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| ntroduction

“Whole sight; or dl therest isdesolation.” Thisline begins and ends one of my favorite novels, John
Fowles s Daniel Martin, and it took mefour or five readings of the book to understand the full impact of
the phrase—not just in relation to that novel, but asacri de coeur from the very heart of the heart of art
and asanimperativefor dl novdigs, dl writers, dl atigs. In the penultimate scene of Daniel Martin, the
eponymous character encounters this command in the gaze of the elderly Rembrandt, the arc of
uncompromised energy leaping from the aged eyesin one of the Magter’ sfina sdf-portraits. I'vedso
received that dedgehammer blow of encounter with one of Rembrandt’ s self-portraits, and | agree with
thistrandation as both ultimate question and ultimate answer to the credtive artis’ s queries.

I’ve never redlly trusted introductions to stories asameansto gain aclearer view of thefictionitsdf. Asa
reader, | tend to enjoy introductions, but I’m wary of them; too many seem to have what John Keats
caled (in reference to bad poetry)—". . . a palpable design upon us—and if we do not agree, seemsto
put its hand in its breeches pocket.” Asawriter, | believe that fiction—like art—should stand done and
be judged done, and not be camouflaged or gpologized for in abarrage of verbiage.

Andyet...

Asboth areader and writer, | enjoy seeing the stories of some of my favorite writers set in context by
introductions. My friend Harlan Ellison said in arecentLocus interview, “ Everybody says, Y ou should
write your autobiography.’ | say, ‘I’ ve been writing it in bits and piecesin the introductions, in every story
| write” “ Whilel have no urge to write an autobiography, | confessthat | enjoy Harlan’s passionate and
revelatory introductions and admit to remembering some of those intros even after I’ ve forgotten the
detailsin the particular storiesthey were introducing.

Unlike gifted performance artists who find an audience everywhere—passengersin an elevator, say, or
felow dinersin arestaurant—I am a private person and fully intend to Say that way. At times, my
passion for privacy in an age that seemsto hold no interest in privacy and every interest in totd reveation
makes me seem stuffy. No, itmakes me stuffy. “Don’t tel and | won't ask” could be my policy toward
much of the too-confiding world.

But asanovelist and occasiond writer of short fiction, I’ ve dready voluntarily breached that wall of
privacy. “Writers are exorcists of their own demons,” said Mario Vargas Llosa, and the corollary to the
maxim is Henry James' s observation that the writer ispresentin“. . . every page of every book from
which he sought so assduoudy to diminate himself.”

S0 perhaps context, not clarification, isthe saving grace of introductions such as those scattered through
this collection. Or perhaps these intros are a ssimple form of good manners, such as saying “Hi” to other
hikers encountered on atrail herein the Rockieswherel live. Doneright, it does not intrude on the
scenery and solitude that are the redl reasonsfor hiking there, or for reading these stories.

THEfive long tales collected here were written over the past few yearsthat saw dramatic but not
necessaxily vigble changesin this particular writer. As Dante begins hislnferno (Mandelbaum
trandation)—

“When | had journeyed half our life’ sway,
| found mysdlf within a shadowed fores,
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for | had lost the path that does not Stray.
Ah, itishard to speak of what it was,
that savage forest, dense and difficult,
which eveninrecal renewsmy fear:
S0 hitter—death is hardly more severe!
But to retell the good discovered there,
I’ll dso tell the other things | saw.”

This sounds a bit too melodramatic; it would seem that not many of us get aguided tour to and through
the Ninth Circle of Hell—but, of course, most of us do sooner or later. And many of us—but not
al—arelucky enough to crawl down (or up, since he' sburied upside down in theicy Ninth Circle) the
hairy shins of Satan and get out again, if not upward through the Purgatorio to Paradiso, at least back into
thelight of aregular workday.

| do have arecommendation here. If and when any of you suddenly find yoursdlf in such adark wood, at
such a place where the smplest things begin to ravel (which meansthe sameas*unravel,” ddightfully
enough), | recommend that you scrape together enough money for afew months of thergpy and then skip
the therapy, but fly, instead, to the idand of Maui, and then drive to the al-but-uninhabited northeast Sde,
perhapsrenting asmal hale near the village of Hana (population 800) and, once there, eat mostly rice
and vegetables, go to deep to the sound of the surf, awake to the predawn “white rain of Hana’ on the
metal roof, hike much, draw some, write alittle (if you can), and listen to some music if your mood
allows. Near Hana, Waianapanapa State Park and its black sand beach are a great jumping off point for
coastd hikes—either south toward Hana Town or, more interestingly, north severd milestoward thelittle
Hanaairport. If you wak away from Hana, be careful, for the ancient Hawaiian “paved trail” that runs
aong the bare, volcanic shore dliffsis neither paved nor much of atrail and is sometimes treacherous,
requiring the hiker to jump over blowholes and to find one’ sway aong high bluffsfalling away to rocks
and crashing surf. Even if there’ samild sren’ s song there, the walk is wonderful—far too perfect with its
mild rains and following rainbows arching above the great green shoulder of Halegkaafor you to be
distracted for long.

Five days there should suffice. A week would be better.

THElong stories collected herein WORLDS ENOUGH & TIME—I suspect they’ re mostly novellas, or
perhaps noveettes, but | dways forget the word-length ditinction, so I'll just call them “long stories’—
have no overriding architecture, but they probably do resonate to some common themes.

When writers get into discussing themes, they tend to sound pretentious, o I’ [l apologizein advanceiif
the following comments come across that way. But sooner or later, everyone hasto talk about his or her
craft—interms, at least, of ambition, if not necessarily of accomplishment.

Idedlly, these stories (and my longer fiction) would embody the concept of niwa , which, in turn, would
include the dements of fukinseal ,kanso,koko,datsuzoku,seijaku, andshibui, with dl of these attributes
being enhanced by the resonance of wabi andsabi . This doesn’t happen to be the case, but more and
moreit appearsto bemy god.

About ten years ago, | traveled with afriend to Japan and other parts of Asia, ostensibly to research a
novel (athough the research decided that the novel should not be written) but actually to visit Zen



gardens.

The Japanese word for garden isniwa , but it also means*apure place.” Aswith appreciating any fine
art, acertain amount of education isrequired before reviewing Zen gardens or moss gardens or any of a
variety of Jgpanese gardens. Aswith fiction or visud art, asmple thing can mean much more than first
encounter suggests. raked gravel for the sea, arock for idands holding millions of souls, asmple shrub
for al theforests.

In such gardens—and increasingly, | think, in my fiction—acontrolling € ement isfukinsei—the precept
that the principle controlling the balance of composition should always be asymmetrical. A
little-known fact of aestheticsisthat dl human beings seem to be wired to prefer—whether they know it
or not—in flower arrangements, the compaosition of smooth stonesinterior design, architecture, art,
fiction—either symmetry or asymmetry. Most people in Western cultures gravitate to symmetry,
sometimesrigid symmetry. The dements of a Japanese garden, asin so much of that aesthetic, celebrate
asymmetry. Life, | think, isnot so symmetrica asour local senghilitieswould haveit be.

The themes of my work, I’ ve noticed after dmost two decades of professond striving, seemto circle
back to certain explorations of love and loss, while my craft increasingly becomes a search forkanso
(smplicity) and itssibling but not-twin,koko, aquest for austerity and maturity, areturn to the bare
essentials and an honoring of the venerable. For style, asmuch as | love reading Oondatje or
Nabokov-type lyrical prose, | would, asthe gardener in Narawould, chooseshizen , anaturaness, a
deliberate absence of pretense. Sometimes such smplicity is obtained through findingseijaku —achoice
of slencerather than noise, of calm rather than excitation.

Sometimes not.

Shibui, wabi, andsabi are complex ideas and while | have not obtained them asgoasin life or fiction,
neither can | escape them as recurring obsessionsin my work.Wabi includes the underlying Zen-essence
of understanding that in the bloom of time comesthefirst embrace of oblivion. The Zen-garden of
Ryoanzi Garden israked thrice daily, clearing the gravel of the fallen petals from the overhanging tree, but
the perfection of the gravel and stone garden isfound in precisely those aberrant petals—precisely in that
random but inevitable encounter with the dying beauty that isbeing raked away, reminding usthat even as
we celebrate life and beauty, we' re being deprived of something irreplaceable. Sabi , the discovery of
such beauty in the patina of time, in the lichen on the stone and the weathered fdlen tree, tendsto remind
usthat timeis generousto things but brutal as hell to us human beings. Perhagps we have worlds enough in
our three-score-and-ten, but time denies us room to celebrate those worlds; timeisthe only gift that
takes away everything and everyone we loveif we get enough of it. The acknowledgment and perhaps
celebration of sabi —that first embrace of oblivion even aswe hold tight those people and thingswe
love—isthe touchstonefor severa of the storiesin this collection.

