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Judith Seize-the-Day was, quite smply, the best of her kind. Many another had aspired to the clarity of
posthuman thought, and severd might claim some rude mastery of its essentids, but she done cameto
understand it as completely as any offworlder.

Such understanding did not come easily. The human mind is dow to generdize and even dower to
integrate. It lacks the quicksiIver gpprehension of the posthuman. The smplest truth must be repested
often to imprint even the most primitive understanding of what comes naturaly and without effort to the
gpace-faring children of humanity. Judith had grown up in Pole Star City, where the shuttles dant down
through the zone of permanent depletion in order to avoid further damage to the fragile ozone layer, and
thus from child-hood had associated extensively with the highly evolved. 1t was only naturd thet asa
woman she would elect to turn her back on her own brutish kind and strive to bootstrap-hersdlf into a
higher order.

Y et even then she was like an ape trying to pass as a philosopher. For al her laborious ponderings,
shedid not yet comprehend the core wisdom of posthumanity, which was that thought and action must
be as one. Being a human, how-ever, when she did comprehend, she understood it more deeply and
thoroughly than the posthumans themselves. As a Canadian, she could tap into the ancient and chthonic
wis-doms of her race. Where her thought went, the civilized mind could not follow.

It would be expecting too much of such awoman that she would entirely hide her contempt for her
own kind. She cursed the two trollish Ninglanders who were swegting and chopping away through the
lush tangles of kudzu, and drove them onward with the [ash of her tongue.

"Unevolved bastard pigs!” she spat. "Inbred degener-ates! If you ever want to get home to molest
your dogs and baby ssters again, you'll put your backsintoit!"

Thelarger of the crestures|ooked back at her with an angry gleam in hiseye, and hisknuckles
whitened on the hilt of his machete. She only grinned humorlesdy, and parted the holster of her ankh.
Such wespons wererarely alowed humans. Her possession of it was amark of the greet respect in
which shewas held.

The brute returned to hislabor.

It was degpest winter, and the jungle tracts of what had once been the mid-Atlantic coastlands were
traversable. Traversable, that is, if one had agood guide. Judith was among the best. She had brought
her party diveto the Flying Hills of southern Pennsylvania, and not many could have done that. Her client
had comein search of the fabled bell of liberty, which many another party had sought in vain. She did not
believe he would find it either. But that did not concern her.

All that concerned her wastheir survivd.

So she cursed and drove the savage Ninglanders before her, until al a once they broke through the
vines and brush out of shadow and into aclearing.

All three stood unmoving for an instant, staring out over the clumps and hillocks of grassthat
covered the foundations of what had once been factories, perhaps, or workers housing, gasoline



digtribution gtations, grist mills, shopping mals. . . . Even the skyline was uneven. Mystery beckoned from
every ambiguous lump.

It was amost noon. They had been walking since sun-down.

Judith dipped on her goggles and scanned the gray skiesfor navigation satellites. She found three
radar beaconswithin range. A utility accepted their input and calculated

her position: lessthan a hundred miles from Philade phia. They'd made more distance than sheld
expected. The empathic function mapped for her the locations of her party: three, including hersdlf, then
one, then two, then one, strung over amile and ahdf of trail. That waswrong.

Very wrong indeed.

"Pop thetents," she ordered, |etting the gogglesfall around her neck. "Stay out of the food.”

The Ninglanders dropped their packs. Onelifted arefrig-eration stick over his head like a spear and
dammed it into the ground. A wash of cool air swept over them al. Hislips curled with pleasure,
revealing broken yellow teeth.

She knew that if she lingered, she would not be able to face the oppressive jungle hest again. So,
turning, Judith strode back the way she'd come. Rats scattered at her approach, disappearing into hot
green shadow.

Thefirg of her party she encountered was Harry Work-to-Desath. His face was pale and he
shivered uncontrollably. But he kept walking, because to stop wasto die. They passed each other
without aword. Judith doubted he would live out the trip. He had picked up something after their
disastrous spill in the Hudson. There were opiates enough in what sur-vived of the medica kit to put him
out of hismisery, but she did not make him the offer.

