton had resunmed pretty much unchanged, once people found their way back from
Centrus. W lived with constant power outages during the winter in the best of tines, so it wasn't
hard to cope with a sem -pernanent one.

The town had been al nobst conpletely repopulated in a few weeks. Centrus had put a high
priority on getting rid of anybody who could | eave, since the city's resources were strained to
the limt, providing essentials for the people who normally lived there.

The capital was settling down after five nonths of chaos. Eight winters' exposure had |left the
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city a shanbles, but it was obvious that nost repairs would have to wait till thaw and spring. Qur
group of involuntary pioneers had hel ped the city organize itself on a tenporary bare-surviva
footing. The lack of a central power system would have been the death of all of the city dwellers,
i f anybody had been sinpl e-ni nded enough just to go hone. I|nstead, people packed together in |arge
public shelters, to conserve heat and sinplify the distribution of food and water

I"'msure it was all very chunmy, but | was just as happy to be out in the provinces, with our
cords of wood and boxes of candl es. The university was open in the daytinme, though nost norma
i nstruction was postponed, waiting for the power grid to give us back our conputers and
vi ewscreens, and nost of all our library. W did have a couple of thousand printed books, but they
were a di sorgani zed collection of this and that.

One of them fortunately, was a thick text about theoretical nechanics, so | could start on
what was going to be nmy life's work. 1'd discussed it with sone Man physicists on Earth: all of us
had to go back to Square One and find out how nuch of physics was still intact. If the whole thing
was just a set of constraints that the namel ess had set up, and changed at whim then it behooved
us to find out what the current state of whins was! And it seened |ike a good idea to do the
experiments on other planets, as well as Earth, to see whether the | aws were uniform

Bill joined me in the |aboratories that winter, acting as ny assistant while we reproduced the
basi c experinments of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century physics. Wights and springs. W did have
the advantage of accurate atom c clocks, or so we thought. Wthin a year we'd find out, from
Earth, that the naneless had left us a truly Sisyphean job: the speed of light was still finite,
but it had changed by about 5 percent. That screwed up everything, down around the fourth deci nal
place. Little things like the charge on the electron, Planck's constant. Wiile he was at it, he
shoul d have made pi equal to three

But things were all right with us, waiting out the cold in our warmlab, rolling balls down
i nclines, neasuring pendul uns, stretching springs, then going hone to the wonen. Bill had net
Aur al yn when they'd both volunteered to become Man, and they fell in |love before any danmage had
been done, and canme back here. She was going to have a baby in the spring.

Meanwhi l e, we chip ice, shovel snow, thaw pipes, scrape windows. Wnter |asts forever on this
god- f or saken worl d.
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