Quite afew of us have encountered the wordshibui |, that dl-but-untrandatable word that signifies good
taste but which means, literdly, the puckery, stringent quaity found when biting into agreen persmmon.
This has been my life experience with nature—a celebration of its beauty and complexity while dways
ressting the urgeto sentimentdizeit. We are, | think, in an age not only of sentimentdity, but of
regressve immaturity, wherewefind it all but impossible to seethat there is something not sweet or
benevolent in nature, arestraint, an essential sour tang that makes the central purity al the sweeter in the
tasting. My strange girl-prophet, Kely Dahl, triesto teach this perasmmon tartnessredlity of lifeto her
former teacher, and perhapsthisis part of the undelivered message carried to Earth by Kanakaredes and
his creche brothers. | know that it was the central message of Aenes, the reluctant messiah who shaped
the human universein “ Orphans of the Helix.”

Yugenrequires asubtlety profound, demands suggestion rather than revelation. Combine that with the



principle of datsuzoku —an unworldliness having nothing to do with eccentricity, atranscendence of the
conventiona in ways never imagined by conforming rebe types—and fiction achieves that eement of
strangeness which the critic Harold Bloom points out is the common eement of enduring literature,
whether encountered in Shakespeare or Jane Austen or John Fowles.

COMEwith me, then, into aZen-garden. There will befirein the form of astone or iron lantern. There
will be earth in the form of astone. There will be water, air, plants, and animalsin their true forms. There
will dways be water, evenif just by suggestion or by the el egant parade of raindrops down awaterfal
chan.

The garden path, thergji, is more philosophy than stone. Every step is designed to bring the visitor and
viewer further from the mirror of the passing world and into its opposite. The stepstones of thergji are
deliberately placed inirregular cadence (in obedience to the principles of fukinsel ) so asto makethe
watcher look down, to take nothing for granted, to watch his step, and to notice the vistas and views.
There are larger standing-on stones for those vistas and views, and a'so to create pauses for mediation
on what has been seen or missed.

To seeaZen-garden fully, we will need the subtle vision of yugen —the Zen-gardener’ s mastery of partly
hidden views, of ddiberately indistinct areas made relative to shadows, aswell asan eyefor the
completeness glimpsed in partid reflectionsin water, and afull sense of the beauty of darkly revealed
formsand layers of meaning. Such joy isfound in moon shadows in pond reflections, in stone, in sand
textures, in symbols, and in subtle shadows of bamboo on bamboo in moonlight.

Whole sight; or all therest is desolation.

|ntroduction to “ L ooking for Kelly Dahl”

Thisisa story about love, loss, betrayal, obsession, and middle-aged angst—in other words, your
basic light romantic comedly.

“Kelly Dahl” appeared on OMNI-online and was printed inHigh Fantagtic,a hardcover anthology
edited by Steve Rasnic Tem and featuring all Colorado authors of fantastic fiction, but the story
was written for none of these markets. It was just written.

Onereaction I’ ve received repeatedly to the story is odd. People ask, “ Isthere areal Kelly
Dahl?”

W, thereis, actually. Kelly Dahl is the name of a Colorado campground set along the Peak to
Peak Highway south of Nederland but north of the old mining towns (now gambling towns) of
Blackhawk and Central City.

| got lost in a darkling wood near Kelly Dahl some years ago. I’ mfairly certain it’s the only time
I’ ve ever been lost in the woods or mountains, and it was silly since I’ d just gone a quarter of a
mile or so from the national forest campground (I usually camp far from such places,
backpacking away from people) to watch a sunset from a high ridge. Then, in taking a shortcut
back to the campsite, | ended up wandering for a couple of hours through a pitch-black forest of
lodgepole pine. | hate lodgepol e pine woods. The trees are scruffy, pruning their branches lower
down so that only the tops of the trees have living needles to catch the sunlight—which resultsin
a forest of telephone poles growing so close together it’s hard to squeeze through them while the
canopy above blots out the sky. Even someone with a reliable built-in sense of direction such as
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me can get lost while wiggling and waggling his way through hillsides of lodgepole pine.
Or so | reassure myself.

At any rate, | found a road after ninety minutes or so of pushing through undergrowth and
lodgepole pine, but it wasn't the Peak to Peak Highway, the only road running north and south
along the Continental Divide there. It was dark. It wasverydark, and although | wasn’t really lost
any longer since following that access road uphill would, theoretically, get me back to the Peak to
Peak, | decided to stop at a farmhouse—the only home along this road—to ask if Kelly Dahl
Campground lay north or south of the theoretical intersection with the highway.

The house was a Bumpus House. (If you’ ve read Jean Shepherd, or seen some of the TV specials
or the movie based on hiswork, you’ll know what | mean.) Weathered, no paint, yard filled with
junked vehicles, at least two outhouses out back, a side porch that had been ripped off—probably
by one of the Bumpuses in a fit of rage—with weeds growing six feet high and glimpses of gray
animals, looking like possums only with larger teeth, wandering through the junked cars and
weeds. Your basic Bumpus House.

Sill, there was a faint light glowing from the closed front door and through the torn shades, so |
thought I'd ask directions. | almost changed my mind when | realized that the light was green and
pulsing—not the universal blue pulse of a television in a darkened room, but a sick, viscous green,
and pulsing, throbbing, not to the ADD editing speed of a flickering TV, butpulsng, like something
froma 1930s Universal horror movie. | still kept going, climbing cinderblocks where the porch
had been and raising my hand to knock, when the most ferocious and unearthly growling I’ ve
ever heard in my life erupted . . . exploded. Not just fromingdethe house but from outside—from
the backyard and the side yard and the black lodgepol e pine forest beyond. Perhaps. . . just
perhaps. . . if someone in the house was raising wolf-dogs ( a not unusual circumstancein rural
Colorado) and had ten of them inside the house and twenty in the backyard and another twenty in
the side yard and fifty staked down in the woods above, the growling might be reasonably
explained.

Perhaps.

Anyway, | decided to forego directions and just keep walking—well, jogging for a bit—up the
black accessroad in the starlight. And there, after another forty minutes of walking and guessing
that | had to turn south at the Peak to Peak Highway, was Kelly Dahl Campground with its
scattering of dome tents and campfires and campers along the high ridgeline. I'm not sure if any
sight has been more welcome.

ALLof this has precious little to do with the story, of course.

One of the love storiesimbedded in “ Kelly Dahl” is about the love of teaching. Another isthe love
of the Colorado high country.

For a dozen years after moving to Colorado in 1974, | was able to combine these two loves in our
annual “ Eco-Week Experience” where we sixth-grade teachers brought kids to the mountains for
three days and two nights. (The other two days of the “ Eco-Week” were separate field trips to our
town’ s water supply reservoir in the mountains, water purification plant, and then the
sewage-treatment plant—a place of “ great de-stinktion.” )

But the heart of Eco-Week was the three days and two nights at Camp . Malo, an aging
Catholic summer camp some twenty-five or thirty miles north of Kelly Dahl Campground along
the same Peak to Peak Highway. Most of the schools went in the autumn, when the aspen leaves



were at their height. Some of the unluckier schools in the district had to go up in May, when there
might be three feet of snow at the camp. It didn’t matter too much to the sixth-graders; they—and
some of us teachers— ooked forward to Eco-Week year round. And we didn’t just dump the kids
at camp and hope they had a good time. Our science preparation went on for many months and
there were experiments to do during our stay there—testing the pH of the water and soil, doing
increment bores of the trees, identifying trees by smell and touch during blind walks, compass
reading and orienteering, studying the glacially formed landscape, finding squirrel kitchens and
studying insect behavior with magnifying glasses, mapping the evolution from Pikes Peak granite
to pebbles to soil to humus, observing animal and bird behavior . . . you get the idea.

God, | loved Eco-Week. (The year after | |eft teaching, the new triple-knit district superintendent,
a mouth-breather from some podunk district in Wyoming, killed Eco-Week, which had been the
high point for thousands of sixth-graders for sixteen years, as*“ too expensive’” —even though it
paid its own way—and then he | eft in the midst of a sexual scandal, the district having to buy up
his contract to the tune of more than $200,000 just to get rid of him. But Eco-Week stayed dead.)

You'll find some of my love of teaching in the pages of “ Looking for Kelly Dahl,” even some of
the love of teaching ecology, but more important than my love of teaching is the love of

|ear ning—per haps learning science—that was quickened, if not conceived, in the hearts of some
of the kids. The scene where Kelly Dahl gets the classto shut up and listen to nature occurred—in
one variation or another—in every one of our Eco-Week experiences.