She could not bring hersdlf to.

Haf amilelater came Leeza Child-of-Scorn and Maria Triumph-of-the-Will, chattering and laughing
together. They stopped when they saw her. Judith raised her ankh intheair, and shook it so that they
could fed itsaura scrape ever o lightly againgt their nervous systems.

"Whereisthe offworlder?' The women shrank from her anger. ™Y ou abandoned him. Y ou dared.
Did you think you could get away withit?Y ou werefoolsif you did!"

Wheedlingly, Leezasaid, "The sky man knew he was endangering the rest of us, so he asked to be
left behind." She and Mariawere full-blooded Canadians, like Judith, free of the taint of Southern genes.
They had been hired for their intelligence, and intelligence they had—alow sort of anima cunning that
made them dangeroudy unreliable when the going got hard. "Heinsisted.”

"It was very noble of him," Mariasaid pioudy.

"I'll give you something to be noble about if you don't turn around and lead me back to where you
left him." She holstered her ankh, but did not lock it down. "Now!" With blows of her fists, she forced
them down thetrail. Judith was short, stocky, al muscle. She drove them before her like the cursthat
they were.

The offworlder lay in the weeds where he had been dropped, one leg twisted at an odd angle. The
litter that Judith had lashed together for him had been flung into the bushes.

His clothes were bedraggled, and the netting had pulled away from his collar. But weak ashewas,
he smiled to see her. "1 knew you would return for me." His hands fluttered up in agesture indicating
absolute confidence. "So | was careful to avoid moving. The fracture will have to be reset. But that's well
within your capabilities, I'm sure

"l haven't lost aclient yet." Judith unlaced his splint and carefully straightened the leg. Posthumans,
gpending so much of their time in microgravity environments, were sgnificantly lessrobugt than their
ancestral stock. Their bones broke eas-ily. Y et when she reset the femur and tied up the splint again with
lengths of nylon cord, he didn't make a sound. Hiskind had conscious control over their endorphin
production. Judith checked his neck for ticks and chiggers, then tucked in his netting. "Be more careful
with this. There are alot of ugly diseases |oose out here.”

"My immune system is stronger than you'd suspect. If the rest of me were as strong, | wouldn't be
holding you back likethis

Asarule, sheliked the posthuman women better than their men. The men were hothouse



flowers—flighty, dliptica, full of fanciesand eaboration. Their beauty wasthe beauty of a satue; al
sculptured features and chill affect. The off-worlder, however, was not like that. Hislook was direct. He
was as solid and straightforward as awoman.

"While | waslying here, | dmost prayed for arescue party.”

To God, she thought he meant. Then saw how his eyeslifted briefly, involuntarily, to the clouds and
the satdllites beyond. Much that for humans required machines, a post-human could accomplish with
precisdy tailored neurd implants.

"They would've turned you down." This Judith knew for afact. Her mother, Ellen
To-the-Manner-Born, had died in the jungles of Wisconsin, eaten away with gangrene and curs-ing the
wardens over an open circuit.

"Yes, of course, onelifeis nothing compared to the hedlth of the planet.” His mouth twisted wryly.
"Yet dill, | confess| was tempted.”

"Put him back inthelitter," shetold thewomen. "Carry him gently." In the Quebecois didect, which
shewas certain her client did not know, she added, "Do thisagain, and I'll kill you."

She lagged behind, letting the others advance out of sight, so she could think. In theory she could
samply keep the party together. In practice, the women could not both carry the off-worlder and keep up
with the men. And if shedid not stay with the Ninglanders, they would not work. There were only so
many days of winter left. Speed was essentid.

An unexpected peal of laughter floated back to her, then silence.

Wearily, she trudged on. Already they had forgotten her, and her ankh. Almaost she could envy
them. Her responsibili-ties weighed heavily upon her. She had not laughed since the Hudson.

According to her goggles, there was a supply cache in Philadelphia. Once there, they could go back
onfull rationsagain.

Thetents were bright mushroomsin the clearing. Work-to-Desth lay dying within one of them. The
women had gone off with the men into the bush. Evenin thisungodly heet and humidity, they were unable
or unwilling to curb their bestid ludts.

