The Cuckoo's Boys
ROBERT REED

Robert Reed sold hisfirst story in 1986, and quickly established himsdlf as afrequent contributor to The
Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction and Asmov's Science Fiction, aswell as selling many storiesto
Science Fiction Age, Universe, New Destinies, Tomorrow, Synergy, Starlight, and elsawhere.

Reed may be one of the most pralific of today's young writers, particularly a short fiction lengths,
serioudy rivaed for that pogition only by authors such as Stephen Baxter and Brian Stableford. And—
like Baxter and Stableford— he managesto keep up avery high stlandard of quaity while being pralific,
something that isnot at al easy to do. Almost every year throughout the mid- to late nineties, he has
produced at least two or three stories that would be good enough to get him into aBest of the Y ear
anthology under ordinary circumstances, and some years he has produced four or five of them, so that
often the choice is hot whether to use a Reed story, but rather which Reed story to use— aremarkable
accomplishment.

Nor was the Stuation any different in 1998, with at least five first-rate Robert Reed stories from which to
choose. | findly settled on the remarkable novellathat follows, one as current as today's headlines and
yet as surprising astomorrow aways must be, athought-provoking study that reexaminesthe old
question of nature vs. nurture, with some disquieting results.

Reed isdmost as prolific asanoveist as heis asashort story writer, having produced eight novelsto
date, including The Leeshore, The Hormone Jungle, Black Milk, The Remarkables, Down the Bright
Way, Beyond the Vel of Stars, An Exatation of Larks, and, most recently, Benesth the Gated Sky. Just
out ishislong-overdue first collection, The Dragons of Springplace. His stories have appeared in our
Ninth, Tenth, Eleventh, Twelfth, Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Annua Collections. Helivesin
Lincoln, Nebraska, where he's at work on a novel-length version of his 1997 novella, "Marrow.”

1. Herésyour first assgnment:

Build agtarship. And | want you to tell meal about it. Itsname. How big it is. What it is made from. Tell
me about its power plant and engines. How many arein the crew, and what are their names? They
deserve names. Arethey human, and if not, what? Draw them for me, and draw your ship, too. Do you
have weapons on board? If so, what kinds? Y ou might want to carry somelittle scout ships adong for the
ride. Anything else that you might think isuseful, I'll let you take. Plusthere's one piece of gear that I'm
putting on board. It'sabox. A box about thisbig. Insdeisawormhole. Openitslid, and the wormhole
swalows your ship, transporting it to somewhere else. Y oul'll travel through space and through time. Or
maybe you'll leave our universe entirely.

There's no way to know what happens next.
Itsdal uptome,

My name's Houston Cross. Call me Mr. Cross, or Houston. I'm going to be your science mentor for the
yedr.

* * %

John was one of thefirst PSsborn. Heis 13 years old, and since he hasn't been skipped ahead in
school, he'san eighth-grader. A growth spurt and asteady lack of exercise have made him larger than
many adults. Hiskinky black hair is short. His coffee-colored skin has a boy's smoothness, till free of
whiskers and hair on the forearms. His brown eyes are active, engaged. He smileswith anervous



eagerness, and sometimes, particularly when he's excited, he talks almost too quickly to be understood.
"Thanksfor taking me," he blurts.

Then he adds, "Ms. Lindstrum says you've been doing thisfor along time."

Ms. Lindstrum isthe school's Gifted Facilitator.

"She says|'mlucky to haveyou."

Houston shrugs and hafway laughs. "I wouldn't know about that."

"How long have you been amentor?' John asks, saying it in one breeth, asif the sentence wereasingle
word.

"Fiveyears," Houston replies. "Thisismy sxth.”
"Have you ever worked with us?'

"Eighth graders? Sure—"

"No. | mean us. Or do you teach normals, usudly?'

Houston waits for amoment, then says, "I understood thefirst time." He shakes his head, telling the boy,
"Please don't talk that way."

"Oh. Sorry!" John isingtantly angry with himsdlf. It showsin the eyes and how the big hands wrestle with
one another. "Y ou know what | mean. Norma gifted kids."

"Sure, John."

"I'm not better than anyonedse" he blurtswith arobust conviction. "I don't ever let mysdlf think that
way."

"Good."
"And | try to get dong. With everyone."
"That'sagood policy, John. Getting dong."

The boy sighs, hisface suddenly very young and tired. He looks around the empty classroom, then gazes
out thelong window. A wide green lawn ends a a quiet street, shade pooling benegath tall pin oaks.

"Can| gart?' heasks.
"With my starship. Can |, Mr. Cross?!
"Bemy gues.”

The Fecilitator met with Houston yesterday. She warned him that John was an only child, and he lived
with his divorced mother— a common circumstance among PS's. Perhaps that's why the boy suffered
from fedings of guilt and loss and powerlessness. "But in the plus column,” she added, "the mother is
relaively well educated, and she seemsto genuinely care about him. When shefindstime."



John holds hisstylusin hisleft hand, head bent forward, using an electronic workpad for the rest of their
hour. He stops only to say that his hand is sore. When the bell rings— an obnoxious, metalic clanging—
helooks up in panic, exclaming, "But I'm not done yet!"

"Work a hometonight,” Houston offers. "Or tomorrow. Here. We've got plenty of time, John.”

The boy scrolls through page after page of sketches and hurried label's. Shaking his head in despair, he
says, "Thisisal shit. I'm sorry about my language, Mr. Cross. But thisisal just shit.”

"Well try again tomorrow."

But the boy isn't mallified. Folding his notebook, he says, "I get theseidess. All thetime. But alot of
them...well, they'rejust stupid. Y ou know? They'rerancid! ..."

The mentor smilesinathin way.
He says, "John," and pats the boy's | eft hand.

He says, "Bdieve me. Everyone chews on that shit sandwich.”

* % %

Phillip Stevenswas the only child of an African-American man and his German-American girlfriend.
Phillip was labeled gifted before he was eight. He graduated from Princeton at 18, then dropped out of
medical school two yearslater in order to form his own corporation. Hisfirgt billion dollars were made
before he was 26, most of it coming from the rapidly growing geneticsindustry. Hislater billions came
from shrewd investments and severa medi-technical advancesin which he played ahands-onrole.
Following his 30th birthday, Phillip began pouring hiswedth into anew research facility. To vistorsand
the press, he boasted that he would do nothing but cutting-edge research that would aleviate human
misery. But close associates grew concerned with the real direction of their work, and to those
malcontents, he said, "Here's six figures. Now quiet, or I'll have your nutsfor lunch.”

Too late, the CDC believed the warnings about the billionaire's plans.

Federa agentsin bulky biosuits descended on Phillip's empire. But the crimina had aready vanished,
taking with him nearly 50 liters of growth mediaand an artificia microbe dubbed Phillip 23.

* % %
Mike was one of the last PS's born.

He hasjust skipped the sixth grade. No growth spurt has taken him, and judging by hiswiry build, he's
physicaly active. The faceis narrower than John's, and two years younger, and something about it seems
harder. He liveswith parents of modest means. According to Ms. Lindstrum, the boy's genetics havellittle
mutations. Which is norma among the last-born. "Maybeit's his genes,” she warned Houston, "or maybe
it'ssomething else. Either way, Mike has a different attitude. Y ou'll noticeit right away."

"How'd you get thisjob?" the boy asks. Flat out.
"With bribes" Houston replies. Ingtantly.
"No," says Mike, never blinking. "I bet they gave you some specid test.”

Houston laughs, admitting, "They asked alot of questions. But | don't know if I'd call it atest.”



"When did this happen?’

"When | started working in the schools.”
"How long have you been ateacher?"
"A mentor."

"Yeah. That." Mike haslong hair— longer than any current fashion— and elther through pharmaceutica
tricks or the mutations, it's straighter and edging toward blond. The boy spends alot of time pushing
unruly locks out of hisbrown eyes. ™Y ou've been amentor for along time. Haven't you?"

"Severd yearsnow."

"But you didn't ded with ustill now." He saysit, then smileswith adyness, happy to prove his specid
knowledge. "1've been asking about you."

"You have been.”

"Shouldn't | have?'

Houston waits for amoment, then asks, "Did you talk to John about me?
"God, no. Not that idiot.”

Houston says nothing.

"No, there's some guys you used to teach. To mentor. Whatever." Mike names them— both boysarein
high school now— then adds, " They thought you were pretty good. All things considered.”

"All things consdered, that's good news."
"They told me that you steered clear of us."
Houston doesn't respond.

"Why isthat?'

"Y ou weren't old enough.” He speaks camly, without doubts. "I like working with middle-schoolers. Not
children.

The comment makes an impact. The boy dmost smiles, then remembers his next question. "What did
they ask?'

"When?'
"When you became a mentor. What kinds of questionsdid you get?"

"The interviewer wondered what | knew about gifted students. He asked what | would do in this
dtuation, or that one. And he checked to seeif 1'd ever been arrested—"

"Have you been?'
"Fvetimes" he says. Then he asks, "Do you believe that?'
"No," the boy snorts. Then, "What about this year? Did they make you do anything specia before you



got us?'

"Somethings," Houston admits. "I had to read various books and some very boring reports. And | went
through specid in-depth training for an entire afternoon. | needed to be sengitized to your circumstances
and specia needs.”

"Oh, yeah?I've got specia needs?'
"Everyone does, Mike."
"What else?'

"l signed acontract. I'm never supposed to talk to the press. Ever." Houston's voice sharpens, just for
that ingtant. Then he smiles, adding, "All questions are handled through the Specid Task Office at digtrict
headquarters.”

Mike seems impressed with the answers or the precautions. Or perhaps both.
Houston prods him. "Work on your starship. Okay?"'

Instead of aworkpad, Mike hasafat spira notebook and a pen lesking an unearthly green ink. With his
left hand, hewrites Day One on thefirst page. A moment'sreflection leadsto alittle laugh, then ady
glimpse a hismentor. "Hey, Houston," he says. "Can | have an antimatter cannon?’

" don't know. What is an 'antimatter cannon'?"

The boy rolls hisbrown eyes. "It'sa cannon. It shoots bals of antimatter. They explode into pure energy
when they hit anything.”

"Okay. But how would aweapon like that work?'

"What do you mean?"

"Isyour ship built from antimatter?' Houston asks. "And the crew, too?"

"That would be stupid,” the boy assureshim. "The first time we landed on another planet— boom."

"But how do you keep your shellsfrom destroying you?' Houston asks the question, then leans closer.
"How do you manipul ate something that you can't touch?"

The boy thinks hard for amoment, then says, "Magnets."
"Okay."

"We make cannonballs out of anti-iron,” he says, "and we keep them in avacuum, held there by aredly
powerful megnetic fidd."

"Good enough,” says Houston.

Mike shakes his head, admitting, "Those guys| know ... they warned me. Y ou can really be un-fun when
you want to be."

Houston says, "Good."

The boy folds himsdlf over his notebook, working with the same fevered intengity that John showed. But
he doesn't complain about a sore hand, and while the sketches are doppier than those on aworkpad, he



seemsinfinitely more pleased with the results.

After the bell rings, Houston admits, "I'm curious. What do you want to do with that fancy cannon?’
"Blow up planets,” the boy says. Ingtantly. Then he looks up, wearing adevilish grin.

"Isthat okay with you, Houston?"

"Sure" he says. "Why not?"

* % %

The synthetic protozoan, Phillip 23, was amild but durable pathogen carried by spit and the air. Hedlthy
males and children rarely showed symptoms. The old and impaired developed flu-like infections, and at
least athousand died during the epidemic. But fertile women were the preferred hosts. The bug would
invade the monthly egg, consume the mother's nucleus and mitochondria, then replace both with huge
amounts of nuclear materid.

All racesand dl parts of the globe were struck by the disease.
Victimsincluded nuns and teenage virgins and at least one lady on death row.

During the epidemic, some 3 percent of al conceptions on the planet were baby boys carrying Phillip
Stevens genetic code.

* * %
"Y our third mentee," Ms. Lindstrum began to say. Then she hesitated, contemplating her next words.
They were ditting in the woman'stiny office.

"The boy's nameis Troy Andrew Holdenmeister. And | should warn you. His parents are utterly devoted
tohim."

Houston said, "Okay."

The Facilitator was scrolling through reports and memos and test results of every complexion. With a
mixture of professond distance and practiced scorn, she said, " The mother has dedicated her lifeto the
boy. She hasthree other children, but it's Troy who gets most of her attentions.”

III %II
" She wants to meet with you. Tomorrow, if possible.”
Houston said nothing.