Overcoming the fears of administrators, parents, the students, and many of the teachers, |
instigated night hikes while up there (on the night before | told the “ Gronker Sory” to a hundred
kids by the fireplace to scare the wits out of them—no one wanted to go outside after the
“Gronker Story.” ) During the night hikes, we walked silently through the moonlight or
starlight-dappled woods, found safe but silent places to be alone, and just sat for thirty minutes.
For most of our kids, who had grown up in a town of some 60,000 people, it was probably the
only time they had ever been alone in the woods, in the dark, listening to the stir of small
mammals and the flap of owl wings and the rustle of ponderosa-pine branches in the night breeze.
They loved it.

I’m not sureit’ sjust an accident that when | finally bought mountain property and a cabin—the
115 acres called Windwalker—it was just down the road from Camp . Malo (now gussied up
into a Catholic “ Executive Conference Center” —Pope John Paul 11 stayed there, going hiking in
Gronker territory in his white sneakers with gold laces). Nor was it necessarily an accident that
some of these former Eco-Week sixth-graders chose careersin science, some in environmental
sciences. One of those students should be finishing up her Ph.D. thesis this year on the
reproductive strategies of alpine plants; every day she hikesto her study fields of marsh marigolds
at a chilly 12,000 feet on Niwot Ridge along the Divide, above treeline, situated about
mid-distance between Camp S. Malo and Kelly Dahl Campground. | know that neither Eco-Week
nor | created this love of science and the out of doorsin her—her parents and she herself formed
that before she was a sixth-grader—but | was privileged to see her do her first eco-sciencein the
field.

Perhaps my favorite scene in “ Kelly Dahl” is set in tundra above treeline like that, where Kelly
Dahl—if thereis a Kelly Dahl—seems to have the narrator in her gunsights and is communicating
telepathically with him and sharing her love of the sheer poetry of tundra terms—"Fdlfidd,
meadow vole, boreal chorusfrog, snowball saxifrage, solifluction terraces, avens and sedges,
ydlow-bdlied marmots, permafrog, nivation depressions, saffron ragworts, green-leaf chiming bells,
man-hater sedge. . .”



There' sa chance that this“ man-hater sedge” serves more than one function in that passage.

| should point out that nowhere are thewabi andsabi pal ettes of time acting on nature more visible
than in the krummholz—the “ elfin timber,” gnarled and twisted little trees at treeline that might be
a thousand years old—and in the glacial moraines and fallen trees and lichened rocks and runic
eskers of the alpine.

* ok %
Finally, a definition of the following terms might be useful—

Chiar oscur o—the use and distribution of light and dark in a painting.
Pentimento—the reemergence in a painting of an image that’ s been painted over.

Palimpsest—a parchment from which writing has been erased (at least partially) to make room
for another text.

Palinode—a poem in which the poet retracts something said in an earlier poem.

LOOKING FORKELLYDAHL

| Chiaroscuro

| awoke in camp that morning to find the highway to Boulder gone, the sky empty of contrails, and the
aspen leaves abright autumn gold despite what should have been amidsummer day, but after bouncing
the Jeep across four miles of forest and rocky ridgeline to the back of the Flatirons, it was the sght of the
Inland Seathat stopped me cold.

“Damn,” | muttered, getting out of the Jeep and walking to the edge of the cliff.

Where the foothills and plains should have been, the great sea stretched away east to the horizon and
beyond. Torpid waves lapped up against the muddy shores below. Where the stone-box towers of
NCAR, the National Center for Atmospheric Research, had risen below the sandstone dabs of the
Hatirons, now there were only shrub-stippled swamps and muddy inlets. Of Boulder, therewasno
sgn—neither of its casis of treesnor of itslow buildings. Highway 36 did not cut its accustomed swath
over the hillside southeast to Denver. No roads were visible. The high rises of Denver were gone. All of
Denver was gone. Only the Inland Sea stretched east and north and south asfar as| could see, its color
the gray-blue | remembered from Lake Michigan in my youth, its wave action desultory, its sound more
the halfhearted |apping of alarge lake than the surf crash of ared ocean.

“Damn,” | said again and pulled the Remington from its scabbard behind the driver’ s seat of the Jeep.
Using the twenty-power sight, | scanned the gulleys leading down between the Fatirons to the swamps
and shoreline. There were no roads, no paths, not even visible anima trails. | planted my foot on alow
boulder, braced my arm on my knee, and tried to keep the scope steady as| panned right to left along
thelong gtrip of dark shordline.

Footprintsin the mud: one set, leading from the gully just below where | stood on what someday would
be named Hagstaff Mountain and crossing to asmall rowboat pulled up on the sand just beyond the curl
of waves. No one wasin the rowboat. No tracks led away fromiit.

A hbit of color and motion caught my eye afew hundred meters out from the shore and | raised therifle,
trying to steady the scope on a bobbing bit of yellow. There was afloat out there, just beyond the
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shdlows.

| lowered the Remington and took astep closer to the drop-off. There was no way that | could get the
Jeep down there—at least not without spending hours or days cutting a path through the thick growth of
ponderosa and lodgepole pine that grew in the gully. And even then | would have to use the winch to
lower the Jeep over boulders and near-vertica patches. It would not be worth the effort to take the
vehicle. But it would require an hour or more to hike down from here.

For what?1 thought. The rowboat and buoy would be another red herring, another Kelly Dahl joke.Or
she’strying to lure me out there on the water so that she can get a clean shot.

“Damn,” | said for thethird and final time. Then | returned therifletoits case, pulled out the blue
daypack, checked to make sure that the rations, water bottles, and .38 were in place, tugged on the
pack, shifted the Ka-bar knifein its sheath dong my belt so that | could get to it in one movement, set the
rifle scabbard in the crook of my arm, took onelast look at the Jegp and its contents, and began the long
descent.

Kelly, you're doppy,| thought as| did down the muddy dope, using aspens as handholds.Nothing's
consistent. You' ve screwed this up just like you did the Triassic yesterday.

This particular Inland Sea could be from one of several eras—the late Cretaceous for one, the late
Jurassic for anothe—but in the former era, some seventy-five million years ago, the greet interior sea
would have pushed much further west than here, into Utah and beyond, and the Rocky Mountains |
could see twenty milesto the west would have been in the process of being born from the remnants of
Pacificidandsthat had dotted an ocean covering Cadifornia. The dabs of Hatirons now rising above me
would exist only asalayer of soft substrata. Conversdly, if it were the mid-Jurassic, dmost ahundred
million years earlier than the Cretaceous, thiswould dl be part of awarm, shallow sea stretching down
from Canada, ending in ashore winding along northern New Mexico. There would be ahuge saline lake
south of there, the mudflats of southern Colorado and northern New Mexico stretching as anarrow
isthmus for dmost two hundred miles between the two bodies of water. Thisareaof central Colorado
would be anidand, but still without mountains and Fatirons.

You got it all wrong, Kelly. I'd give this a D-.There was no answer. Shit, thisisn’t even thatgood. An
F. Still slence.

Nor were the floraand fauna correct. Instead of the agpen and pine trees through which | now
descended, this area should have been forested during the Jurassic by tall, dender, cycadlike trees,
festooned with petals and cones; the undergrowth would not be the juniper bushes | was picking my way
around but exotic scouring rushes displaying leaves like banana plants. The late-Cretaceous florawould
have been more familiar to the eye—low, broad-leaved trees, towering conifers—but the blossoms
would be profuse, tropical, and exotic—with the scent of huge, magnolidike blossoms perfuming the
humid air.

Theair was neither hot nor humid. 1t was amidautumn Colorado day. The only blossoms | saw were the
faded flowers on small cacti underfoot.

The faunawerewrong. And dull. Dinosaurs existed in both the Cretaceous and Jurassic, but the only
animals| had seen thisfine morning were some ravens, three white-tailed deer hustling for cover amile
before | reached the cliffs, and some golden-mantled ground squirrels near the top of the Fatirons.
Unless aplesiosaur raised its scrawny neck out of the water below, my guess was that the Inland Sea
had been transplanted to our era. | had been mildly disappointed the last couple of times the chase had
taken me through ancient eras. | would like to have seen adinosaur, if only to seeif Spielberg and his



computer animators had been correct as to how the creatures moved.

Kelly, you're doppy, | thought again.Lazy. Or you make your choices from sentiment and a sense of
aestheticsrather than from any care for accuracy. | was not surprised that there was no answer.

Kdly had dways been quirky, athough | remembered little sentimentaity from ether of thetimes| had
been her teacher.

| thought,She hadn’t cried the time | eft the sixth-grade class to take the high school job. Most of
the other girlsdid. Kelly Dahl was eleven then. She had not shown much emotion when I'd had
her in English classwhen shewas . . . what? . . . seventeen.

And now she wastrying to kill me. Not much sentiment there, ether.

| came out of the woods at the edge of the gully and began following human footprintsin the mud across
the flats. Whether the Inland Seawas from the Jurassic or the Cretaceous, the person who had crossed
these tidal flats before me had worn sneakers—cross-trainers from the look of the sole patterns.Are
these tidal flats? | think so . . . the Kansas Sea was large enough to respond to tides.