Judith sat outside with the offworlder, the refrigeration stick turned up just enough to take the edge
off the afternoon heat. To get him talking, she asked, "Why did you come to Earth? Thereis nothing here
worth al your suffering. Were | you, I'd've turned back long ago."

For along moment, the offworlder struggled to gear down his complex thoughtsinto terms Judith
could compre-hend. At last he said, "Consider evolution. Things do not evolve from lower atesto
higher, asthe ancients believed, with their chartsthat began with afish crawling up upon the land and
progressed on to mammals, apes, Neanderthas, and finadly men. Rather, an organism evolvesto fit its
environ-ment. An gpe cannot live in the ocean. A human cannot brachiate. Each thrivesin itsown niche.

"Now congder posthumanity. Our environment is entirely artificial—floating cities, the Martian
subsurface, the Venusian and Jovian bubbles. Such habitats require sociad integration of ahigh order. A
human could survive within them, possibly, but she would not thrive. Our surround is salf-defined, and
therefore within it we are the pinnacle of evolu-tion."

As he poke, his hands twitched with the suppressed urge to amplify and clarify hiswordswith the
secondary emotive language offworlders employed in pardld with the spoken. Thinking, of course, that
shedid not savvy hand-sgn. But as her facility with it was minimal, Judith did not enlighten him.

"Now imagine a being with more-than-human strength and greater-than-posthuman intellect. Such a
creature would be at a disadvantage in the posthuman environment. She would be an evolutionary dead
end. How then could she get any sense of hersdf, what she could do, and what she could not?*

"How doesdl apply to you persondly?’

"| wanted to find the measure of myself, not asaproduct of an environment that catersto my
strengths and coddles my weaknesses. | wanted to discover what | am in the natural tate.”

"Y ouwon' find the naturdl state here. We'reliving in the aftermath.”

"No," he agreed. "The naturd sateislos, shattered like an eggshell. Even if—when—wefinaly
manage to restoreit, gather up al the shards and glue them together, it will no longer be natural, but
something we have decided to maintain and preserve, like agarden. It will be only an extension of our



culture”

"Natureisdead,” Judith said. It was a concept she had picked up from other posthumans.

Histeeth flashed with pleasure at her quick apprehen-sion. "Indeed. Even off Earth, where
conditions are more extreme, its effects are muted by technology. | suspect that nature can only exist
where our dl-devouring culture has not yet reached. Still... here on Earth, in the regionswhere dl but the
smplest technologies are prohibited, and it's still possible to suffer pain and even degth.... Thisisasclose
to an authen-tic Sate as can be achieved." He patted the ground by hisside. "The past is papable here,
century upon century, and under that the strength of the soil." His handsinvoluntarily legpt. Thisis so
difficult, they said. Thislanguage is so clumsy. "I am afraid | have not expressed mysdf very well.”

He amiled apologeticaly then, and she saw how exhausted he was. But still she could not resist
asking, "What isit like, to think asyou do?" It was a question that she had asked many times, of many
posthumans. Many answers had she received, and no two of them dike.

The offworlder'sface grew very ill. At last he said, "Lao-tzu put it best. The way mat can be
named is not the true way. The name that can be spoken is not the eternal name.’ The higher thought is
ineffable, amystery that can be experienced but never explained.”

His arms and shoulders moved in a gesture that was the evolved descendant of ashrug. His
weariness was palpable,

"You need rest," she said, and, standing, "let me help you into your tent.”

"Dearest Judith. What would | ever do without you?'

Ever so dightly, she flushed.

The next sundown, their maps, though recently downloaded, proved to be incomplete. The
improbably named Skookle River had wandered, throwing off swamps that her goggles topographical
functions could not distinguish from solid land. For two nights the party struggled southward, moving far
to the west and then back again so many times that Judith would have been entirely lost without the
navsats,

Then the rains began.

There was no choice but to leave the offworlder behind. Neither he nor Harry Work-to-Desth
could travel under such conditions. Judith put Mariaand Leezain charge of them both. After afew
choice words of warning, she left them her spare goggles and instructions to break camp and follow as
soon astherainslet up.