"And there's something € se you should know: Troy isn't quite like the other PSs. His scores are lower in
the usual peak areas. Math and science, and so on.”

"Mutations?' Houston asked.

She shrugged, asif to say, "We can hope.” But she had to admit, "He's only five months younger than
John. Mutations were rare then. And the differences ... well, it isn't likely that afew genes would change
o much....”

Ms. Lindstrum looked like someone who had been married once or twice, and aways too soon. She



wastal and alittle heavy around the hips, and benegth a professiona veneer was a puddle of doubts and
fickle emotions. Houston recognized the symptoms. They showed in the lonely eyes and the way she
awayswould watch his eyes. He sensed that if he wanted, he could gently take hold of one of her hands,
say the usud nice words, and have her. Within the week, Ms. Lindstrum would be making breakfast for
him, wearing nothing but her best gpron, smiling in agiddy, lovesick way.

Houston didn't reach for her hand.
"Is Troy adopted?' he asked.

Ms. Lindstrum shook her head. "1 know someone who knows the family. Mrs. Holdenmei ster was most
definitdy pregnant.”

A Newly Standardized |Q scorelay in plain sight. Houston underlined the number with histhumb,
remarking, "There could have been some smple prenata problem.”

"Maybe," she agreed.
But probably not, thought Houston.

Then quietly and alittle sadly, Ms. Lindstrum admitted, "It's a respectably average 1Q. Enough to make
any parent happy ... if shedidn't know any better...."

* % %

A 13-year-old boy sitshunched over alarge, expensive workpad, focusing al of hisattentions on his
garship.

"Helovesthiskind of project,” says his mother. She stsat the front of the classroom, and without agram
of subtlety, she stares at her son's mentor. "I'm relieved that you agreed to meet with me. Our last mentor
didn't want to."

Thewoman issmall and ddlicate as a carpet tack, with fiercelittle blue eyesthat hint at a scorching
temper.

Houston doesn't say what first comesto mind.

Insteed, hetdls her, "I want agood relationship with every parent.”
"Do you have the other boys, too?" she wantsto know.

Henods. "John and Mike. Yes."

"Try, if you can, to keep Mike away from my Troy." She sayswhat she thinks, then thinks about how it
sounds. To soften the moment, she adds, "John's very nice. We like him quite abit. But the other one....
he scares us, frankly...."

Houston says nothing.

Herefusesto look at the woman. Instead, he staresinto the blackness of the on-line screen. It coversthe
back wall. The teacher who usesthis classroom in the morning has turned it off, which is standard policy.
He makes amental note to ask for the screen to beleft ready to work, in case they need help.

Perhaps sensing his mood, Mrs. Holdenmel ster makes eye contact and triesa hard little smile. "If you
need it, | can arrange for specid software. And lab equipment. Anything of that sort.”



"Not for now," he says. "Thank you."
"Because I'm perfectly willing—"

Houston interrupts, explaining, "What | usualy do is give my students thought problems. They haveto
work out what's happening, and why, and what they can do about it."

"l see" she says, without conviction.

"And sometimes I'll make them face ethica dilemmas, too. What's right, what'swrong. And in the
absence of ether, what's best."

She opens her mouth, then hesitates.

After along pause, she asks, "Would it bedl right if | watch you at work again? With my husband.
Name the day, and helll take the afternoon off from work... if that wouldn't be too much trouble—"

"l don't believe s0." He saysit camly, with aflat unaffected voice.
"I wouldn't be comfortable," he explains. "An audience isn't going to help me with what I'm doing here.”

She doesn't know what to say. Sitting motionless, Mrs. Holdenmeister breathes rapidly, trying to imagine
anew, more productive avenue.

She decides on pity.

"Y ou know," shewhispers, "it's been very difficult just getting him into the mentoring program. That
Facilitator hasfought usall the way."

"Wdl," Houston replies, "1 agree with you on thisone.”

That winsasmile, cold but bright. Then she abruptly turns her head, saying, "Darling," with abig,
overdone voice. "Do you have something for us?'

"Mr. Cross?' saysthe boy. He's nearly as old as John, but smaller. Not just thinner, but he hasn't found
his growth spurt yet. Whatever the reason, he'slittle larger than the 11-year-old Mike. Where the other
boys have quick eyes, Troy's are smpler and dower. And while he hastheir voice, the words come out
at their own studied pace.

"How isthis, Mr. Cross?'
His mother snatches the workpad, then says, "Darling. It's wonderful!"
Houston waits.

"lsnt it just spectacular, Mr. Cross?' She handsthe pad to him, then tells her son, "Greet job! It'sjust
wonderful!™

The boy and his software have drawn astarship with precise linesand in three dimensions. Thereare
intricate details, and on the next pages, eaborate plansfor the bridge and the engines. It's very thorough
work, and that'sdl itis.

Quietly, without inflection, Houston says, "Troy." He asks, "Have you seen the movie Starfarer?”



"About athousand times," the boy confesses.

"Because that's where this ship came from,” Houston warns him. ™Y ou've done an exceptiona job of
copyingit.”

The brown eyes blink. Confused, suspicious.

But Mom hears an entirdly different message.

"Good for you!" she sings out. "Good, good, good for you!™

2. Y our gtarship emerges from the wormhole,

Thefirg thing you seeisadisk. The disk has stripes. Some dark, some candy-colored. Plusthere are
two blood-red swirls. And the disk itsdlf is flattened on top and below, and it bulges out around itswal <.

That's what you can see, and what else can you tell me?
* ok %

"Isit Jupiter?' John asks.

"How do you know it'saplanet?’

"Can | see dars?!

"Wes"

"The stripes are clouds. The swirlsare hurricanes.”

"All right. It'saplanet,” Houston conceded.

"Isit Jupiter?"

"Two red swirls," Houston repests.

"Y eah, but that wormhole can take us through time. So it could be Jupiter. But millions of years ago.”
"Good point. But it'snot.”

The boy nods compliantly, then grins. "Tau Ceti 5."

"It'saplanet. Haven't you heard about it?' Sensing an advantage, John explains, "They've found
thousands of planetsthat look like Jupiter. The big telescopes spot new ones every day."

"They do," Houston agrees. "Thisisn't one of them.”
"No?' Theboy lickshislips, puzzled. "What about its sun?'

"Good question.” The mentor pauses, consdering his possihilities. "Two suns™" he offers. "Close enough
to touch each other."

"Can that happen?’



"Sometimes. But it'stemporary. They'll lose momentum and fall together, then mergeinto one sun.”
"Delicious!" heexclams. Then, "What ese can | see?'

"Moons. With your naked eyes, you count five of them.”

"Big ones?"

"l don't know. How do we find out?"

John shrugs and says, "With sensors. I'll ask my sensors.™

"What kinds of sensors?'

"Sensors.” The boy believesin that word, and why can't Mr. Cross?

"But how do they work?' Houston asks. Then he warns him, "Not by magic, they don't. Every machine
hasitsjob and itsinherent logic.”

John grunts and says, "1 don't know. They just work."
Houston shakes his head.

The boy compresses his mouth to apoint, staring at his elaborate starship. It looks like a crystal
chanddier with rockets stuck initsstem. "I don't get it," hefindly confesses. "'l thought we were going to
explorethe universe.”

"So well start with good old universd principles,” Houston tells him. " About light and energy and mass,
for ingance. Then later, if you redlly want, we can move on to those boring old moons.”

The PS epidemic lasted 30 months. Occasiondly the clones shared the womb with unrelated embryos.
Sometimesthey arrived asidentical twinsor triplets. But most were single babies, active and free of
complications. In modern nations, ardatively smpletest allowed expectant mothersto learn if their son

was aclone. Many chose chemical or clinical abortions. And there was a deluge of orphaned babies that
ended up with more forgiving or more desperate couples.

In certain backward nations, solutions wore harsher faces.

There were even places that pretended to escape the PS plague. Despite the global nature of thisillness,
despots and their xenophobic citizens denied ever seeing the clones, and they denied every rumor about
organized infanticide. And even if babies were dying by the thousands, who could blame them?

A man and woman struggleto raise their own child. Why should they be forced to raise an aomination,
too?

Which was what those babies were.
Abominations.

An opinion officidly ridiculed by wealthy nations. Even while opinion pollsfound that aquarter to athird
of their own people believed exactly that.

* % %



"Thefirst thing | doisshoot it."
" Shoot the planet?'
"Areyou going to let me?" Mike asks.

"Who am 1? Part of your crew?' Houston lifts his hands, saying, "Wait. Y ou haven't told me anything
about the people on board.”

"They aren't human.”

"Okay."

"They'rerobots. Ten feet tal and built of smart metals.”
Houston nods, then asks, "Do those robots have aleader?"
"Sure”

"What'shisname?'

Mike dips his head, staring at his green-ink-and-paper starship. It's a bullet-shaped contraption bristling
with every possible wespon.

"Y ou'll want agood strong name," says Houston.
"Damned right!"
"How about Crocus?' he suggests.

"I likethat! Crocus!" Mike nods and pushes at his hair, then asks, "Can Crocusfire his antimatter
cannon?'

"Bemy gues."

"All right. He lets1oose a planet-busting round. Then, What happens?’

"Nothing."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean it takestimefor the round to reach itstarget.”

Mike shakes his head, and with a disapproving tone says, " John warned me about this game of yours."
"Y ou talked to John?"

"In the halway. For just asecond.”

"I thought you didn't like him."

"l don't. Hes afat twisted goof." Then the boy shrugs, adding, "But he dwaystaksto me. | can't stop
him"

Houston watches the narrow face, the narrowed eyes. Then, "How fast isyour cannon ball moving?'

"F&_"



"Makeaguess.”
"Haf-light speed. How'sthat?"
"If it takes 20 seconds for the antimatter to reach the planet—"

"It's 10 light seconds away.” The boy dismissesthe entire game, saying, "Thisiseasy. That big planet is...
let methink ..." He does some quick calculations on paper. "Twenty million milesaway. No, wait! ...
Two million miles Right?'

"Something likethat."

Mike nods, happily in control. " So then. How big's the exploson?
"Good-sized."

"Damnright!"

Houston shakes his head, saying, "The shell'smoving half the velocity of light, which meansit has aterrific
momentum. It burrows into the atmosphere and turnsto plasmaand light, and the explosion comes
squirting back up through the vacuum left behind it. Like out of another cannon, sort of "

"And the planet explodes—!"

"Hardly," Houston warns. "It's not nearly the explosion you want."
"That'sstupid,” Miketdlshim.

"No," says Houston. "It's not."

The boy stares at his starship, confusion and betraya on hisface. And then asudden little smile comesto
the eyes and mouth, and he exclams, "I get it. That world's antimatter, too. lsn't it?

"What if itis?'
"Jesus," he says, with mock panic. Then he dams his notebook shut and says,

"Weve got to get the hell out of here!”

* * %

Worldwide, birth rates dropped for better than five years.

Couples delayed having children. Millions of women underwent hysterectomies, so greet wastheir fear of
conceiving aPS. The epidemic's climax was marked with incompetent news coverage sparking wild
rumors. The mogt persistent rumor was that Phillip Stevens genes were found inside every newborn,
regardless of sex or race. And what made the rumor al the more pernicious wasthat it wastrue, ina
sense: Humans were ayoung species. Eskimos and Pigmies shared vast amounts of genetic information.
But that abstraction didn't trandate well at work and home, and millions of hedlthy, non-PS offspring
were aborted during the panic.

Even when avaccine was avail able, people remained suspicious.
What if it didn't work as promised?

Or worse, what if thiswasjust the first plague? What if a hundred mad bastards were putting together



their own bugs, and thismesswasredly just beginning?
"Maybethat planet haslife" says Troy.

"Maybe so. How would you find out?'

Theboy says, "I'll go there." Then hethinksto ask, "May 1?7
"By dl means”

Houston describes the two-million-mile voyage, and later, as the Hollywood-built starship dipsinto the
atmosphere, Houston asks, "Who'sin command?’

"The captain.”" Troy and his software have drawn a dozen people wearing trim blue uniforms. Everyone
resembles afamous actor or actress. The captain isthe tallest, oldest man, sporting ashort dark beard.

"What'shisname?'

"Storm. Captain Storm.”
"Isheahuman, or arobot?"
"Oh, he hasto be human.”
"Isheagood man?'

"Always." The boy looks at Houston with an imploring expression. "He wouldn't be the captain if he
wan't."

"Fair enough." Houston nods, smiles. Then he scratches hislittle beard, saying, ™Y our ship fliesinto a
cloud and pullsinasample.”