There was nothing in the rowboat but two oars, shipped properly. | glanced around, took therifle out to
scope the cliffsides, saw nothing there, tossed the pack in the boat, set the Remington across my lap,
shoved off through low waves, and began to row toward the yellow buoy.

| haf expected arifle shot, but suspected that | would not hear it. Despite her missed chances afew days
earlier, Kely Dahl was obvioudy agood shot. When she decided to kill me, if she had ashot asclear as
this one must be—she could fire from any spot along the cliff face of the Flatirons—I would dmost
certainly be hit on her first try. My only chance wasthat it would not be afatal shot and that | could il
handle the Remington.

Swegting, the rifle now on the thwart behind me, my shirt soaked from the exertion despite the cool
autumn air, | thought of how vulnerable | was out here on the chalky sea, how stupid this action was. |
managed to grunt alaugh.

Do your worst, kid. Sunlight glinted on something behind the rocks on Flagstaff Mountain. A telescopic
sght? My Jeep’ swindshield? 1 did not break the rhythm of my rowing to check it out.Do your worst,
kid. It can’t be worse than what | had planned for myself.

Theydlow “buoy” was actudly aplastic bleach jar. Therewasalinetied toit. | pulled it up. Thewine
bottle on the end of it was weighted with pebbles and sedled with a cork. There was anoteinside.

BANG, itread.YOU'REIT .
ONtheday | decided to kill mysdlf, | planned it, prepared it, and carried it out. Why wait?

Theirony wasthat | had aways detested suicide and the suicides themsalves. Papa Hemingway and his
ilk, someone who will put aBoss shotgun in hismouth and pull the trigger, leaving the remains at the
bottom of the sairsfor hiswifeto find and a celling full of skull splintersfor the hired help to remove. . .
wdll, | find them disgusting. And sdlf-indulgent. | have been afailure and adrunk and afuck-up, but |
have never left my messesfor othersto clean up, not even in the worst depths of my drinking days.

Stll, itishard to think of away to kill yourself without leaving amess behind. Walking into the ocean like
James Mason at the end of the 1954A Sar |s Born would have been nice, assuming astrong current
going out or sharksto finish off the waterlogged remains, but | live in Colorado. Drowning onesdlf in one
of the puny reservoirs around here seems pathetic at best.



All of the domestic remedies—gas, poison, hanging, an overdose of deeping pills, the shotgun from the
closat—Ieave someone with the Hemingway problem. Besides, | despise melodrama. Theway | figureit,
it'sno one s business but my own how or why | go out. Of course, my ex-wife wouldn’t give ashit and
my only child is dead and beyond embarrassment, but there are still afew friends out there from the good
days who might feel betrayed if news of my death came in the black-wrapped package of suicide. Or so
| liketo think.

It took me not quite three beersin the Bennigan’s on Canyon Boulevard to arrive at the answer; it took
even lesstime to make the preparations and to carry them out.

Some of the few things|eft me after the settlement with Mariawere my Jeep and camping gear. Even
whilel wasdrinking, | would occasiondly take off for the hills without notice, camping somewhere dong
the Peak to Peak Highway or in the Nationa Forest up Left Hand Canyon. While not areal off-road
type—I hate 4-whed-drive assholes who pride themselves on tearing up the landscape, and all
snowmobilers, and those idiots on maotorcycles who befoul the wilderness with noise and fumes—I have
been known to push the Jeep pretty hard to get to a campsite far enough back to where | wouldn’'t have
to listen to anyone' sradio or hear traffic or haveto look at the rump end of some fat-assed Winnebago.

There are mineshafts up there. Most of them are dug horizontaly into the mountains and run only afew
hundred feet back before ending in cave-in or flood. But some are sinkholes, some are pits where the soil
has caved in above an old shaft. Some are vertica dropshafts, long since abandoned, that fal two or
three hundred feet to rocks and water and to whatever dimy thingsthere are that liketo livein such
darkness.

| knew where one of these dropshafts was—a deep one, with an opening wide enough to take the Jeep
and me. It was way the hell above the canyon back there behind Sugarloaf Mountain, off the trail and
marked by warning signs on trees, but someone trying to turn a Jeep around in the dusk or dark might
driveinto it easly enough. If they were stone supid. Or if they were aknown drunk.

It was about seven on aduly evening when | left Bennigan's, picked up my camping stuff at the gpartment
on 30th Street, and headed up north on Highway 36 aong the foothills for three miles and then west up
Left Hand Canyon. Even with the two or three hard miles of 4-whed-driveroad, | figured | would be at
the mineshaft before eightP.M. There would be plenty of light left to do what | had to do.

Despite the three beers, | was sober. | hadn't had ared drink in amost two months. Asan acohalic, |
knew that | wasn't recovering by staying just on thisside of the sober line, only suffering.

But | wanted to be amost sober that night. | had been amost sober—only two beers, perhaps
three—the evening that the pickup crossed the lane on Highway 287 and smashed into our Honda, killing
Allan ingtantly and putting me into the hospital for three weeks. The driver of the pickup had survived, of
course. They had tested his blood and found that he was legd ly drunk. He received a suspended
sentence and lost hislicense for ayear. | was so badly injured, it was so obvious that the pickup had
been at fault, that no one had tested my blood-alcohoal level. I’ never know if | could have responded
faster if it hadn't been for those two or three beers.

Thistime | wanted to know exactly what | was doing as | perched the Jeep on the edge of that
twenty-foot opening, shifted into 4-whedl low, and roared over the raised berm around the black circle
of thepit.

And | did. | did not hegitate. | did not lose my sense of pride at the last minute and write some bullshit
farewd | noteto anyone. | didn’t think about it. | took my basebal cap off, wiped the faintest film of
swest from my forehead, set the cgp on firmly, dammed the shifter into low, and roared over that mound



of dirt likeapit bull going after amailman’sass.

The sensation was dmost like going over the second hill on the Wildcat * coaster at Elitch Gardens. | had
the urgeto raise my arms and scream. | did not raise my arms; my hands stayed clamped to the whed as
the nose of the Jeep dropped into darkness asif | were driving into atunndl. | had not turned the
headlights on. | caught only the faintest glimpse of boulders and rotted timbers and layers of granite
whipping by. | did not scream.

THElast few days| have been trying to recall everything | can about Kelly Dahl when | taught her inthe
sxth grade, every conversation and interaction, but much of it isindistinct. | taught for amost twenty-six
years, sxteen in the dementary grades and the rest in high school. Faces and names blur. But not
because | was drinking heavily then. Kdly wasin my last Sxth-grade classand | didn’t redlly have a
drinking problem then. Problems yes, drinking problem, no.

| remember noticing Kelly Dahl on thefirst day; any teacher worth hisor her salt noticesthe
troublemakers, the standouits, the teacher’ s pets, the class clowns, and dl of the other e ementary-class
stereotypes on thefirst day. Kelly Dahl did not fit any of the stereotypes, but she was certainly a standout
kid. Physcaly, there was nothing unusual about her—at eleven she waslosing the baby fat she'd carried
through childhood, her bone structure was beginning to assert itsdf in her face, her hair was about
shoulder length, brown, and somewhat stringier than the blow-dried fussiness or careful braidedness of
the other girls. Truth was, Kelly Dahl carried adight air of neglect and impoverishment about her, alook
we teecherswere al too familiar with in the mid-' 80s, even in affluent Boulder County. The girl’ s clothes
were usudly too smdl, rarely clean, and bore the telltale wrinkles of something dredged from the hamper
or floor of the closet that morning. Her hair was, as| said, rarely washed and usudly held in place by
cheap plagtic barrettes that she had probably worn since second grade. Her skin had that sallow |ook
common to children who spent hoursingdein front of the TV, dthough | later found that this was not the
case with Kdly Dahl. She was that rarest of things—a child who had never watched TV.

Few of my assumptions were correct about Kelly Dahl.

What made Kdly stand out thet first day of my last sixth-grade class were her eyes—startlingly green,
shockingly intdligent, and surprisingly dert when not concealed behind her screen of boredom or hidden
by her habit of looking away when caled upon. | remember her eyes and the dightly mocking toneto her
soft, eleven-year-old girl’ svoicewhen | caled on her the few timesthat first day.

| recal that | read her file that evening—I made it a practice never to read the sudents cumulative
folders before | met the actual child—and | probably looked into this one because Kdly’ s careful diction
and softly ironic tone contrasted so much with her gppearance. According to thefile, Kelly Dahl lived in
the mobile home park to the west of the tracks—the trailer park that gave our school the lion’s share of
problems—with her mother, divorced, and astepfather. Therewas ayelow Notice dip from second
grade warning the teacher that Kelly’ shiologica father had held custody until that year, and that the court
had removed the girl from that home because of rumors of abuse. | checked back in the single sheet from
acounty social worker who had visited the home and, reading between the lines of bureaucratese,
inferred that the mother hadn’t wanted the child either but had given into the court’ sruling. The biologicd
father had been more than willing to give the girl up. Evidently it had been a noncustody battle, one of
those“Y ou take her, | havealifetolive’ exchangesthat so many of my students had endured. The
mother had lost and ended up with Kelly. The yellow Notice dip wasthe usua warning thet the girl was
not to be allowed to leave the school grounds with the biologica father or be allowed to spesk on the
phoneif he called the school, and if he were observed hanging around the school grounds, the teacher or
her aide wereto notify the principa and/or call the police. Too many of our kids' files have yellow Notice
dipswith that sort of warning.