"Why do you treat uslike dogs?' aNinglander asked her when they were underway again. Therain
poured down over his plastic poncho.

"Becalse you are no better than dogs.”

He puffed himsdf up. "l am large and shapdly. | have afine mustache. | can give you many
orgasms”

His comrade was pretending not to listen. But it was obvious to Judith that the two men had a bet
going asto whether she could be seduced or not.

"Not without my participation.”

Insulted, he thumped his chest. Water dropletsflew. "I am as good as any of your Canadian men!"

"Yes," sheagreed, "unhappily, that'strue.”

When therainsfinaly let up, Judith had just crested asmdl hillock that her topographiesidentified as
an outlier of the Welsh Mountains. Spread out before her was a broad expanse of overgrown
twenty-first-century ruins. She did not bother accessing the city's name. In her experience, dl lost cities
were dike; shedidn't careif she never saw another. "Taketen," she said, and the Ninglanders shrugged
out of their packs.

Idly, she donned her goggles to make sure that Leezaand Mariawere breaking camp, asthey had
been instructed to do.

And screamed with rage.

The goggles Judith had left behind had been hung, unused, upon the flap-pole of one of the tents.
Though the two women did not know it, it was daved to hers, and she could spy upon their actions. She
kept her goggles on dl the way back to their camp.



When she arrived, they were Sitting by their refrigeration stick, surrounded by the discarded
wrappings of half the parly'sfood and all of its opiates. The stick was turned up so high that the grass
about it waswhite with frost. Already there was an inch of ash at itstip.

Harry Work-to-Death lay on the ground by the women, grinning loopily, face frozen to the stick.
Dead.

Outsdethecircle, only partidly visbleto the goggles, lay the offworlder, still strgpped to hislitter.
He chuckled and sang to himself. The women had been generous with the drugs.

"Pathetic weskling," Child-of-Scorn said to the off-worlder, "I don't know why you didn't drown in
therain. But | am going to leave you out in the heat until you are dead, and then | am going to pisson
your corpse.”

"l am not going to wait," Triumph-of-the-Will bragged. Shetried to stand and could not. "In
just—just amoment!”

The whoops of laughter died as Judith strode into the camp. The Ninglanders sscumbled to a halt
behind her, and stood |ooking uncertainly from her to the women and back. In their smple way, they
were shocked by what they saw.

Judith went to the offworlder and dapped him hard to get his attention. He gazed up confusedly at
the patch she held up before hisface.

"Thisisadetoxifier. It'sgoing to remove those drugs from your system. Unfortunately, asasde
effect, it will lso depress your endorphin production. I'm afraid thisisgoing to hurt.”

Shelocked it onto hisarm, and then said to the Ninglanders, "Take him up thetrail. I'll be dong.”

They obeyed. The offworlder screamed once asthe detoxifier took effect, and then fell silent again.
Judith turned to the traitors. ™Y ou chose to disobey me. Very well. | can use the extrafood.”

She drew her ankh.

Child-of-Scorn clenched her fistsangrily. "So could we! Half-rations so your little pet could egt his
fill. Work usto desth carrying him about. Y ou think I'm stupid. I'm not stupid. | know what you want
withhim."

"He'stheclient. He paysthe bills.

"What are you to him but an ugly little ape? Hed sooner fuck acow than you!™

Triumph-of-the-Will fdll over laughing. "A cow!" shecried. "A fuh-fucking cow! Moo!"

Child-of-Scorn's eyes blazed. ™Y ou know what the sky people call the likes of you and me?
Mud-women! Sometimes they come to the cribs outside Pole Star City to get good and dirty. But they
awayswash off and go back to their nice clean habitats afterward. Five minutes after he climbs back into
the sky, hell have forgotten your name.”

"Moooo! Moooo!*

"Y ou cannot make me angry,” Judith said, "for you are only animas.”

"] am not an animal!" Child-of-Scorn shook her fist at Judith. "I refuse to be treated like one.”