"Of what?'

"I don't know. At room temperature and pressure, it'sliquid.”
"Likewater?'

"Exactly."

"Maybethereslifeinit.”

"How would you test that?' Houston asks.

The boy inhades, then holds his bregth. Thinking.

"Any idees?'

He exhales, confessing, "1 know I'm not supposed to use sensors.”
"Did Johntdl you?'

Troy shakes his head, then catches himsdlf.

"Don't worry," Houston purrs. "Y ou can talk to Mike. | don't care.”



All the same, the boy seems ashamed.

Then Houston prods him, saying, "A microscopeisakind of sensor. And I'll et you use any sensor if you
understand how it works."

"l do," says Troy. "I've got two microscopes at home.”

"Okay. Use one of them now."

The hands assemble an imaginary dide, then the right eye squintsinto an imaginary eyepiece.
Watching, Houston quietly asks, "What islife?"

Then, in more concrete terms, he asks, "How do you recognizeit?!

"Lifeisbusy," the boy tells him, hisvoice pragmetic and pleased.

"When | make adidea home, what | look for arethingsthat arereally, redly busy."

* % %

3. You set down on adesolate world. A hard white plain stretches to the horizon. There's no trace of
people or cities or even smplelifeforms. But perhaps something oncelived here, and that's why you're
putting on your archaeology hat.

| want you to dig into apiece of ground.

Likeascientist, you need to keep track of everything that you find. Everything. | want you to leave future
generations with enough information to resurrect this dig site. Keep notes. Always. Make drawings and
maps. And try to figure out what happened here.

Therésagory waiting. If you canfindit.

* % %

Houston has a small one-bedroom apartment that's a short drive from school. It's clean, but rarely tidy.
He haslived herefor alittle more than five years. Prints of famous abstracts hang above the second-hand
furniture. On ashelf fixed to one whitewall areapair of trophies. "Mentor of the Y ear," the plagues
read. "Houston Cross." Both trophies show apair of brass hands clasping— one hand large and
grandfatherly, while the other is quite smal and only haf-formed.

Heisworking in thetiny kitchen.

Big old roasting pans are set in arow on the countertop. Inside each pan are pieces of shattered robots
and random wires and the carefully dismantled bodies of severa plastic toys. Houston bought three
skeleta mongters, each with ahuman-like skull and six arms rooted into along back. He has cut them
gpart and thrown out the occasiond piece— fossls are dmost never whole— and after setting everything
into acareful heap, he pours afresh polymer-plaster into the pans, trying not to spill, and when he does,
immediately cleaning up the dribbles and drops.

"Breaking news," saysthetdevison. It'san old high-density, but Houston built its Al from akit, then
trained it to find what interests him.

He glances up and says, "Show me."



"— furthermore, the study showsthat once aminimally enriched environment is achieved, the boys
intellectud development plateaus—"

The pictured face could be John's. It's older than most PS's, and pudgy.
"Saveit," saysHougton. "I'll watch it later.”
"Okay," saysthe machine.

He setsthe three pansinside the oven, the low heat helping the plaster cure. Then he heats up last night's
|eftoversin the microwave and, sitting in front of the television, prepares to watch the news story.

"Breagking news," sayshistdevison.

"— the controversal book isthe fifth most popular title in the world today. The Cuckoo's Boys has sold
more than 20 million copies, and that despite being banned in much of Europe and Brazil."

The author appears. Beneath him floats aname. Dr. Paul Kaan. An ex-associate of Phillip Stevens, Kaan
has a gentle face and hard, uncompromising eyes. Taking to an unseen audience, he explains, "l wrote
thisbook because it's vitd that people understand. What the PS's represent is nothing short of adebasing
of our species and adebacle for our immorta sould!”

Houston watches the three-minute report.

Afterward, the screen returns to amountain vista accompanied by a quiet dose of Grieg. More minutes
pass. The oven timer goes off. Findly, amost grudgingly, Houston rises and pulls the pans out of the
oven. Then he dtsagain, watching his dinner grow cold, and the Al asks, "Should | run the synopsis?*

"About the intdllectua development of the PS clones. Areyou still interested?”
"Not redly. No."

* * %

The curved tip of the butterknife bitesinto the plaster, and the blade itsalf starts to bow as John presses,
working to expose alength of yellow-brown plastic bone. He's been working quickly, dmost franticaly,
for most of the hour, taking notes only when coaxed. After two months together, Houston feels sure that
the boy should be enjoying himsdlf. But something iswrong, distracting him. It isn't much of aguesswhen
Houston asks, "What's going on at home?'

"Nothing," John blurts.

"Okay."

"Nothing," he saysagain. Then asif caught in thelie, he adds, "Well, yeah. | got in afight last night.”
"With your mom?'

"No. Her boyfriend." He shakes his head, then shoves hard with the knife, the entire bone popping out of
itshole.



"Notes" Houston urges.

"I know. | know." Abbreviated, useless observations are jotted down. Then everything comesto a halt.
John dropsthe knife and says, "My wrist hurts. Redlly bad.” Then he stares out the window,
dumbfounded rage in the eyes and the hard-set mouth.

After along moment, Houston asks, "What happened last night, John?"
“I'mnot him."
Houston waits.

"That boyfriend of hers... he dways cals me Phillip." The boy degpens hisvoice, saying, "Phillip, bring
methis. Phillip, yourein my way. Phillip, get the hell los."

"But you're not Phillip Stevens™”

John looks at hisfeet now. Shaking his head.
"You'rejust the man's genetics.”

"I told him that."

Houston says, "Good."

"PSwas adifferent person than me. Right?'
"Absolutdy.”

"I mean, he was born in adifferent century, and in another place. Everything about his life was different
than mine. Right?'

"Didyou tdl him that?"

"Yeah. But dl hedid..." hejust laughed a me. He said, "That's just what old Phillip would say, if he was
here

Houston says nothing.
"Fucker," saysthe boy. Vicioudy, with apure scalding hatred.

Then with alow, stern voice, his mentor suggests, "Y ou shouldn't, maybe. | know you don't like your
mother'sfriend, but calling him that name—"

"No, Mr. Cross," John interrupts. "I'm talking about the other fucker."

* * %

For four years, |aw enforcement agenciesfollowed every wrong lead, interviewed millions of earnest,
mistaken individuas, and through means legal and otherwise, they pulled up the bank and tax records of
more than abillion suspects.

But in the end, aroutine traffic accident gave them Phillip Stevens.

An unidentified man driving adilapidated pickup truck happened to rear-end ayoung mother. Bumpers
locked. When two uniformed officers arrived, the man was staring at a PS child riding in the back seet.



Suddenly he panicked, pulling aweapon and discharging it into the air. Witnesses saw him fleeing into a
nearby warehouse. There was a second muted shot. Eventualy, aSWAT team broke into the warehouse
and discovered abody lying in atiny men'sroom, the scenefilthy with blood and bone and bits of drying
brain matter.

Subsequent tests proved that the corpse bel onged to the missing billionaire. His face and skin color had
been dtered by surgicad means, but hisfamous DNA was ingtantly recognized by five reputable labs,
induding hisown.

The young mother was labeled a hero, then lost the [abel when she refused 10 million dollarsfor her role
in ending the manhunt. Furthermore, she enraged many by admitting that she only wished she had known
who the man was ... she wanted to thank Phillip for giving her her wonderful son! ...

* * %

Youthisablessing.

When Mike takes the knife to the plaster, he believes. He iseleven, and thisis fun, and he's enthralled.
Intent, absolutely focused, each diceinto the whitenessisfull of posshilities.

Like John and every other young boy, PS or not, scientific ritua distracts him from hisfun. Notes are
taken, but only under duress. Working with ink on paper, Mike jots and sketches. Then he picks up the
knife with both hands, making agame of picking his next quadrant, and after acaming breath, he cuts
chisals adeep wedge of plaster.

Houston can't remember where he put which artifact, and so it's nearly a surprise to him when the boy
uncoversasingle golden eye gazing up & the dien sky.

Mike says, " Shit."

Hegigglesand says, "Neat," and goesto work with an old toothbrush, using bristles bent against
Houston's teeth, sweeping away the clinging dust.

Half of the period isinvested exhuming the skull. It's smal and obvioudy plagtic, yet something about it
intrigues the boy. He can't op amiling afterwards, moving to the next quadrant and working his way
down to asevered hand clinging to atoy weapon. With a dissecting needle, he shoves at the trigger. A
weak light and muted whine come from beneath the hardened plaster.

Houston waits.

The boy looks up, grinning.

"Wal-Mart?' he says matter-of-factly.
Disappointed, Houston shrugs and says, "Maybe."

But the boy's attitude shifts. With his next breath, he's back on that other world, and with ableak
authority, he says, "Thisis some ass-kicking monster. So something redlly tough must have killed it.
That'swhat | think!"

After the bell rings, the hdlway jamswith students.

Houston's habit isto walk each boy to the door, then stand there and watch the kids pass by. The



gaxth-graders are gill very much children; while the eighth-graders, and particularly the girls, are
metamorphosizing into their adult selves. By the end of the year, Houston will catch himsalf watching the
young women. When he first began mentoring, acertain kind of girl might offer glances and winsome
amiles. But five-plusyearsisalong time, and hiswilting hair and the graying beard makes him look older
than their fathers. Houston has, in effect, vanished from their hormonal radar.

Mike'slocker isstraight acrossthe hall.

Still grinning about the buried skull, he fingers hislock, and when it doesn't recognize him, he damsit hard
agang the gray sted, then triesagain.

Troy steps up behind him, saying something.

The two boystak for amoment. Differencesin age and Mike's bleached hair make them look like
gblings, not twins. And it helpsthat Troy carries himsaf with adump-shouldered shyness, while his
younger brother isthe cockier, self-assured one.

Houston triesto read lips. And faces. And postures.

Then he notices other students. Like him, some stare. One boy points, which triggers a second to follow
hislead. Then atal girl gigglesand shouts, "Which one's red ? Which one'sred ?*

Mikecdmly flipsthegirl off.
Troy just dips his head, trying to ignore the taunt.

Then as Houston starts to say something to the girl— acidic and cutting and cold— she turns and skips
past him, il giggling, abony ebow clipping his ebow as she passes, never noticing him.

* % %

Inthe end, Troy isthe only boy to reassemble the entire skeleton. What's more, he usesresinsand a
bottomless patience to scul pt bones to replace what's missing. When the others have gone on new
missions, he continues to happily piece together and repair. In the end, both atiny toy robot and the
skeleton man look like museum displays, mounted on anew plaster landscape that he and his mother
built on arainy Saturday.

Houston hangs a dozen concepts on those toys.
Entropy. Evolution. Anatomy.

"Those extraarms wouldn't work," he explains. "No shoulders, so there's no place to anchor the muscles.
Isthere?’

The boy shrugs. "'l guessnot.”

"Why would a six-armed man evolve?'

With an enduring patience, he says, "'l guess he must have needed them.”

"The universe tends to dide from order into disorder. Have you ever heard that before, Troy?"

"When Mom cleans my room." When he laughs, he sounds most like John. Like Mike. Like many
hundreds of thousands of boys. But the grim, abstract heart of this entropy business remains out of reach.
He shrugs again, and with an easy-going stubbornness, he confesses, "1 don't think about that stuff much.”



Trying to cushion the bad news, he shrugs and smiles, admitting, "I'm not like them, Mr. Cross. Sorry."
The bookstore till accepts cash.

What's more, it's large enough to keep aready inventory of bestsdllers. No need to wait around three
minutes while your purchaseis printed and bound. Houston can pick up afresh copy from under asign
that reads. "Controversid. #1 Seller!" Then he can take the copy up front and pay, asking for asack,
please.

Thefear of discovery iswholly irrationd.
Andworsg, it'slaughable.

But Houston has mentored more than a dozen kids, and various parents know him, and countless
teachers and adminigtrators would recognize him on sight. Those are dl exactly the kinds of people who
might be browsing in abookstore on awarm October night, which iswhy he takes precautions, and why
he feds secretly nervous, stepping outside and strolling to his car with aforced nonchalance.

No parking dots arel€eft at his gpartment’'slot. Houston's forced to leave hislittle car on the street. Ashe
entersthe building, he finds haf adozen neighbors and their friends on their way to aHalloween party.
All arein costume, and drunk. The party must have atheme; everyone wears the same full mask, the
adult Phillip Stevens reborn with rubber and fake hair.

"Out of our way!" one man shouts.
"Genetic superiority coming through!" says ancther.