A hasty note by Kdly’ s fourth-grade teacher mentioned that her “real father” had died in acar accident
the previous summer and that the Notice dip could beignored. A scrawled message on the bottom of the
socia worker’ styped page of comments et it be known that Kelly Dahl’ s “ stepfather” was the usual
live-in boyfriend and was out on parole after sticking up aconvenience storein Arvada.

A farly normd file.

But there was nothing normal abot little Kelly Dahl. These past few days, as | actively try to recall our
interactions during the seven months of that abbreviated school year and the eight months we spent
together when shewas ajunior in high school, | am amazed at how strange our time together had been.
Sometimes | can barely remember the faces or names of any of the other sixth-gradersthat year, or the
sullen faces of the douching juniorsfive years after that, just Kelly Dahl’ s ever-thinning face and startling
green eyes, Kdly Dahl’ s soft voice—ironic at eeven, sarcastic and chalenging at sixteen. Perhaps, after
twenty-six years teaching, after hundreds of eleven-year-olds and sixteen-year-olds and
seventeen-year-olds and e ghteen-year-ol ds taught—suffered through, actually—Kelly Dahl had been my
only rea student.

And now shewas stalking me. And | her.
Il Pentimento

| awoke to the warmth of flames on my face. Lurching with asense of faling, | remembered my last
moment of consciousness—driving the Jeep into the pit, the plunge into blackness. | tried to raise my
arms, grab the whed again, but my armswere pinned behind me. | was sitting on something solid, not the
Jeep seet, the ground. Everything was dark except for the flicker of flamesdirectly in front of me.Hell? |
thought, but there was not the dightest belief in that hypothes's, even if | were dead. Besides, the flamesi|
could seewerein alarge campfire; thering of firestoneswas quite visble.

My head aching, my body echoing that ache and reding from astrange vertigo, asif | weredill ina
plummeting Jeep, | attempted to assess the Situation. | was outside, Sitting on the ground, still dressed in
the clothes | had worn during my suicide attempt, it was dark, and alarge campfire crackled away Six
feet infront of me.

“Shit,” | said doud, my head and body aching asif | were hung over.Screwed up again. | got drunk
and messed up. Only imagined driving into the pit. Fuck.

“You didn't screw up again” came a soft, high voice from somewhere in the darkness behind me. “Y ou
redly did driveinto that mineshaft.”

| started and tried to turn to see who had spoken, but | couldn’t move my head that far. | looked down
and saw the ropes crossing my chest. | was tied to something—a stump, perhaps, or aboulder. | tried to
remember if | had spoken those last thoughts aoud about getting drunk and screwing up. My head hurt

coysmdly.

“It was an interesting way to try to kill yoursdf” came the woman'svoice again. | wassureit wasa
woman. And something about the voice was hauntingly familiar.

“Where areyou?’ | asked, hearing the raggednessin my voice. | swiveled my head asfar asit would go
but was rewarded with only a glimpse of movement in the shadows behind me. The woman waswalking
just outside the reach of firdight. | was Sitting against alow boulder. Five strands of rope were looped
around my chest and therock. | could fed another rope restraining my wrists behind the boulder.

“Don’t you want to ask who | am?’ came the strangely familiar voice. “ Get that out of the way?’



For asecond | said nothing, the voice and the dight mocking tone beneath the voice so familiar that | was
surethat | would remember the owner of it before | had to ask. Someone who found me drunk in the
woods and tied me up.Why tie me up? Mariamight have done that if she had been around, but she was
in Guatemala with her new husband. There were past loverswho didiked me enough to tie me up and
leave me in the woods—or worse—but none of them had this voice. Of course, in the past year or two
there had been so many strange women I’ d awakened next to . . . and who said | had to know this
person? Odds were that some crazy woman in the woods found me, observed that | was drunk and
potentiadly violent—I tend to shout and recite poetry when | am a my drunkest—and tied me up. It dl
made sense—except for the fact that | didn’t remember getting drunk, that the aching head and body did
not fed like my usua hangover, that it made no sense for even acrazy lady to tie me up, and that 1 did
remember driving the fucking Jegp into the mineshaft.

“Give up, Mr. Jakes?’ camethevoice.

Mr. Jakes. That certain tone. A former student. . . | shook my head with the pain of trying to think. It
was worse than a hangover headache, different, deeper.

“You can cdl meRoland,” | said, my voicethick, squinting at the flames and trying to buy amoment to
think.

“No, | can't, Mr. Jakes,” said Kelly Dahl, coming around into the light and crouching between me and
thefire. “You' re Mr. Jakes. | can't call you anything else. Besides, Roland isa stupid name.”

| nodded. | had recognized her at once, even though it had been six or seven years since | had seen her
last. When she had been ajunior, she had worn her hair frosted blonde and cut in apunk style just short
of amohawk. It was till short and cut raggedly, still aphony blonde with dark roots, but no longer punk.
Her eyes had been large and luminous as a child of eeven, even larger and lit with the dull light of drugs
when she was seventeen, but now they were just large. The dark shadows under her eyes that had been
acongtant of her gppearancein high school seemed gone, athough that might be atrick of thefirdight.
Her body was not as angular and lean as | remembered from high school, no longer the bone-and-gristle
gaunt, asif the coke or crack or whatever she' d been taking had been eating her up from theinside, but
gtill thin enough that one might have to glance again to see the breasts before being certain it was a
woman. This night she was wearing jeans and work bootswith aloose flannd shirt over adark
swestshirt and there was ared bandanatied around her head. The firdight made the skin of her cheeks
and forehead very pink. Her short hair stuck out over the bandana above her ears. She held alarge camp
knifeloosdly in her right hand as she squatted in front of me.

“Hi, Kely,” | sad.

“Hi, Mr. Jakes”

“Want to let me loose?’
“No.”

| hesitated. There had been none of the old bantering tonein her voice. We were just two adults talking,
shein her early twenties, mefifty-something going on a hundred.

“Didyoutiemeup, Kely?’
“Sure”
HWW?!



“You'll know in afew minutes, Mr. Jakes.”

“Okay.” | tried to relax, settle back againgt the rock asif | were accustomed to driving my Jeep into a pit
and waking up to find an old student threatening me with aknife.ls she threatening me with a knife? It
was hard to tell. She held it casudly, but if she was not going to cut me loose, there was little reason for it
to be there. Kedly had aways been emotiona, unusuad, unstable. | wondered if she had gone completely
insane.

“Not completely nuts, Mr. Jakes. But closeto it. Or so people thought . . . back when people were
around.”

| blinked. “Areyou reading my mind, Kely?’

1] SJre.”

“How?’ | asked. Perhaps | hadn’t died in the suicide attempt, but was even at that second lying
comatose and brain-damaged and dreaming this nonsense in ahospital room somewhere. Or at the
bottom of the pit.

“Mu,” said Kely Dahl.
“I beg your pardon?’
“Mu.Come on, don't tell me you don’t remember.”

| remembered. | had taught thejuniors. . . no, it had been the sixth-gradersthat year with Kdly . . . the
Chinese phrasemu. On onelevel mu meansonlyyes, but on adeeper level of Zen it was often used by the
master when the acolyte asked a stupid, unanswerable, or wrongheaded question such as“Doesadog
have the Buddha-nature?’ The Master would answer only, Mu, meaning—I say “ yes’ but mean “ no,”
but the actual answer is—Unask the question.

“Okay,” | sad, “thentell mewhy I'mtied up.”
“Mu,” said Kelly Dahl. She got to her feet and towered over me. Flames danced on the knife blade.

| shrugged, athough the tight ropes [ eft that as something less than agraceful movement. “Fine” | said. |
was tired and scared and disoriented and angry. “Fuck it.” If you can read my mind, you goddamn
neurotic, read this. | pictured araised middlefinger.And sit on it and swivel.

Kdly Dahl laughed. | had heard her laugh very few timesin sixth grade, not at dl in eleventh grade, but
thiswas the same memorable sound | had heard those few times—wild but not quite crazy, pleasant but
with far too much edge to be called swest.

Now she crouched in front of me, the long knife blade pointed a my eyes. “ Are you ready to start the
game, Mr. Jakes?’

“What game?’ My mouth wasvery dry.