"One does not blame an animd for being what it is. But neither does one trust an animal that has
proved unrdiable. Y ou were given two chances.”

"If I'm an animal, then what does that make you? Huh? What the fuck does that make you,
goddamnit?' The woman's face was red with rage. Her friend stared blankly up at her from the ground.

"Animas," Judith said through gritted teeth, "'should be killed without emotion.”

Shefired twice.

With her party thus diminished, Judith could not hope to return to Canada afoot. But there were
abundant ruins nearby, and they were avirtual reservoir of chemica poisons from the days when humans
ruled the Earth. If she set the ankh to its hottest setting, she could start a blaze that would set off a
hundred darmsin Pole Star City. The wardens would have to cometo contain it. She would be
imprisoned, of course, but her client would live.

Then Judith heard the thunder of engines.

Highin the sky, agrest light appeared, so bright it was haloed with black. She held up ahand to
lessen the intensity and saw within the dazzle asmdl dark speck. A shuittle, faling from orbit.

Sheran crashing through the brush as hard and fast as she could. Nightmarish minutes|ater, she



topped asmal rise and found the Ninglanders standing there, the offworlder between them. They were
watching the shuttle come to a soft landing in the clearing its thrusters had burned in the vegetartion.

"Y ou summoned it," she accused the offworlder.

Helooked up with tearsin hiseyes. The detoxifier had left him in astate of pitilesslucidity, with
nothing to concen-trate on but his own suffering. "1 had to, yes." His voice was distant, his attention
turned inward, on the neura devicethat alowed him to communicate with the ship's crew. "The
pain—you can'timaginewhat it'slike. How it feds."

A lifetime of liesroared in Judith's ears. Her mother had died for lack of the aid that came at this
man'sthought.

"I killed two women just now."

"Did you?' Helooked away. "'I'm sure you had good reasons. I'll haveit listed as death by
accident." Without his conscious valition, his hands moved, saying, It's a trivial mat-ter, let it be.

A hatch opened in the shuttles side. Slim figures clam-bered down, white med-kits on their belts.
The offworlder smiled through histears and stretched out welcoming armsto them.

Judith stepped back and into the shadow of his disregard. She wasjust another native now.

Two women were dead.

And her reasons for killing them mattered to no one.

Shethrew her head back and laughed, freely and without reserve. In that instant Judith
Seize-the-Day was as fully and completely aive as any of the unworldly folk who walk the airless planets
and work in the prosperous and incomprehen-sible habitats of deep space.

In that instant, had any been looking, she would have seemed not human at dl.

DNA than humans?| could claim it means that they have more shapes available, not just tadpole
and frog."

He stayed up reading and typing and did not take Laury on a date that night, or the next night, or
any time the next two weeks. She grew angry and when she graduated with her MBA she volunteered
for the Peace Corps and went off to bal-ance books for acommunity improvement incorporation in
Mexico. It was easy. She had free time to find a beach and let the students try to teach her wind surfing.

Inahotel bar on abeautiful beach she met a handsome man who owned the hotel. She moved into
the hotel for afew years, remaining after the Peace Corps job was over, balanc-ing his books and
enjoying water sportsin the day, and danc-ing and lovemaking with the handsome man at night. Her hair
sunbleached a brighter blonde and her tan grew darker.

When the handsome man married a girl who had been chosen by his mother, Laury accepted his
gpology with an inscrutable smile, packed, wiped out dl the hotd's financia records from the computer
and shredded al the paper records, and caught a plane back to California.

She found out that Denny had been given another doc-torate on hisfrog research and now had a
bigger |aboratory and some employees, and best of al he was still unmarried. She arrived at Denny's
laboratory sure she looked more beau-tiful than ever.

"Honey, I'm back from Mexico," she called out to the back of aman in agreen cap wearing Denny's
favorite T-shirt.

Theman turned and stood up tall. Hisface was shiny tan and very wide, his eyeswere bright gold
and very big, and his mouth stretched amost from ear to ear.

Hewas surprisngly attractive.

"I've never forgotten you," he said in adeep musical voice. "Kissmeagan.”

-end-