A woman says, "Stop that," and daps ahand off her ass. Then she dides up against Houston, beery
bresth telling him, "Y ou look different. Y ou look awfully cute!™

"He'snot," saysthefirst man.
"Hesinferior,” saysthe second man.

Then they're past him. And Houston stands on the bottom stair for along while, doing nothing but
bresthing, holding tight to therail with hisfree hand.

* * %

4. 'Y ou pop out the wormhole and find yoursdlf insde aclear thick gd. Thisuniverseisathick
transparent goo that goes on forever.

Fire your engines, and you can move,

But barely, and your hull creaks and groans, and the instant you stop your engines, your ship comesto an
abrupt halt.

Now amonster swimsout of the gdatin. It dwarfsthe largest whale, and it's covered with tree-sized hairs
that best like oars, carrying it straight at you.

What do you do?

No, that wesapon won't work here.



And that onewon't kill it.
Just pissesit off, infact.
So what now?

Y ou can run, but the monster isfagter. It'sready to eat you and your ship. Whole. And you've got four
seconds to think this through and tell me: Where are you?

Now three seconds.

And two.

And one.

n—_—

"Mr. Cross," John blurts. "There's something new herel"

Houston fights the temptation to look for himsdlf. Instead, he sits back and watches the boy twist at the
knobs, his jaw dropping an instant before he legps back. Dramatic, overdone. "God, it's huge!™

"Draw it," Houston coaches.
"Okay, I'll try!"

The boys and mentor have set up an aguarium at the back of the classroom— five gallons of tapwater
with its chlorine removed, then sweetened with straw and oxygenated with asmple airstone. Over the
past five days, using Troy's donated microscope, they've watched the microba community explode and
evolve, bacteriafollowed by hungry parameciums— the "mongers’ of the g universe— and now the
parameciums are serving as fodder for an even larger, more wondrous monster.

"It'sgot whedls," John reports.
"Where?'

"Onthisend.” John commandsthe circlesin hisdrawing to spin, giving hiscregtion aliveliness. "They go
around and around, then stop. And then they go again.”

"How bigisit?'

"Huge," the boy declares. Then he peersinto the eyepiece with hisright eye— none of the boys can resst
pinching hisleft closed— and suddenly, with aquieter, more honest astonishment, he says, "Jesus, it ate
one"

"Onewhat?'
"One of the parameciums. | saw it!"

Houston picks up the workpad, trying to remember when hefirst saw arotifer svimming acrossaglass
dide

"You should look at it, Mr. Cross. Look!"

Anticipation makes the mouth dry. He bends over the microscope, the fine adjustment knob spinning
eadly between finger and thumb. As promised, therotifer ssemsvast. And asif answering hiswish, he



watches while one of the football-shaped protozoais caught in that intricate mouth, spinning hairs pulling
the trangparent carcass inside a transparent body.

Water eating water.
When you got down toit, that'swhat it's all about.

* * %

The woman teaches science at adifferent school. Their relationship isthreeyearsold, and it is
convenient, and it has mostly run its course. They see each other infrequently. But asit happens, she's at
Houston's gpartment on that weekend evening when the television interrupts them, saying, "Breaking
news"

"Not now," hetdlsit.
But the machine obeysits rigorousingtructions. "Important, bresking news.”

"Maybe the President's been shot,”" says the woman. Then she sits up and says, "Anyway, | probably
need to get home." She pullsaheavy sweater over her head, speaking through the frizzy red wool. |
want to seethisnewsfirs."

"Show us," says Houston.

"— the gunman gpparently turned the wegpon on himsalf, committing suicide. At least 14 students died,
while nine more are hospitalized, Six in critical condition—"

"Whereisthis?' Houston asks.
"Audrdian Independent—"
"From the beginning. Now."

Schools aways ook like schools. Houston stares at a glass and brick building as the narrator reports,
"Today, an unidentified male walked into the Riverview School for the Gifted, shouted inflammatory
phrases, then produced apair of handguns, killing more than adozen boysin their early teens—"

"Shit," saysthe woman.
Houstonisslent.

"All of the deceased, and dl but two of the injured, are clones of Phillip Stevens. At thispoint, it's
assumed that the murderer was Sngling them out...."

On screen, grim-faced paramedics are carrying dark sacks. Some of the sacks seem heavy, while others
areless 0.

The woman gts next to Houston, exhaing hard.
Shesays, "Shit," quietly. Then with adifferent voice, "Have you seen my rings?'
"On the kitchen counter." She dways leaves her diamond and wedding band on the counter.

But she doesn't move. Instead, she places adamp hand on Houston's bare knee, telling him, "This sounds
horrible. But I'm surprised that it's taken thislong for this sort of tragedy to happen. Y ou know?"



He doesn't speak.
Hislover gives him afew seconds, then asks, "What are you thinking?"

He stares at those rubber sacks set in aragged row, and he thinksthat it's odd. Asthey are now, robbed
of their faces and souls, those boys have never looked more dike.

* * %

"WEelIl have new security measures naturaly.” Ms. Lindstrum whispers, trying to keep her words private.
It'saweek after the Riverview Massacre, but there have aready been three more attacks In France. In
White Russa. And two PSsdead in Boston. "Camerasin the hallway,” she promises. "At least one
armed guard stationed in the front office. And dl of uswho work directly with the boys ... well naturaly
have to go through an extensive security check ..."

"I've dready been scrutinized," says Houston. "Six years ago.”
"It'saformdlity," she assures.

He doesn't mention the obvious: Any determined person can kill these boys anywhere in time and space.
No reasonable amount of security will protect them. And unreasonable security will just maketheir lives
more congtricted, and their murders more noteworthy.

Houston doesn't say one word, watching Troy working at the back of the room.

"Y ou did spesk with them?' Ms. Lindstrum inquires. " About what happened in Audtraia, | mean.”
"That next day," he says.

"How werethey?"

"John was shaken. 'Killing someoneis aways awful,' hetold me." Houston closes his eyes, the voices
and faces coming back to him. "Troy acted sad, and sorry. But | don't think he appreciates what
happened. It's on the other end of theworld, and | think his mother shields him from the news. So none
of it'squitered.”

"And Mike?'
"Pissed, more than anything.”
"That'ssoundslike him,” she chimesin.

But it wasn't asmple anger. The boy had made fists and drummed on the top of his desk, growling, "It
won't happen to me."

"It won't, but why not?" Houston had asked.

"I'm not the same as the others. | look different.” He nodded explaining with an amord practicaity, "If
some asshole comes to school firing, he's going to shoot John first. Then Troy. And finally me. Except I'll
have run away by then!"

Houston neglectsto mention any of that conversation.

Misreading his grim expression, Ms. Lindstrum says, "I wouldn't worry. Thisisagood community, in its
heart. Nothing tragic's going to happen here.”



Hejust looksat her.

She gartsto ask, "What are you thinking?'

But just then Troy spinsin hischair, caling out, "Mr. Cross? | found a baby snail. Want to see?!
"Dol ever!" heblurts."Do | ever!”

* % %

"It isan honor, Mr. Cross. Houston. May | cal you Houston? And thanks for taking the trouble. | know
this hasto be animpostion.”

"Itisn't," Houston lies.

The schoal digtrict's headquarters are set insde a sprawling single-story building designed on some
now-defunct principle of efficiency and/or emotiona warmth. The centrd areais one vast room. Working
areas are divided by partial walls and overly green plagtic foliage. The ventilation system produces a
congtant roar, not unlike the Brownian drumming of atoms againgt astarship's hull. Over that roar, the
man in charge of security says, "I mean it. It'san honor to cross paths, sir. We have so much trouble
finding good mentors, and keeping them. Which makes you something of alegend around here.”

Houston gives alittle nod. "What can | do for you?'

"Very little" The man looks and sounds like aretired police officer. A military cop, perhaps. Dragging a
thick hand across the hairless scalp, he says, "Y ou used to be ... what'sthe term? ... A professional
student. At two universities. Isthat right?"

"es"
He glances at hismonitor. "Y our resumé lists severd impressive degrees.”

"I have atrust fund," says Houston. "A little one. It gives me enough security for that kind of lifestyle."
"Good for you," saysthe cop. Without inflection.

Houston waits.

"Then you moved here and took up mentoring ... Sx years ago. Correct?'

"Correct."

Again the hand is dragged across the scalp. "Now | couldn't help but notice. Y ou didn't work with PSs
until thisyear."

"l guess| didn't. No."

The cop stsmotionless, clear eyes regarding Houston without suspicion.

"The boyswere too young," Houston offers. "Asarule, | work with middle-schoolers.”

"That'swhat | thought." He nudges the monitor just enough to let both of them skim over alifes history.
Houston read dates, places.

He says nothing.



"Of course there were two boys ... older oneswho skipped grades ... and they were kicking around your
current school before the others....”

"True enough." Then with aflat, matter-of-fact voice, Houston pointsout, "I had other sudentsthen.
Two girlsand aboy. And | felt acertain loyalty to them.”

"Good for you.”
Slence

The monitor is eased asde, glare hiding whatever it shows now. The clear eyesgrow alittleless so, and
with a pained voice, the cop says, "I'm awfully sorry. I'm required to ask these questions, gr.”

"Go on," says Houston.

"Areyou amember of the Defenders of the Womb?'

"No."

"Do you know anyone who you suspect could be amember?’
"No."

"How about the Birth-Righters?

"God, no."

"Likel said, | haveto ask." He pauses, consdering his next words. Or not. Perhapsthisis agame that
he's played too many times, and he hasto remind himsalf what comes next. "Mr. Cross,” he says. "l
mean Houston. Have you read any of the anti-PS literature or watched the associated digitals?!

Houston sets hisjaw, and waits.

"I'm sure you know what | mean, r. There's some awful things being published. That crazy in Audtrdia
had stacks of the stuff...."

"The Cuckoo's Boys," says Houston.

"Excuseme?’

"That book wasin the crazy's stacks. As| recal.”

"Perhaps. But honestly, it isn't on my list of dangerous works."

"lan't it?" Houston leans forward, asking hisinterrogator, "Why not?"

"It isn't in the same category as those other works,” he claims, "since it never advocates murder.”
"No, it doesn't,” Houston agrees.

"The boys are the blame ess product of an evil man."

" Says Paul Kaan."

"Who used to work for Phillip Stevens. As| recall, they were colleagues and friends.” The eyeslift and
grow distant. "The mora thing to do isto give the PSsuseful lives. But to protect our species, they have



to be sterilized, too."

The ventilation's rumbling fades awvay.

"It sounds like you know the book," says Houston.

But the man won't be caught so easily. "I'm just repeating what I've seen ontelevison, ar. That'sall.”

"But what if?" asks Houston. "What if Congress decidesto passlaws and perform asimpleclinical
procedure on every boy?..."

"Wdl what, Mr. Cross?"'

"What's your feding about that?"

"My only concern, g, isthat thereisno violence insde our schools.”
Houston nods, sitting back again.

The cop glances down, then asks, "Do you own afirearm, Sr?"
"No."

"Do you possess bomb-making materias?’

"es"

The eyeslift and grow large.

An angry laugh, then Houston explains, "I've got awell-stocked kitchen, and thereés afilling station &t the
end of the block. Soin theory, yes, | can make asubstantia bomb. Anytime | want."

"That's not the best answer. Sir.”
"Then no, | don't have bomb-making materias.”

"Good. Thank you." The eyesdip again, and quietly, speaking as much to himself as Houston, he says,
"Thisiswhat you do dl day, isnt it, Sr? Theselittle mind games?..."

* k% %
5. Y ou emerge from the wormhole, what you seeis blackness. Perfect, endless blackness.

But as your eyes adapt, you begin to make out afaint curtain of light in front of you. And behind you.
And above. And below.

Now, what do you do? ...
* % %
Mike startsto say, "Sensors," before catching his mistake.

He grimacesingtead, then tels Houston, "I'll use my thermometer. | put it in the airlock. What does it
read?'

"About two degrees.”



"Kevin?'
"Y%"

The boy stares a his starship's newest incarnation. It's still armored and bristling with weapons, but now
bubble-like portholeslineits Sdes, and the robotic crew has shrunk to human proportions.

"All right," saysMike. "l use my barometer. What doesit say?"

"Nothing."

"It doesn't work?"

"No. It'sreading nothing. Zero."

"Pure vacuum." He nods, muttering, "I'm out in space somewhere." Houston waits.
"Okay. | shoot my antimatter cannon. What happens?'