“I"'m going to be changing somethings,” said Kelly Dahl. “Y ou may not like al the changes. To stop me,
you' |l haveto find me and stop me.”

| licked my lips. The knife had not wavered during her little speech. “What do you mean, stop you?’

“Stop me. Kill meif you can. Stop me.”



Oh, shit . . . the poor girliscrazy.

“Maybe,” said Kelly Dahl. “But the gameis going to be fun.” Sheleaned forward quickly and for amad
second | thought she was going to kiss me; instead she leveraged theflat of the blade under the ropes
and tugged dightly. Buttonsripped. | felt the sted point cold against the base of my throat asthe knife did
Sdeways.

“Careful ...

“Shhhh,” whispered Kedly Dahl and did kiss me, once, lightly, as her hand moved quickly from left to
right and the ropes separated asif diced by ascalpd.

When she stepped back | jJumped to my feet . . .tried to jumpto my feet . . . my legswereadeep and |
pitched forward, dmost tumbling into the fire, catching mysdf clumsly with arms and hands that were as
nervelessasthelogs| could seelying inthe flames.

“Shit,” | said. “ Goddammit, Kelly, thisisn't very .. .” | had made it to my knees and turned toward her,
away fromthefire.

| saw that the campfire wasin aclearing on aridgeline, somewhere | did not recognize but obvioudy
nowhere near where| had driven into the mineshaft. There were afew boulders massed in the dark and |
caught aglimpse of the Milky Way spilling above the pines. My Jeep was parked twenty feet away. |
could see no damage but it was dark. A breeze had come up and the pine branches began swaying
dightly, the needlesrich in scent and Sighing softly.

Kely Dahl was gone.

WHENI wastraining to be ateacher, just out of the army and not sure why | was becoming ateacher
except for the fact that it was the furthest thing from humping aruck through Vietnam that | could
imagine, one of thetrick questions the professors used to ask was— “Do you want to be the sage on the
stage or the guide on the Sde?” Theideawasthat there were two kinds of teachers: the “sage’” who
walked around like a pitcher full of knowledge occasionally pouring some into the empty receptacle that
was the student, or the “guide’” who led the student to knowledge via furthering the young person’sown
curiogity and exploration. The obvious right answer to that trick question was that the good teacher-to-be
should be “the guide on the Sde,” not imposing hisor her own knowledge, but aiding the child in
sdf-discovery.

| soon found out that the only way | could enjoy teaching was to be the sage on the stage. | poured
knowledge and facts and insights and questions and doubts and everything elsethat | was carrying
around directly from my overflowing pitcher to those twenty-five or o empty receptacles. It was most
fun when | taught sixth grade because the receptacles hadn’t been filled with so much socia moose piss
and sheer mignformation.

Luckily, therewere alot of things | was both acutely interested in, moderately knowledgesble about, and
innocently eager to share with the kids. my passion for history and literature, my love of space travel and
aviation, my collegetraining in environmenta science, alove of interesting architecture, my ability to draw
and tell stories, afascination with dinosaurs and geology, an enjoyment of writing, a high comfort level
with computers, a hatred of war coupled with an obsess on with things military, firsthand knowledge of
quite afew remote placesin the world, adesreto travel to seeall of the world' s remote places, agood
sense of direction, awarped sense of humor, aprofound fascination with the lives of world historical
figures such as Lincoln and Churchill and Hitler and Kennedy and Madonna, aflair for the dramétic, a
love of music that would often lead to my sixth-grade classlying in the park acrossthe street from the
school on awarm spring or autumn day, sixty feet of school extension cord tapping my mini-stereo



system into the eectrical outlet near the park restrooms, the sound of Vivaldi or Beethoven or Mozart or
Rachmaninoff irritating the other teachers who later complained that they had to close their classroom
windows o that their students would not be distracted. . . .

| had enough passions to remain a sage on the stage for twenty-six years.Some of those years, said the
inscription on atombstone | once saw, wer e good.

One of theincidents | remember with Kely Dahl was from the week of environmenta study the district
had mandated for sixth-graders back when they had money to fund the fieldtrips. Actualy, we studied
environmental science for weeks before the trip, but the students always remembered the actual
three-day excurson to an old lodge along the Front Range of the Rockies. The digtrict caled those three
days and two nights of hiking and doing experimentsin the mountains the Environmenta Awarenessand
Appreciation Unit. The kids and teachers called it Eco-Week.

| remember the warm, late-September day when | had brought Kelly Dahl’ s class to the mountains. The
kids had found their bunksin the drafty old lodge, we had hiked our orientation hikes, and in the hour
before lunch | had brought the classto a beaver pond a quarter of amile or so from thelodgein order to
do pH tests and to begin my stint as Science Sage. | pointed out the fireweed abounding around the
disturbed pond edge—Epilobium angustifoliuml taught them, never afraid to introduce alittle Latin
nomenclature into the mix—and had them find some of the fireweed' s cottony seeds along the bank or
skimming across the still surface of the pond. | pointed out the aspen’ s golden leaves and explained why
it shimmered—how the upper surface of the leaf did not receive enough sunlight to photosynthesize, so
the leaf was attached by a stem at an angle that alowed it to quake so that both sidesreceived the light. |
explained how aspen clone from the roots, so the expansive aspen grove we were looking at was—in a
red sense—asingle organism. | pointed out the late asters and wild chrysanthemumsin their last days
before the killing winter winds finished them for another season, and had the children hunt for the red
leaves of cinquefoil and strawberry and geranium.

It was at this point, when the kids were reconvened around me in an interested circle, pointing to the
falen red leaves and gall-swollen branches they had gathered, that Kelly Dahl asked, “Why do we have
tolearn dl thisstuff?’

| remember sighing. “Y ou mean the names of these plants?’
13 YS”

“A nameisaningrument of teaching,” | said, quoting the Aristotle maxim | had used many timeswith this
class, “and of discerning natures.”

Kely Dahl had nodded dightly and looked directly a me, the startling, unique quality of her green eyesin
sharp contrast to the sad commonness of her cheap K-market jacket and corduroys. “But you can't
learnit al,” she had said, her voice so soft that the other kids had leaned forward to hear it above the
gentle breeze that had come up. It was one of those rare times when an entire class was focused on what
was being said.

“Youcan'tlearnit al,” | had agreed, “but one can enjoy nature moreif you learn some of it.”

Kely Dahl had shaken her head, dmaost impatiently I’ d thought at thetime. “Y ou don’t understand,” she
sad. “If you don’'t understand itall, you can't understand any of it. Natureis. . .everything. It'sal
mixed up. Even we' re part of it, changing it by being here, changing it by trying to undergand it . . .” She
had stopped then and | only stared. It certainly had been the most | had heard this child say in one
gpeech in the three weeks of class we had shared so far. And what she said was absolutely accurate,
but—I felt—largdy irrdevant.



While| paused to frame areply that al of the kids could understand, Kelly had gone on. “What | mean
is” shesad, obvioudy moreimpatient with her own inability to explain than with my ingbility to
understand, “that learninga little of this stuff islike tearing up that painting you were talking about on
Tueday . . . thewoman . ..”

“TheMona Lisa, ” | said.

“Yeah. It sliketearing up theMona Lisa into little bits and handing around the bits so everyone would
enjoy and understand the painting.” She stopped again, frowning dightly, athough whether at the
metaphor or at speaking up at al, | did not know.

For aminute there was just the silence of the agpen grove and the beaver pond. | admit that | was
stumped. Findly, | said, “What would you suggest we do insteed, Kelly?’

At firgt | thought that she would not answer, so withdrawn into hersalf did she seem. But eventually she
sad softly, “ Close our eyes.”

“What?’ | said, not quite hearing.

“Closeour eyes,” repeated Kelly Dahl. “If we' re going to look at this stuff, we might aswell look with
something other than big words.”

Weadll closed our eyeswithout further comment, the class of normaly unruly sixth graders and mysdlf. |
remember to this day the richness of the next few minutes: the butterscotch-and-turpentine tang of sap
from the ponderosa pine trees up the hill from us, the vaguely pinespple scent of wild camomile, the
dry-leaf dusty sweetness of the aspen grove beyond the pond, the equally sweet decayed aroma of
meadow mushrooms such aslactarius andrussula, the pungent seaweed smell of pond scum and the
underlying aromatic texture of the sun-warmed earth and the heated pine needles beneath our legs. |
remember the warmth of the sun on my face and hands and denim-covered legs that long-ago September
afternoon. | recall the sounds from those few minutes asvividly as| can cal back anything | have ever
heard: the soft [apping of water trickling over the sticks-and-mud beaver dam, the rustle of dry clematis
vines and the brittle stirring of tal gentian stalksin the breeze, the distant hammering of awoodpecker in
the woods toward Mt. Meeker and then, so suddenly that my breath caught, the startling crash of wings
asaflight of Canada geese camein low over the pond and, without a single honk, veered south toward
the highway and the larger pondsthere. | think that none of us opened our eyes then, even when the
geeseflew low over us, so that the magic spell would not be broken. It was anew world, and Kelly Dahl
was—somehow, inexplicably, unarguably—our guide.

| had forgotten that moment until yesterday .
ONthe morning after she had tied me up, Kelly Dahl shot the shit out of my Jeep.

| had waited until sunrise to find my way back to Boulder. The night was too dark, the woods were too
dense, and my head hurt too much to try to drive down the mountain in the dark.Besides, | had thought
at thetimewith awry smile,l might drive into a mineshatft.