"Eventudly, the shell strikesthe curtain of light, and its surface gets bright for aslong asit's passng
through. But the curtain's very thin, and most of the shell's mass continues on its merry way."

"| get it. Theré's not much stuff there, isthere?' He nods again, then says, "Okay. | follow it.”
"Okay."

"And | reach the curtain?'

"BEventudly.”

"Can| get through?'

"Bventudly.”

"What's 'eventudly’ mean?'

"A few million years, giveor take."

"But my throttles al the way open!™ The boy leans back, licking hislips. "In avacuum, I'd be going
nearly light speed!”

Houston says, "Agreed.”

"Okay. | stop ingde the curtain. What happens?”’
"It swirlsaround you. Likeadow, dow fog."

"| takeasample.”

"How?"

Frustration builds, then collgpsesinto resignation. "Okay. | put ajelly jar in the airlock, then open the
outer door, and some of thefog driftsinto thejar. All right?'

lll:ire.ll

"| screw down thelid and bring the sampleto the lab.”



Houston says nothing.

"And | put everything in my best microscope. What do | see?!

"Lights. Tiny, bright-colored points of light."

The boyslicks hislips, eyes narrowed, one hand absently sweeping the hair out of his baffled eyes.
"Most of the lightsare dim and red,” Houston adds. "' Others are yellow. And the brightest few are blue."
"What about—?"

Houston shouts, "Wow!"

The boy hafway jumps. "What happened?’

"A bigflash of light!"

"Outsde somewhere?'

"No. Fromthejar."

"How big?' He shakes hishead, asking, "Isthere damage?"

"Youreblind now."

"Okay. | pop in new eyes. Now what do | see?’

"One of thosetiny blue lights has vanished. That's the only change.”

Mike risesto hisfeet. Trying to concentrate, he steps up to the window, staring at the falling snow as one
hand, then the other, playswith his shaggy hair.

Severd minutes later, he screams, " Jesud!”

He amiles and saysto the snow, "Y ou made me huge. Didn't you?"
* k% %

6. Jungle. And aBlue, Blue Sea

Swimming in thewarm water are fish not too different from our fish, and crestures that resemble
porpoises, and something with around body and paddies and atiny head stuck on the end of along, long
neck—

* * %
"A plesiosaur,” John blurts.

"Exactly." A pause, then Houston adds, "Up in the sky, as close as the Moon now, isacomet. In afew
hours, it's going to hit exactly where you are now. It's going to vaporize the water and the limestone
below, then st fireto North America, and the world.”

John winces. Then in asdlf-conscious way, giggles.

"What do you want to do, John?"



"I want to watch the plesiosaur. I've always liked them.”

Houston knowsthat. Last night, his Al found anew documentary on Danish TV, and for the next 30
minutes, he plays the subtitled digital on the classroom screen. Then comes lunch. The new semester has
abreak in the middle of the period. The mentor is expected to fend for himsalf. And naturally, he doesn't
get paid for time not spent teaching.

When John returns, Houston outlines the Situation again.

But thistime he closes by saying, "In avery few hours, your plesosaur, and dmost everything eseon
Earth, isgoing to be dead.”

John winces. No giggles.
"Hy up to the comet," Houston suggests, "If you want.”
"l guess.”

"The comais beautiful. And thetall extendsfor millions of miles" He shows him photographs of last
year's big comet. "Inside the comayou find ablack ball of tar and buried snows. It's barely 10 miles
across. If you want, you can stop it now.”

"l can?'

"Y ou've got weapons," Houston points out. "What would you use if you wanted to move a
mountain-szed snowbal?'

"My engines. They'd met anything.”

"Do you want to use them?”

"l don't get it, Mr. Cross. What are you asking?'

"Why would you stop the comet? And why wouldn't you?"

"Wdll," saysthe boy. Then helicksthe tentative hairs over hisupper lip, and breathes deeply, and says,
"If dinosaurs go on living, then maybe mammals wouldn't get their chance. Which would be bad for us.
For human beings."

Houston leans forward, saying, "Y ou're going to let the comet hit. Aren't you?"
The boy doesn't answer, eyestracking from sideto side.

"Would you like to see the comet'simpact?' Houston offers. "'l found ared good Japanese smulation.
It's accurate and it's spectacular, t00."

John shakes his head.

"No, thank you," he says. "But Mikewould likeit, | bet."
"Heloved it," Houston confides.

The boy makesfists and drums softly on his desk.

"What about the comet, John? Are you going to leaveit done?!



"No," the boy squeaks.

Houston triesto hide his surprise. Then after afew deep breaths, he asks, "Why?' with aquiet voice. "If
it meanstheréll never be humans—"

"Good," saysthe boy.

Once. Softly. But with ahardwon conviction.
7. Y ou've decided to become acat farmer.
No, serioudy. | meanit.

Y ou can make alot of money selling cat skins. And since you're left with carcasses after you skin them,
you start feeding that mest to the new kittens. WWho grow up into your next harvest of cats. Which you
feed to the next litters of kittens. And so on. And so on. Catsal theway ...

Now, what's wrong with that plan?
* % %
Troy says, "Nothing,” without hesitation. He thinksthisisgrossand clever.

"But," Houston warns, "you're losing energy at every stage. A cat burns caoriesto keep itself warm, and
it'sgot ashort gut that doesn't digest everything that it eats. That's why your dog chews on your cat's
turds. They'refull of energy.”

"Ugh." Giggles

The others understood the problem dmost immediately. "Try it thisway," says Houston. "How much
meat would you haveto eat every day? In order to eat enough, | mean.”

"Ten pounds,” the boy guesses.
"Forty quarter-pound hamburgers. Redly?"
"Maybe not." Troy shakes his head, licks hislips. "How about two pounds?!

"Fine." Houston nods. "On thefirst day of schoal, you'll go to the cafeteriaand eat your daily ration. Two
pounds of grilled seventh-grader.”

"You mean like Mike?'
"Exactly."
"Nezat!"

"And you'l do that for afull year. Two pounds worth of seventh-graders every day. Which is more than
seven hundred poundsin dl.”

"Mikes not that big. Not yet."

Both of them laugh. Hard. Then Houston says, "Remember. A body is bone and gruesome crap that
you'd never eat. Maybe haf of the carcasswon't get on your plate. So how many seventh-graders are



you going to need?’

Troy hammers out areasonable estimate. "Ten."
"How many eighth-graders arein your class?'

"l don't know. Three hundred?'

"So we need three thousand seventh-graders. And you can't just lock them in aroom and pull one out
whenever you're hungry. They need their food, too."

"Sixth-graderd”
"How many?'
"I don't know ... God, thirty thousand! ..."

"Right." Houston leansforward, and smiles. "But remember, Troy. Teachers can be awfully hungry
people, too."

The boy'sface growsalittle pale.
"Three hundred e ghth-graders feed how many teachers?"

"Thirty." He sickens, but just for amoment. Then the eyes quicken, and for that ingtant, in hisface and
eyes, Troy isindistinguishable from the other PSs.

"Therésthree principds. Right?

"l guesstherewould be. Yes." Houston sitsback in his chair, then asks, "Who's left standing? At the end
of theyear, | mean."

Troy seesit ingtantly.
"Only the principds. Right?"
"Right."

Then he'slaughing too hard to breathe, and he gasps, and he admitsto Houston, "I'm not going to tell
Mom about thislesson. No, I'm not!"

8. You givebirth to achild who isn't yours. Genetically speaking.

Phillip Stevens hijacks your reproductive system and forces you into having his clone, just as he did with
millions of blamelesswomen. Y et you fed blamed. And of course you're bitter. 1t's only reasonable to
play therole of thevictim here.

It'sonly human to want revenge.

But it's al'so human to be better than that. To forgive, or at least to forget. To accept and hold and cherish
thisgift ...

... abetter son, frankly, than anything you would have spawned on your own ...



* * %

Saturday morning, and Houston shops for next week's groceries.

He spots the boy at the end of along aide, and for ahaf-instant, heisn't sure. It could be another PS, or
even just aboy who happens to resemble them. But something about the don't-give-an-inch stance and
the habitual pushing of hair out of the eyestellshim that it's Mike. Which meansthat the tiny woman next
to him, lowering a blood-colored roast into the cart, must be his mother.

Two aideslater, paths cross.
The boy cdlshim, "Houston." Then he does athumb-pointing gesture, teling Mom, "Thisisthe guy."

She's holding abox of tampons. Without blinking, she throws them into the cart, then offersatiny hand.
"Thefamous Mr. Cross. Finaly. Believeit or not, I've been meaning to get in touch.”

"Itsapleasure,” hereplies.

"Groceries?' sheinquires, gesturing at his cart.
"They are" he admits.

"What do you think of these prices?"

"They're high," Houston volunteers.

"Ridiculous," she grouses. Then just as the conversation seems doomed to canned chatter, Mom tells
him, "Y ou know, my boy hatesyou.”

"Pardon?’

"Y ou drive him nuts. Goofy nuts. | mean, he knows that he's smarter than his brother and sster. And his
parents, of course, are perfect idiots—"

"Shut up,” Mikegrowls. "Youold lady."

Mom has agood laugh, then continues. "Anyway, Mr. Cross. Thank you. Y ou've been getting under his
skin. Which isthe best thing for him, | think."

Mike says, "Jesus," and sompsin acircle.

His mother takes a step toward Houston, smiling up at him, and with a conspirator's urgent voice, says,
"Humblehim. Please"

"I try," Houston confesses.
"Fucking Jesud" Mike moans, squirming in every sense.

Mom turns and glares at her son, her mouth ready to reprimand. Or encourage. Houston can't guess
which. But instead of spesking, shelooks back a Houston and gives him an odd little smile.

Again, he says, "It's been apleasure.”

Then hetakes his cart and his expensive groceries and moves on.

* % %



Thefield trip isthe result of alot of pleading and adippery set of excuses. At firdt, John says, "Y ou've
got to eat lunch. Eat it a my house. It'sjust ashort walk from school.” But when Houston firmly refuses,
the boy adds, "I've got books you'd like to see. Old ones. About science and stuff.”

"What books?'

Their titles escape him. But they're about dinosaurs and flying saucers, and John adds, "'l can't bring them
here. They're practicaly antiques, and something might happen!”

Last week, therewas afight at school. Houston didn't seeit, but Ms. Lindstrum reported that John was
showing his starship to one of hisfew friends, and another boy stole hisworkpad. John couldn't stop
himsdlf from throwing the firgt punch. Hisonly punch, it seems. He dtill sports an ugly maroon bruise
besde hisleft eye.

"Mr. Cross," he pleads. "Please come over?'

The boy issick with londiness. But Houston hasto tell him, "We need a better reason. If were going to
get permission, well need something specid that ties directly to our work here.”

The next day, John burgts into the room. "Okay. How's this? Weve got a huge stump in our back yard.
Hundreds of tree rings showing. Maybe we could do some sort of study, counting back in time and
looking at the weether. That kind of stuff.”

"Good enough,” Hougton telshim.

But the Facilitator has doubts. "It's not up to me anymore," Ms. Lindstrum explains. "If it involves PS's,
well need permission from the superintendent's office.”

Houston nods, then says, "The boy redly wantsthis."
"Canyou blamehim?'
Houston didn't know that he was.

She promisesto make the request. And for the next full week, John'sfirst question every day is, "When
aewegoing?'

"Never," seemslike apossble answer.

But suddenly the faceless powers grant their blessing. Appropriate disclamersarefilled out. A parenta
sgnatureis produced. And like explorers bound for some great adventure, the two of them pack up their
equipment and make the four-block trek to an anonymous split level on aquiet Sde Street.

All theway there, John isgiddy with excitement.
Effusveto asckening pitch.
Fiveyearsold, at the most.

Hetellsslly jokes about farts and singing frogs. He boasts that helll be agreat scientist before he's 30.
With an overdone clumsiness, hetripson acrack in the sdewak and dropsin adow-motion tumble into
his own front yard. Then he suddenly grows quiet and thoughtful, saying, "By the way. Mom's boyfriend
isgone. Moved out gone, | mean.”

Thetrapisreveded.



Entering the front door, John cries out, "Were herel™

Mom can't look any less prepared for company. Bare feet. Jeans worn white against the chunky ass. A
swesatshirt of some unearthly green. Physically, she bears no resemblance to her son. Chineseand
European. Pretty in afucked-over way. Sleepy, teary eyesregard this ondaught with agenuine horror.
"Oh," shefindly exclams. "That'stoday, isn't it?"