In the morning my head till hurt and the woods were gtill thick—not even asign of a Jeep trail or how
Kely had got my vehiclethisfar back—but at least | could seeto drive. The Jeep itself had multiple
abrasions and contusions, a dented fender, flaking paint, and along gouge on the right door, but these
weredl old wounds; there was no sign of tumbling down athree-hundred-foot mineshaft. The keyswere
intheignition. My billfold was il in my hip pocket. The camping gear was sill in the back of the Jeep.
Kely Dahl might be as crazy asaloon, but she was no thief.



It had taken me about an hour to drive up to the mineshaft the previous evening; it took me amost three
hoursto get back to Boulder. | wasway the hell beyond Sugarloaf Mountain and Gold Hill, northeast of
Jamestown amost to the Peak to Pesk Highway. | had no ideawhy Kelly Dahl would drag me that far
... unless the entire mineshaft experience had been an hallucination and she had found me e sewhere.
Which made no sense. | put the puzzle out of my mind until I could get home, take ashower, have some
aspirin and three fingers of Scotch, and generdly start the day.

| should have known things were screwed up long before | got to Boulder. The paved road in Left Hand
Canyon, once | crept out of the woods and got onto it headed east, seemed wrong. | realize now that |
was driving on patched concrete rather than asphalt. The Greenbriar Restaurant Sitting at the exit of Left
Hand Canyon where the road meets Highway 36 seemed weird. Looking back, | redlize that the parking
lot was smdller, the entrance and door painted a different color, and there was alarge cottonwood where
the flower garden had been for years. Small things on the short ride south to Boulder—the shoul der of
Highway 36 was too narrow, the Beechcraft plant along the foothills side of the road looked spruced up
and open for business despite the fact that it had been empty for adecade. Nursing my headache, mulling
over Kely Dahl and my screwed-up suicide, | noticed none of this.

Therewas no traffic. Not asingle car or van or cyclis—unusua since those spandex fanatics on bikes
are zooming aong the Foothills Highway every pleasant day of the year. But nothing thismorning. The
strangeness of that did not redlly strike me until | was on North Broadway in Boulder.

No cars moving. Scoreswere parked by the curb, but none were moving. Nor cyclists hogging the lane.
Nor pedestrians walking againgt the light. | was amost to the Pearl Street walking mdl beforel redized
how empty the town was.

Jesus Christ,| remember thinking, maybe there' s been a nuclear war . . . everyone' s evacuated. Then
| remembered that the Cold War was over and that the Boulder City Council had—afew years earlier
and for no reason known to humankind—voted unanimoudy to ignore civil defense evacuation plansin
case of awartime emergency. The Boulder City Council wasinto that sort of thing—like declaring
Boulder aNuclear-Free Zone, which meant, | guess, that no more aircraft carriers with nuclear weapons
would be tying up there again soon. It seemed probable that there hadn’t been amass evacuation even if
the Rocky Hats Nuclear Weapons Plant six miles away had melted down—a core of Boulder’s
politicaly correct citizenry would protest the advancing radiation rather than evacuate.

Then where is everybody?| had the open Jeep dowed to acrawl by thetime | came down the hill to
Pearl Street and thewaking mall there.

Thewaking mal was gone: no trees, no landscaped hills, no tasteful brick walkways, no flowerbeds, no
panhandlers, no Freddy’ s hot dog stand, no skateboarders, no street musicians, no drug dealers, no
benches or kiosks or phone booths. . . al gone.

Themall was gone, but Pearl Street itsalf remained, looking asit had before it was covered with bricks
and flowerbeds and street musicians. | turned left onto it and drove dowly down the empty boulevard,
noticing the drugstores and clothing stores and inexpensive restaurants lining the sidewalks where upscae
boutiques, gift stores, and Haagen-Dazs parlors should have been. Thislooked like Pearl Street had
looked when | had cometo Boulder in the early ' 70s—just another western town'’ sstreet with rentsthat
red retailers could afford.

| redlized that itwas the Pearl Street of the early ‘ 70s. | drove past Fred’ s Steakhouse where Mariaand |
used to have the occasiond Friday steak dinner when we' d saved enough money. Fred had thrown in the
towe and surrendered to the mall boutique rental prices. . . when?. . . at least fifteen yearsago. And
there wasthe old Art Cinema, showing Bergman’ sCries and Whispers. It hadn’'t been ared movie



theater for adecade. | could not remember whenCries and Whispers had been released, but | seem to
recal seeing it with Maria before we moved to Boulder after my dischargein ' 69.

| won't ligt dl the rest of the anomalies—the old cars at the curb, the antiquated street Sgns, the antiwar
graffiti on the walls and stop sgns—just as| did not try to list them that day. | drove asquickly as| could
to my apartment on 30th Street, barely noting as| did that Crossroads Mall at the end of Canyon
Boulevard amply wasthere but drasticaly smdler than | remembered.

My agpartment building was not there at dll.

For awhilel just stood up in my Jeep, staring at the fields and trees and old garages where my apartment
complex should be, and resisting the urge to scream or shout. It was not so much that my apartment was
gone, or my clothes, or my few mementos of thelife | had aready left behind—some snapshots of Maria
that | never ook at, old softball trophies, my 1984 Teacher of the Y ear finalist plaque—it was just that
my bottles of Scotch were gone.

Then | redized how sy that response was, droveto thefirst liquor store | could find—an old
mom-and-pop place on 28th where anew mini-mall had been the day before—walked in the open door,
shouted, was not surprised when no one answered, liberated three bottles of Johnnie Walker, |eft aheap
of bills on the counter—I might be crazy, but | was no thief—and then went out to the empty parking lot
to have adrink and think things over.

| haveto say that there was very little denia. Somehow things had changed. | did not serioudy consider
the possbility that | was dead or that thiswaslike that “lost year” on theDallas TV show some years ago
and that | would wake up with Mariain the shower, Allan playing in theliving room, my teaching job
secure, and my life back together. No, this was red—both my shitty lifeand thisstrange . . .place. It was
Boulder, al right, but Boulder asit had been about two and a half decades earlier. | was shocked at how
small and provincid the place seemed.

And empty. Some large raptors circled over the Flatirons, but the city was dead still. Not even the sound
of distant traffic or jet aircraft disturbed the summer air. | redlized, in its absence, how much of an
expected background that sound isfor acity dweller such as myself.

| did not know if thiswas some half-assed sort of random confusion of the space-time continuum, some
malfunction of the chronosyndlasticinfidibulum, but | suspected not. | suspected thet it dl had something
to do with Kelly Dahl. That' s about asfar as my speculations had gone by thetime | had finished thefirgt
haf of thefirs bottle of Johnnie Walker.

Then the phonerang.

It was an old payphone on the side of the liquor store twenty paces avay. Even the goddamn phone was
different—the side of the haf-booth read Bell Telephone rather than U.S. West or one of itsrivalsand
the old Bdll logo was embossed in the metal there. It made me strangely nostagic.

| let the thing ring twelve times before setting the bottle on the hood of the Jeep and walking dowly over
toit. Maybe it would be God, explaining that | was dead but I’ d only qudified for Limbo, that neither
heaven nor hell wanted me.

“Hello?” My voice may have sounded alittle funny. It did to me.
“Hi, Mr. Jakes.” It was Kelly Dahl, of course. | hadn’t really expected God.
“What'sgoing on, kid?’



“Lotsof neat stuff” came the soft, high voice. “Y ou ready to play yet?’
| glanced over at the bottle and wished I’ d brought it with me. “Play?’
“Y ou're not hunting for me.”

| set the receiver down, walked back to the Jeep, took a drink, and walked dowly back to the phone.
“You 4ill there, kiddo?’

“ YS,”

“I don’'t want to play. | don’t want to hunt for you or kill you or do anything else to you or with you.
Comprendé?”

“QOui.” Thiswas another game | suddenly remembered from sixth grade with thiskid. We would begin
sentences in one language, shift to another, and end in athird. | never asked her wherean
eleven-year-old had learned the basics of haf a dozen or more languages.