The boy drops hisworkpad on the floor. "Mom!™

But the woman recovers. "Just aminute! Beright therel” She gdlops out of sight, and from the back of
the house screams, "Food'sin the fridge, hun!™

"Sheforgetsthings" says John, shaking from anger.
"Don't worry about it," Houston tells him. Hisvoice isangry, too. But the inflection goes unnoticed.
Lunch is egg-salad sandwiches with off-brand pop to wash them down.

Mom returns during an Oreo dessert. Her clothes have improved— newer jeans and aerobics shoes—
and she's washed her face and combed her hair. But obvioudly, sheld rather be anywhere else. With
anyoneelse. A condition that gives the adults common ground.

"I'm glad to meet you," shetells Houston.
"And I'm glad to meet you," he echoes.

They chat. It's palite, rigoroudy smple chatter. How long has Houston been a mentor? How long have
they lived here? What about this warm weather? How was the sandwich, and does anyone want any
more cookies?

Adults know how to be polite.
They can conversefor hours, reveding nothing about their true salves.

Y et Johnisvigbly thrilled by their prattle. He grins more and more. Mom findly asks, "Aren't you
supposed to be doing aproject?’ And hetells her, "Theres gill time," without glancing at the clock.

Eventualy, the kitchen grows silent.
Houston turnsto the boy and says, "Maybe we should get busy. Y ou think?!
"Oh, sure. Why not?"

They have only afew minutesto invest in the promised tree sump. Which isample, snceit'stoo old and
wegthered to teach much more than the fact that wood rots. Standing over that brown mass of fungus
and carpenter ants, John looks a him expectantly and says, "Well?

Houston imagines a dozen responses, and John's black disappointment. So he says smply, "Interesting,”
without defining whet it isthat interestshim.

John hearswhat he wants, and for the next week, pesters Houston shamelesdly.
He says, "I'm worried about my mother. She'stoo lonely.”

He says, "Y ou know, there's anew restaurant up on Acer. I'd take Mom, but | don't have the money.”



In apleading tone, he confesses, "Y ou're my best friend in the world, Mr. Cross. | mean that!"
Then, the pestering stops.

And Houston discoversthat he misses the boy's clumsy match making. He missesit but doesn't say so,
knowing better than to trust his own weakness. Then one day the boy arrives with apurple bruise
matching the last one, and Houston asks, "'Did you fight that same jerk? 1 hope not."

"l didn't,” John mutters.

Then helooks past Houston, a cold glare matching the accusing voice. "The boyfriend's back. Again.”
* ok %

"I know this seemsimpoalite. | got your address from one of last year's parents—"

"Comein, Mrs. Holdenmeister.”

"Y ou've probably got plansfor tonight.”

"Not redly." He offers her the sofa, then sits opposite her. Looking at those hard blue eyes, he secretly
thinks, "Y ou're one scary bitch.”

"What can | do for you?' heinquires.

"About Troy," she mutters. Pde handsturn to fists. "About that grade—"
"TheB+?'

"You're hismentor. Y ou know how much he adores science.”
"Absolutdy."

"l just don't think ... after he earned A's last semester ..."

"We had abig project this quarter. He had to do his own research and write a paper about what he
learned—"

"Didn't he?'

"No, actudly." He saysit flat out, then sits back and asks, "Did you come here by yourself, Mrs.
Holdenmeger?'

She sartsto ask, "Why?" Then she shakes her head, admitting, "My husband'sin the car. Waiting." With
an indiscriminate rage, she admits, "He doesn't think that | should be going to this much trouble—"

"Hésright."

She hesitates. Then after measuring him with those deadly eyes she says, "1 saw Troy's paper. | saw it,
and it was very good.”

"Because you helped him writeit."
Sheflusters easly, nothing about it genuine. "l don't think that'strue! ..."

"l asked him. And your son has awicked streak of honesty."



She hegitates again, not sure what to say.

"Itsaquarterly grade," he reminds her, "and it'saB+. Which isvery respectable, Mrs. Holdenmei ster.”
"Even dill," she snaps, "it's on his permanent record.”

"Fuck hisrecord. Maam."

She swdlows. Goeslimp.

"We both know, he's not like the others. He doesn't function aswell in science. And he won't be
anyone's valedictorian.” Houston saysit, then takes along deep breath. Then, "Which aren't crimes. And
in someways, those are probably blessings.”

"I ... | don't know what to say here...."

"Let him do hisownwork. I'll give himanicelittle A a the end of the year, and it won't mean shit inten
years. Or two, for that matter.”

Fistspull closeto her belly. "Y ou've got an ugly, awful attitude, Mr. Cross."
"Guilty ascharged.”

She migtakes hisindifference for weakness. "1 plan to complain. To the superintendent himself. A person
like you shouldn't be working with impress onable young minds.”

That's when Houston's rage takes hold of him.

Suddenly his mouth take charge, asking, "What exactly did you do to your son? To make him thisway, |

She goes pale, except for the blazing eyes.

"Watching you ..." he sputters. "Seeing dl thisdamned guilt masquerading aslove. ... | haveto wonder if
maybe, once you saw that PS baby ... maybe you put apillow over him and gave him afew good shoves
before you got too scared to finish the job! ..."

"Shut up!" she screams.
Andrises.

Then with atight, furious voice, shewhispers, "I had adrinking problem. While | was pregnant. Y ou
son-of-a-bitch.”

He says nothing.
Fedsnothing, he believes.

For an ingtant, she shivers hard enough to lose her balance. Then she puts her hand againgt thewall, and
says, again, "Y ou'reahorrible man."

"Tdl mewhat | don't know."
Shetriesto murder him with her eyes.

It nearly works, it seems. But Houston makes himsdlf stand, facing her, telling her smply, ™Y ou'd better



go, Mrs. Holdenmeister. Now."
* * %
9. | want you to invent aworld, auniverse, for the other boys.

I'll send them there. In their starships, they'll explore and decipher the mysteriesthat you leave for them.
And maybe they'll escape in the end, and maybe they won't. Which means, in other words, if you want to
make a dangerous place, you can do that.

Y ouvegot my blessing.

Just asthey have the same blessing, and that's all the fair warning I'm going to giveyou ... okay? ...

* ok %

"Isit John'sworld, or Troy's?"

"Doesthat matter?'

"No," saysMike. Then, "Yes." Helickshislips, drumshisfigts, then tellsHouston, "I bet it's Troy's."
"Why?

"Becauseit's nest. Y ou know. Not Soppy."

A map of the world coversthe long screen. It has two blue seas and a brilliant dash of icecap, and its
sngle continent is yellow except whereit's brown. It isnot doppy becauseit's authentic. Theimage
comeswith NASA's compliments, and what Mike sees has been fitted together from a thousand fuzzy,
partial images gathered by orbiting telescopes. The physical and chemica data are equaly authentic. But
what waits on the world's surface belongs entirely to John.

"I'm not going to tell you who did this" Houston warns. "Just like | won't tell the otherswhichworldis
yours™

"Y ou'd better not," he growls.

"What are you going to do first, Mike? Y ou've got amission here."

"I'll firemy cannon. Tentimes."

Houston says nothing.

"Wel, can1?'

The mentor says, "If you want," and shakes his head sadly.

"Okay. | doit, and what happens?'

"The explosons melt the icecap, bail the oceans, then cause the crugt to turn to magma.”
"Nest!"

Houston says nothing.

"|sthere anything | eft dive down there?'



"] don't know. Youtdl me"

The boy describes hisflight into the hell. Crocus, the top robot, collects samples of atmosphere and liquid
rock. Mentor and student agree that nothing livesthere. Even if there had been athriving biosphere, it
was vaporized, leaving not so much asafoss| tooth to mark its glorious past and promise.

"Congratulations,” says Houston, the word tipped in acid.

But Mike just shrugs and says, "That was easy.” Then he's laughing, admitting, "1 don't know why | was
so worried.”

Half an hour later, the bell rings.

Houston accompanies Mike to the door. The halway is aready jammed with scurrying bodies and sharp,
overly loud voices. The boy, gtill proud of his carnage, grins and wades out into the current. A bigger,
older boy drives an elbow into him. But it's barely felt. Mike reaches hislocker and touches the lock,
then damsit hard against the stel. And then John appears beside him, touching him on the arm,
obvioudy asking him, "Which world did you get? Which world? Which world? Which?!

Houston can seetheir faces, can hafway read their lips.

He watches as Mike glances up at this older, fatter boy, and showing the most mdicious grin, the boy
says, "Two oceans. And some kind of yelow land.”

John can't resst. He confesses, "That's mine!™
Mike says something like, "Wasit?'
Then John asks a"What'd you think, what'd you do" sort of question.

And Miketdls him. With both hands, he creates the universal symbol of an explosion, and loud enough
to be heard, he says, "Boom!™

There's no timeto intercede.

Before Houston can force hisway through the bystanders and into the fight, John has dreedy dammed
Mike's head into the lockers. At least three times. Maybe four. And Mike counters with afist into the
belly, leaving his attacker on his knees, gasping and pale and crying for every reason imaginable.

* % %
"It'sjust usfor the next few days," Houston explains.

But Troy dready knows the news. There's nothing bigger in a school than abloody brawl. Unless of
courseit'swhen two PSs are doing the brawling.

Troy shakes his head, asking, "Why did they fight?"

Houston starts to offer the smple explanation, then hesitates. It occursto him that he barely knows either
boy, much lesstheir real motivations, and thinking that he understands them is dangerous, and stupid, and
very much awaste.

So instead, he admits, "I redlly don't know why they fought, or why they seem to hate each other so



"I know," the boy tellshim.

Anticipation makes Houston lean forward. "Why, Troy?"

"They'vegot to," he assures.

"But why?'

With an endearing patience, the boy shakes his head, warning him, "Y ou can't know it, Mr. Cross."
"Y ou might want to. But you just don't belong.”

* * %

10. Again, your starship istiny. Microscopic. Suspended within that vast ocean, living water swimming
through the dead.

But thistime the mongter isn't some marauding paramecium. Thistime what you see has a blunt head and
alongropy tall, and it isn't feeding. Instead it's moving with a singleness of purpose, passing you and your
ship without the smallest regard.

In anger, or maybe out of Ssmple curiosity, you fire your wegponsét it.

The mongter wrigglesand dies.

Andjust likethat, Phillip Stevensis never born. And you, dl of you, ingtantly and forever ceaseto exist.
I'm not going to ask why.

It's easy enough to see the reason.

And | won't dwell on the paradoxesinherent in thismess.

No, what | want to ask isthe hardest question of al: Isthisworld better off without Phillip and the PSs?
Orisit worse off?

That'sthe only question worth asking.

And you can't give me any answer. Sixty years from now, maybe. But not today. Not here. Y ou're smart
but not that smart. And even in 60 years, | doubt if you'll look mein the eye— dl the thousands and
thousands of you— and to the man, you will say in oneindivisible voice, "The world is better off," or, "It's
worse."

The best questions are dways that way ...

* % %

The Sunis plunging behind the Moon.

At itsheight, the eclipse will reach 80+ percent coverage. Which isalong way from atotal eclipse, yes.
But sinceitisawarm, cloudless day, and it's noon, the effect is dramatic. There comes agrowing chill to
theair. A sense of misplaced twilight. Houston twists hishead and says, "Listen.” But hundreds of
students are scattered across the school's lawn, enjoying the cosmic event, and it's hard to hear anything
but their endlessroar. "Listen to the birds," he tellsthem.



Both boys nod in the same way, John saying, "I hear them. They'resinging.”
Troy pointsand cries out, "Look!"

Swallows have appeared, streaking back and forth.

Then ayounger voice says, "L ook under the trees.”

Mike stands behind them. Smiling, but not. Horizonta cuts mark where hisface struck the vent on his
locker. And he seemstaller than before. Houston noticed it yesterday— Mike'sfirst day back from his
suspension— but it's more obvious now. A growth spurt took him during his week-long suspension,
adding agoodly fraction of aninch to hisgangly frame.

"Theway thelightis," he says. Pointing.
John sitsup. "Y eah, look! What's going on, Mr. Cross?"

Crescent-shaped splashes of light dapple asidewak and the shady grass. Houston stands, hands on hips.
"I don't know," helies. "What do you think? Guesses?"

"It'stheeclipse,” Troy volunteers.
"Duh," saysMike.

Houston reprimands him with alook. Then as he starts to ask his next question, he notices a group of
kids gtaring at them. Taking among themsdlves. Eighth-graders. Every last one of them female.

Houston's boys are oblivious to the stares.

Mike dropsto the ground. He sits as far as possible from John while ill being part of their group. "It's
got something to do with how thelight bends," he volunteers. "It's like you can seethe Sunin those little
crescent things.”

Troy says, "l bet s0."

Then John says, "Thiswould have been afull eclipse back in dinosaur times."
"Why?' aks Troy.

"TheMoonwascloser," Miketelshim.

"It covered more of the Sun back then,” John adds.

Troy turns. "Isthat right, Mr. Cross?"

He starts to nod, then notices one of the girls approaching them. The hesitation in her walk and the other
girls gigglesimpliesthisisadare. Instead of speaking, Houston holds his breath, and al the boys grow
dlent, too. She'satal, willowy creature with full breasts and amodd'sface. And in avoice that comes
wrapped in anervous, eectric energy, she says, "Hi, you guys.”

Then sheturns, and sprints back to her friends.
"What the fuck wasthat?' Mike growls. "What the fuck?"

But Houston laughs out loud, saying, "That." Saying, "lsawoman enamored.” Saying, "'l know the look.
And you just better get used to it, boys."



* * %

"Atleast | can see him now," she says. "Can you?'
"Barely,” saysthe short man.

"I've never gotten awriter's autograph. Have you?”
"I'm not much of areader."

"Neither am|," she confesses. Then she turnsto Houston, asking him, "Have you ever read anything
better than this?

He glances at the woman. Then he looks up thelong line, saying, "Yes."

She doesn't seem to notice. Holding her copy of The Cuckoo's Boysin both hands, shetells everyonein
earshot, "It had to be said. What Dr. Kaan says here."

Houston manages to keep silent.

Thisisa Saturday afternoon. He drove two hundred milesto stand here. The author Sitsin the center of a
long table, flanked by thousands of copies of his phenomena bestsdller. "The New Edition,” readsthe
overhead banner. "New Chapters! Fresh, Innovative Proposalsi!”

The short man asks, "Do you know what'sin the new chapters?’
"I'm dying to find out," she confesses.

Houston waits. Then after awhile, he says, "Tailored viruses.”
"Excuse me?" say'sthe woman.

"Kaan thinks we should create avirus that would target Phillip Stevens genetics. It would destroy the
clones somatic cells. In other words, their sperm.”

She says, "Good."
Thelinedipsforward.

Houston finds himself breathing harder, fighting the urge to speak. A pretty young woman says, "Please,
open your book. One copy, only. To the page you want signed. And please, don't ask for any
persondized inscriptions.”

The author wears a three-piece suit. He looksfit and hardy, and smug.

Houston avoids|ooking at the man's eyes.

Thelinemoves.

With both hands, the woman in front of Houston opens her book.

The short man bends and mutters something to the author, getting nothing but a signature for histrouble.
The woman takes his place, gushing, "I'm so glad to meet you. Sir!"

Kaan smiles and signs his name, then looks past her.



Houston'slegs are like concrete. Suddenly, heisaware of his pounding heart and amouth suddenly gone
dry. But he steps forward, and quietly says, "Y ou know, | have aPS son," as he hands his opened book
forward. "And | took your good advice."

The author's face rises, eyes huge and round.
"I cut off hisnuts. Want to see ‘'em?"' Houston asks, reaching into a pocket.
"Help!" the author squedls.

A pair of burly men gppear, grabbing Houston and dragging him outside with the rough efficiency of
professionals. Then after aquick body search, they place himin his car, and one man suggests. "Y ou
should go home, sir. Now."

"All right," Houston agrees.
They leave him, but then linger at the bookstore's front door.

Houston twists the rearview mirror, looking at his own face. Tanned and narrow, and in the brown eyes,
tired. He thinks hard about everything until nothing el se can be accomplished. Which takes about 30
seconds. And that's when he starts the engine and pulls out into traffic, fegling very light and free, and in
the strangest way's, happy.

11. Y ou get an end-of-the-school -year field trip out of me.

| dways dways take away students down to our little community's renowned natural history museum.
Most have dready been there. According to one boy, maybe five hundred times aready. But never with
me. Never benefitting from my particular dant on mammoths and trilobites and the rest of those failures
that they've got on display down there.

Don't bring lunch money. Well be eating at Wendy's or the Subway Barn, and I'm the one buying.
Don't bring your workpads or notebooks. Y ou won't need them.

But if you would, please ... remember to wear good shoes. Shoesyou canwak in. And if it'sat al cold
outside, please, for god's sake, wear adamned coat! ...

* % %
"It'sbeen refused,” says Ms. Lindstrum.

"Y our proposed fidd trip. | know the boys were looking forward to it. But what with the latest tragedy,
people want to be cautious.”

Which tragedy? Houston wonders. In Memphis, five PSswere found dead in a basement, each body
savagely mutilated. In Nairobi, amab killed three more. Or wasit the UN's failure to condemn
Singapore's new concentration camp that's masquerading as a specia schoal.

"I'm sorry,”" she offers.

Over the school year, her office has shrunk. Paper files and stacks of forms have gathered, choking the



available spaceinto astale few breaths and two uncomfortable people.
Agan, shesays, "l an sorry."

"It'sal right." Hiseyesfind hers. What worries him most isthe way that she blinks now. Blinks and looks
past him. "Isit because of that fight? Because John and Mike did fine during the eclipse, and since" he
says. Then hetdls her, "Therewon't be any incidents. | can absolutely guaranteeit.”

She sghs, then says, "No PS-only field trips are being authorized.”
"So let metake aong one or two of my old students. To best that rule.”

"No," shereplies. Too urgently and with awince cutting into the haf-pretty face. Or maybe he'sjust
being paranoid.

Houston offers a shrug of the shoulders. "Are you sure there's nothing we can do?"

"I'm certain,” Ms. Lindstrum tells him. "But the four of you could throw alittle party for those three
periods. Safe in your classroom. Infact, I'll arrange for food and pop to be brought from the cafeteria.”

"I guessthat would work," Houston tells her. Then he puts on hisbest smile, saying, "Why don't we? A
little celebratory party. Fine"

Maybeit issmple paranoia.

But a back-of-the-neck fegling has Houston peering over his shoulder. Every public place seems
crowded with suspicious strangers, and hislittle apartment seemsfull of dark, secretive corners. Hefinds
himself peeking through curtains, watching the empty parking lot below. Threetimes he runs diagnostic
programs on his phone, searching for taps that refuse to be found. And when hefindly managesto
convince himsdlf that nothing iswrong, except in hisimagination, his old widescreen abruptly stopsfinding
news about the PS's. Ingtead, it ddivers highlights from ateaching conferencein Nova Scotia. Whichisa
sgnd.

Prearranged, yet surprising.

Long ago, Houston taught the Al that if its security was breached, dump dl of the old filesand start
chasing down adifferent flavor of news.

He doesn't fix the protocols now.

Instead, he pretends to watch the conferences that are being piped to him, and he runs new diagnostics
on the gpartment and every appliance.

That night before the school party, someone knocks.

Hislover wears nice clothes and a smile, and she says, "Hello,” too quickly. She says, "I hope I'm not
catching you at abad time."

She has aways, dways cdled before vidting. But not tonight.
Houston says, "No, it'safinetime. Comeonin."

She says, "For alittle bit. I'm expected back home."



He hasn't seen her for amonth. But he doesn't mention it. He Sits opposite her and says absolutely
nothing, trying to read the pretty face and nervous body, and when she can't tolerate any more silence,
sheblurts, "Areyou dl right, Houston?"

"Perfect,” he says.
Sheswdlows, asif inpan.
"How about you?' heinquires.

"They know about us." She saysit, then gathers hersalf before admitting, "They cameto me. And asked
about you."

"Who asked?'

She crosses her arms, then says, "They threatened to tell my husband.”

Houston calls the woman's name, then asks, "Wasit that bald security man? From district headquarters?”
"Oneof themwas."

"Who else wasthere?'

She shakes her head. "He didn't give me aname.”

"It'snothing," says Houston. And to an astonishing degree, he believesit. "I've had some trouble with one
of the parents. I'm certain that she'sfiled aformal complaint. That'sthe culprit here.”

Hislover nods hopefully, staring at the floor.

Hetells her, "Everyone's scared that something bad is going to happen here.”
"l am," shedlows.

"What did they ask?'

"About you," she mutters.

"What did you say?'

"That | know admost nothing about Houston Cross." Eyeslift, fixing squardly on him. "Whichistrue. All
of asudden, hearing mysdlf say thewords, | redized that you're practically astranger to me."

He says nothing.
At thisvery late date, what can he say? ...

* % %

Mentors are required to check in at the front office. Houston arrives afew minutes earlier than norma
sgning hisname at the bottom of along page and glancing sdewaysinto Ms. Lindstrum's office, catching
aglimpse of her grim face as her door swings shut, closed by someone whom he cannot see.

The school's uniformed guard Sts nearby, pretending to ignore him.

Which isabsolutely ordinary, Houston reminds himself.



The bl rings. Children pour into the halway, a brink-of-summer fever infecting al of them. Houston
beats the boys to the classroom, then waitsin front of the door. For an ingtant, he fears that they're home
sck, or Lindstrum has bottled them up. But no, John walks up grinning, Troy at hisside. Then Mikeis
fighting through the bodies making for hislocker ... and Houston tellsthe others, " Stay with me," and he
intercepts Mike, putting a hand on the bony shoulder, saying to al of them, "Change of plans.”

This spring, the school installed a security cameraat one end of the hallway.

In the opposite direction, the halway endswith lockers and afire door. With the boys following after
him, Houston hitsthe bar, causing the alarm to sound— agrating roar that causes a thousand giddy
younggtersto runincrclesand laugh wildly.

"Hey!" saysMike. "You did that!"

"No," says Houston. "It'saplanned fire drill. Trust me."

Then John asks, "Where are we going? On our field trip?”
"Exadtly.”

"| don't have any permisson dip,” Troy complains.

Houston turns and says, "I took care of al that. Hurry. Please.”

They climb down a short set of meta dtairs, then cut across the school yard. Behind them, mayhem rules.
Screaming bodies burst from every door, harried teacherstrying to regain some semblance of control. In
the distance, sirens sound. Asthey reach the street, apair of fire trucks rush past, charging toward the
nonexistent blaze. Various cars are parked aong the curb. Trying to smile, Houston says, "Guesswhich
ongsmine”

John says, "That one," and points at a gaudy red sports car.
Hougton hasto ask, "Why?'
"It'saneat car," saysthe boy. "And you're aneat guy!”

Now helaughs. Despite everything, he suddenly feds giddy asthe kids, and nearly happy. With keysin
hand, he says, "Sorry. It'sthe next one."

A little thing. Drab, and brown. Utterly nondescript.
But asthe boys climb inside, Mike notices, "It smellsnew in here”

"It'sarentd,” Houston admits. Hisold heap is parked out in front of the school, as usud. He stashed this
onelast night. "l thought we needed something specid today."

"Arewe gtill going to the museum?' Troy asks.

He and John share the backsest.

Houston says, "No, actudly. | came up with adifferent destination.”
Mike watches him. Suspicious now.

The boysin back punch each other, and giggle, and John says, "Maybe we could et first. Mr. Cross?"



"Not yet,” Houston tdllsthem.

Hedrives carefully. Not too fast, or dow. Up to the main arterid, then he heads straight out of town,
knowing that Mike will bethefirst to notice.

"Where?' asksthe boy. Not angrily, but ready to be angry, if necessary.

"Theresafew acres of native prairie. Not big, but interesting.” Houston looks into every mirror, watching
the cars behind them.

After aminute, Mike says, "I don't know about this."
"That'sright,” says Houston. "Be suspicious. Of everything."
The smalest boy shrugs his shoulders and looks straight ahead now.

Houston glances over his shoulder, telling John, "There's a package under you. In brown paper. Can you
get that out for me, please?’

"Thisit?'
"Y eah. Can you open it up, please?"

The boy never hesitates. He tears away the paper, finding a pair of what look like hypodermic needles
wrapped in sterile plagtic. "What are these for, Mr. Cross?"

"Tear one of them open. Would you?'
"Judt one?'
"Please”

It takes afew moments. The plagtic istough and designed not to be split by accident. While John works,
Houston turnsto Mike and says, "Be suspicious,” again. "When | wasyour age, | was dways suspicious.
Suspicionisared sill, and ablessing. If you useit right.”

The boy nods, wearing a perplexed expression.
"Hereitis, gr," says John, handing the hypodermic to him.
"Thank you."

"What isit?" asks Troy. "It looks medical."

"Itis" Houston admits, removing the plastic cap with histeeth. " People made these things by the millions
years ago. If you were poor and gave birth to amixed race boy, you could test hisblood. Likethis." He
doesnt let himsdf flinch, punching his own shoulder with the exposed needle. Then he shakesthe device
for amoment, and shows everyone the dull red glow. "Now unwrap another one. Y eah. And hand it to
me"

John obeys.

In the same smooth motion, Houston jabs Mike in the shoulder. " Sorry," he offers, shaking the second
device. Then he puts them together, and with avoice that can't help but break, he says, "Both showing
red. See? And what do you think that means?



* * %

12. 1 used to be Phillip Stevens.

He saysthe words, then sucksin a breath and holdsit.

Not one boy makes the tiniest sound.

Findly, laughing uneasly, Houston asks, "What do you think about that? John? Troy? Mike?"
"I don't believe you," Mike growls.

"No?'

"That'sastupid shit thing to say." The boy's anger israw and easy, bolstered by the beginnings of panic.
He takes a gasping breath. Then another. Then he strikes his own thighs with both figts, telling Houston,
"He died. The asshole offed himsdlf. Everyone knows that."

Again, slence.

Houston glances at the mirror. The boysin back wear identical expressions. Lost, and desperately sad.
Troy sees him watching then looks back over his shoulder, probably hoping to find help coming to rescue
them.

But thereisn't another car in sight.
"You two," says Houston. "What do you think?"
"It was Dr. Stevens body," John offers. "That's what the police said."

"The police," Houston points out, "“found abody with Phillip's physica featuresaswell ashisDNA. But a
body isn't the man. And if anyone could have arranged for abunch of dead meat and organsinfused with
hisown DNA, wasnt it Phillip Stevens?'

"A full-grown clone?' saysMike.

"With amassive head wound. And what the press didn't report— except as wild rumor— were those
occasiond disparities between the corpse on the table and the fugitive's medica records.”

"Likewhat?' Mike mutters.
"Like scars and stuff?" John asks.

"No, every scar matched. Exactly.” Houston nods and pushed on the accelerator, telling them, "But those
things would be easy enough to fake. The body was grown in a prototype womb-chamber. The brain
was removed early, and intentionaly. No pain, no thoughts. Phillip did that work himself. He broke the
cloneshig left toe, then let it heal. He gave the skin the right patterns of mole and old nicks and such. He
even aged the flesh with doses of radiation. And he kept the soulless clone rdatively fit through
electrisometrics and other rehab tricks."

The only sound isthe hum of tires on pavement.
Finaly, Mike asks, " So what was wrong with that body?"

"Not enough calus. Not on its fingertips or the bottoms of itsfeet.” Houston nods knowingly, looking



across the blurring countryside, then straight ahead. " And even though the brain tissue was scrambled, the
FBI found problems. Even with dehydration there wasn't enough brain present. And what they had in jars
didn't have the dendritic interconnections as you'd expect in mature genius mind.”

Again, Troy looks back the way they had come.

Houston turnsright on agraveled road, and over the sudden rattling of loose rock, hetells them, "It's not
far now."

Even Mikelooks sad.

"The original Houston Crosswas aloner. No family, and few prospects.” Houston saysit, then adds,
"For afew dollars and anew face, that Houston acquired anew life. And he doesn't even suspect who it
isthat bought hisold one."

John starts to sob loudly enough to be heard.
Miketurnsand glares at him. "God, stop it. Y ou baby!"

Over the crest of the hill isasmall green sign announcing Natural Area. Thetiny parking lot isempty.
Whichistypica for aweekday, Houston knows.

He pullsin and stops, turning off the engine and pocketing the key.

"All right,” he says. "Out."

Theboysremaninthar seats.

Houston opens his door and standsin the sunshine. "Out," he tellsthem.
From the back, Troy squeaks, "Are you going to kill us? Mr. Cross?'
The words take him completely by surprise.

He shiversfor amoment, then makes himsalf stop. And helooksin at dl of them. And hetdlsthem,
"Y ou can't begin to know how much that hurts."

* k% %
13. Why did Phillip Stevens create you?
Any ideas?

Forget my little announcement. My nameis Houston Cross, and | want you to explain to me why your
father did what he did? Because | know you must have lain awake nights wondering just that....

* % %

Thefour of them wak in singlefile through the big bluestem prairie, following anarrow path up ahill,
both hill and path vanishing in the same step.

Houston stops for amoment, watching the horizon and the rolling windswept land, farm fieldson al sides
and thislittle patch of grass and wildflowerstucked into aspare 40 acres. The nearet intdlligenceisa
soaring redtailed hawk. Other than the bird, no one notices them but them.

Agan, hewaks.



And he asksthe boys, "Why did PSdo it?'
"Hewas sdfish,” says John. Blurts John.

"Who told you that?* Houston responds. Then he makes himself laugh, adding, "That'sright. Everyone
saysthat hewas horribly, wickedly sdfish. Don't they?'

From behind, Troy asks, "Wereyou?"'
"Inasense. Of course, Who isn't?"

At the base of the hill isalittle stand of trees. Ash trees, mostly. With an enormous and Stately
cottonwood anchoring one end.

"But maybe therés adifferent answer. A harder, truer one.”
"Likewhat?' asks Mike.

"All of you are Phillip's gift to the world." Houston dows his gait, making sure that everyone can hear.
"The man had certain talents that can prosper in any time, and he decided to share those talents with his
species. To enrich your generation with his genes, and when you have your own children, then enrich
every generation to come.”

Mike snorts, in disgust.
"What's the matter?' Houston asks. "Don't you approve?”
The boy just shakes his head, glowering at the ground.

For the last time, Troy looks over his shoulder. Then Houston places ahand on his shoulder, warning
him, "Nobody knowswhere we are. For alittle while, nobody's going to interrupt us. So don't worry.
Okay?'

The eyes are wide and sorrowful, but Troy says nothing.

Then they move beneath the trees, out of the wind, their voices carrying and the mood ingtantly more
intimate. Morefamiliar.

Houston says, "Therés athird possibility.”
"What?' squesks John.

"That Phillip Stevens remembered his childhood too well. He remembered hisloneliness and how very
separate he felt from the other kids. A bastard, interracia child without any father ... and maybedl of his
plotting and his seifish evil was Smply to make certain that the next time around ... that he wouldn't grow
upsodore..."

Now Houston cries.
Sobbing, practically.

Mikeisunimpressed. He gartsto turn away, announcing, "I don't want to do this shit any more. I'm
going back to the car."

"Please dont,” Houston pleads. "1 want to show you something first. Something important.”



Curiogty istherichest, siveetest drug.

One after another, the boys nod in identical fashions and follow, their mentor leading them under the giant
cottonwood. Head-high on the trunk is a distinctive X-shaped scar, the thick bark chopped open with a
heavy blade. With his back to the scar, Houston starts to count his steps from the trunk. At adozen, he
stops. Knedls. And while tugging at the shade-starved grasses, he tellsthem, " Always remember. Being
smart only meansthat you make bigger, louder mistakes."

The boys stand as close together asthey have ever been.
Waiching him.

"With the PSbug," explains Houston, "1 assumed that only afew thousand women insde avery limited
regionwould catchiit. That'sall. A minima plague and nobody would die...and when it was otherwise,
believe me, there wasn't anyone more surprised than me.”

For an instant, Houston wonders if maybe thisis the wrong place. Or perhaps he's redlly Houston Cross,
and heissmply delusond. A pure crazy man. But then onetuft of grass gives on thefirgt tug, then lets
itself be uprooted with ahard yank. Benesth it is a pipe with afa se bottom. He reaches elbow-deep and
touches the bottom, the Swiss-made lock recognizing hisfingertips.

"I was shocked by the disease's scope,” he confesses. "And horrified. And very sorry.”

The packets of money are pushed up by agentle gas-powered piston. Hundred dollar bills create alittle
wadll in the grass, and every boy hasto step closer and gawk, Mike saying, "God, that'salot!"

"A few hundred thousand. That'sal."
Troy says, "Shit," under his breath.
The otherslaugh, for just amoment.

"And thisistwenty million dollars," Houston adds, showing them an e-card that couldn't be more
nondescript. "Untraceable, in theory. Although | haven't used it in years”

"What dseisthere?..." one of them asks.

Heisn't surewho. Bending low, reaching into the damp hole, hetdlsthem, "This. Thisiswhat | wanted
to show you."

Exactly the size of the piston beneath it, the disc issilvery and outdated by the latest technologies. But it's
gtill readable, and probably will be for afew more years.

John asks, "What's that?'

"When | realized the scope of my plague,” saysHouston, "I made anearly full list of the PSs. Birth dates
and addresses and important government 1Ds. Everything that you would need to make contact with
them. In this country, and everywhere e se."

"But that'sdl old now," Mike points out.

"A lot of these boys have aready died. You'reright." He looks at them, one after another. Then he lets
them watch as he shoves the cash back into its hiding place, leaving it unlocked, and fits the hat of sod
and grass back into the pipe. "Others have moved. But if you're going to get in touch with them, you'l
need to start somewhere.”



None of the boys can manage aword, watching him.

Houston flips the disc toward John, then says, "'If you need, come get this cash. But only asyou need it.
Mike bends and picks up the disc, then asks, "What are we supposed to do? Mr. Whoever-Y ou-Are?

"Dr. Stevens," Troy tellshim.

"Organize your brothers. The sooner, the better.” Houston stands and pockets the e-cash, then in the
gravest voice he can summon, hetdlsthem, "Things are going to get very bad, and probably before
you'reready. But | know you. And | don't mean that you're just new incarnations of me. | know you as
John and Mike and Troy. Together, you and the other boys are going to survive thismessthat | sefishly
made for you...."

Then, he gaspsfor air.
John asks, "What about you? Can't you stay and help us?’
Mikesays, "l don't want him here.”

Houston agrees. "1 think they aready suspect that I'm not Houston Cross. If they find out everything, then
thingswill just be worse for you. Which iswhy you can't tel asoul about me. Ever.”

Only John nods with conviction.

"But | planto help you," he adds. "L ater, when I've settled down again, I'll feed you advice, somehow.
And if you need it, more money ..."

For along moment, no one speaks.

Then findly, with aquiet sorry voice, Houston says, "Five minutes. Give me that much time. Then walk
back to the main road and wait until someone comes looking for you."

Heturns, taking hisfirst tentative step toward the car.
"What'll you do now?" asks Mike.

Houston isn't sure. Maybe he should dip into another autographing ... thistime with acopy of The
Cuckoo's Boys, its pages laced with botulin toxins....

"What you should do," Mike says, "is shoot yoursdf. For red thistime!"
"Don't say that," Johnwarns him.

"Why not?' the smallest boy replies. "He'sjust abig fuck-up.”

Again, the grown man Sartsto cry.

Troy says, "l had funthisyear, Dr. Stevens. | did!"

"Don't say awful things about our father!" John shouts.

"He's not my father, and I'll say what | goddamn want to!l" Mike replies.
"Dont!"



"Oh, fuck you!"

With both hands and a hard deep grunt, John shoves Mike in the chest. The smaler boy stumblesand
fals backward into the grass. Then for amoment, he does nothing. He just laysthere, hisface full of
blood and awild, careless anger. Then with his own grunt, he leaps up and runs, dropping hishead as he
damsinto that big soft body, and both boys are throwing fists and cursing, then kicking each other, ribs
bruised and lips bloodied before someone throws his body between them, screaming, "Now stop!
Please, please, just grow up!”

For adippery ingant, Mike wishesthat it's Houston. Phillip. Whoever that prick is. Just so he can give
him afew good smacks now.

But no, it'sjust Troy. Poor stupid Troy is sobbing, and in his own way, he's furious. Then for some
bizarre, twisted reason, Mike finds himsdlf actualy sorry that it wasn't the man who stops them. Wiping
the gore out of his eyes, the boy looks across the prairie and sees no one. No one. Just thetall grass
waving and the empty hillside, and the shit ran away again, and there's nobody elsein the world but the
three of them.

That'swhen it startsto sink home.

For dl of them.

Atlonglast.

* %k

14. There'sno onelike you in the world.

Peopleliketo say otherwise, but they don't understand. Only people like oursalves understand. Each of
usis more different than we are the same, and if you think about it, that's our best hope.

Our only hope, maybe.

For now, that's al we can tell you. But watch your mail, and watch for sgns. Someday, sooner than you
think, well talk again. Well make our plansthen.

For anything and everything, well haveto be ready.
Sncerdy,
THE CUCKOO'SBOYS