“Okay,” | said. “I’mleaving now. Y ou take care of yoursdf, kid. And stay the fuck away from me.Ciao.
" | dammed the receiver down and watched it warily for at least two minutes. It did not ring again.

| secured the second bottle on the floorboards so it wouldn't break and drove north on 28th until 1 got to
the Diagona—the four-lane highway that runs northeast to Longmont and then continues on up the string
of townsaong the Front Range. Thefirst thing | noticed was that the Boulder section of the Diagonal
wastwo-lane . . . when had they widened it? The * 80s sometime.. . . and the second thing | noticed was
that it ended only aquarter of amile or o outside of town. To the northeast there was nothing: not just
no highway, but no farm houses, no farm fields, no Celestial Seasonings plant, no IBM plant, no railroad
tracks—not even the structures that had been there in the early ‘ 70s. Whatwas there was agiant crack in
the earth, afissure at least twenty feet deep and thirty feet wide. It looked asif an earthquake had left this
cleft separating the highway and Boulder from the high prairie of sagebrush and low grass beyond. The
fissure stretched to the northwest and southeast asfar as| could see and there was no question of getting
the Jeep acrossit without hours of work.

“ Sehr gut,” | said aloud. “Score onefor thekid.” | swung the Jeep around and drove back to 28th
Street, noticing that the shorter route of the Foothills Highway had not yet been built, and drove south
acrosstown to take Highway 36 into Denver.

The fissure began where the highway ended. The cleft seemed to run dl the way to the Hatironsto the
west.

“Great,” | said to the hot sky. “I get the picture. Only | don’t think | want to stay. Thanks anyway.”

My Jeepisold and ugly, but it' suseful. A few yearsago | had an eectric winch ingalled on the front with
two hundred feet of cable wrapped around its drum. | powered it up, took the drum brake off, secured
the cable around a solid bridge stanchion about thirty feet from the edge of the fissure, set it again, and
prepared to back the Jeep down the fifty-degree embankment. | didn’t know if | could climb the
opposite dope even in 4-whedl-low, but | figured I" d think of something when | got down there. If worse
cametoworse, I’d come back, find abulldozer somewhere, and grade my own way out of thistrap.
Anything was preferable to playing Kelly Dahl’ sgame by Kelly Dahl’srules.

I’d just gotten the rear wheels over the brink and was edging over with just the cable keeping me from
faling when thefirst shot rang ouit. It shattered my windshield, sending the right-side windshield wiper
flying into theair in two pieces. For asecond | froze. Don't let anyonetell you that old combeat reflexes



last forever.

The second shot smashed the Jeep’ s right headlight and exited through the fender. | don’t know what the
third shot hit, because old reflexes findly reasserted themselves and | was out of the Jeep and scrambling
for cover dong the steep cliffsde by then, my face in the dust, my fingers clawing for ahold. Shefired
seven times—I| never doubted that it was Kelly Dahl—and each bullet created some mischief, taking off
my rearview mirror, puncturing two tires, and even smashing the last two bottles of Johnnie Walker Red
where |’ d left them cushioned beneath the sest, wrapped in my shirt. | have to believe that last wasa
lucky shot.

| waited the better part of an hour before crawling out of the cleft, looking at the distant buildings for any
sgn of the crazy woman with the rifle, winching the Jeep out on itstwo flat tires, and cursing over the
smashed battle. | changed the right front with the spare | had and limped into town, thinking that I’ d heed
for the tire place on Pearl—if that wasthere yet. Instead, | saw another Jeep parked in alot near 28th
and Arapaho and | just pulled in beside it, took one of its new, knobby tires, decided that my spare was
in bad shape and the rear tires|ooked shitty with these new ones on front, and ended up changing al four
tires. | suppose | could have just hotwired the new Jeep and have been done with it without al that swest
and cursing under the blazing July sun, but | didn’t. I'm sentimental.

In the early afternoon | drove to the old Gart Brothers sporting goods store and chose the Remington
with the twenty-power scope, the .38 handgun, the Ka-bar knife of the sort that had been prized in
Vietnam, and enough ammunition for the two gunsto fight asmal war. Then | droveto the old army
surplus store on Pearl and 14th and stocked up on boots, socks, acamouflaged hunting vest,
backpacking rations, anew Coleman gas stove, extra binoculars, better raingear than | had in the old
pack, lots of nylon line, anew deeping bag, two compasses, a nifty hunting cap that probably made me
look like ared asshole, and even more ammunition for the Remington. | did not leave any money on the
counter when | left. | had the fegling that the proprietor was not coming back and doubted if | would be,
ather.

| drove back to the mom-and-pop liquor store on 28th, but the shelves were empty. The hundreds of
bottles that had been there three hours before were smply gone. The same was true of the four other
liquor stores| tried.

“You bitch,” | said to the empty street.

A phonerang in an old glass booth across a parking lot. It kept ringing as | removed the .38 Police
Special fromits case, opened the yelow box, and dowly |oaded the cylinder. It stopped ringing on my
third shot when I hit the phone box dead center.

A pay phone across the Street rang.

“Ligten, youlittle bitch,” | said assoon as| picked it up, “I'll play your gameif you'll leave me something
todrink.”

Thistime | did expect God to be on the other end.
“Y ou find me and stop me, and you'll have dl the booze you want, Mr. Jakes’ came Kelly Dahl’ svoice.

“Everything will betheway it was?’ | waslooking around as| spoke, half expecting to see her down the
street in another phone booth.

“Yep,” sad Kdly Dahl. “Y ou can even go back up in the hillsand drive into amineshaft, and | won't
interfere the next time.”



“So | actudly droveinto it? Did | die? Areyou my punishment?’

“Mu,” said Kely Dahl. “Remember the two other Eco-Week fieldtrips?’

| thought aminute. “ The water filtration plant and Trall Ridge Road.”

“Very good,” said Kely Dahl. “Y ou can find me at the higher of those two.”

“Do theroads continueto thewest . . .” | began. | wastalking to adid tone.
11 Palimpsest

Ontheday | surprised Kely Dahl near the mountain town of Ward, she amost killed me. | had set an
ambush, remembering my training from the good old Vietnam years, waiting patiently where the L eft
Hand Canyon road wound up to the Peak to Peak Highway. There were only three waysto get up to the
Continental Divide along this stretch of the Front Range, and | knew Kelly would take the shortest.

There had been achainsaw in the old firehouse in Ward. The town itself was empty, of course, but even
before Kelly Dahl kidnapped me to this place there were never more than a hundred peoplein
Ward—hippies eft over from the * 60s mostly. The old mining town had been turned into a scraphesp of
abandoned vehicles, haf-built houses, woodpiles, junk hegps, and geodesic outhouses. | set the ambush
on the switchback above the town, cutting down two ponderosa pines to block the road. Then | waited
in the agpen grove.

Kdly Dahl’s Bronco came up the road late that afternoon. She stopped, got out of the truck, looked at
the fallen trees, and then looked over at me as| stepped around atree and began walking toward her. |
had |eft the Remington behind. The .38 was tucked in my waistband under my jacket; the Ka-bar knife
remained inits sheeth.

“Kely,” | sad. “Let’ stak.”

That was when she reached back into the Bronco, came out with a powerful bow made of some dark
composite materia, notched an arrow before | could speak again, and let fly. It was a hunting
arrow—sted -tipped, barbed for maximum damage—and it passed under my left arm, tearing my jacket,
ripping flesh on theinsde of my arm and above my ribcage, and embedding itself in the aspen centimeters
behind me.

| was pinned there for an instant, abug pinned on a collecting tray, and could only stare as Kelly Dahl
notched another arrow. | had no doubt that this one would find itstarget in my sternum. Before she could
rel ease the second arrow, | fumbled in my belt, came out with the .38, and fired blindly, wildly, seeing her
duck behind the Bronco as | tore mysdlf free from the tattered remnants of my jacket and leaped behind
thefdlenlog.

| heard the Bronco roar amoment later but | did not look up until the truck was gone, driving over the
falen treesasit turned and accel erating through Ward and back down the canyon.

It took atrip back to Boulder—an early *80s version thistime but sill as empty—to find bandages and
antibiotic for the dash on my ribsand inner arm. It is beginning to scar over now, but it till hurtswhen |
walk or breathe deeply.

| carry the Remington everywhere now.

EVENafter | had been teaching drunk for two years, the centra administration did not have the ballsto
fireme. Our Master Agreement specified that because | was tenured, malfeasance and gross



incompetence had to be documented by one or more administrators, | had to be given at least three
chancesto redeem mysdlf, and | wasto enjoy due process every step of theway. Asit turned out, the
high school principa and the director of secondary education were too chickenshit to confront me with
any documentation sessions, | didn’t want to redeem mysdlf, and everyone was too busy trying to figure
out away to hide me from sight or get rid of me outside of channelsto worry about due process. In the
end, the Superintendent ordered the Director of Elementary Instruction—agray carbuncle of awoman
named Dr. Maxine Millard—to observe me the required number of times, to give me my warnings and
chances to rehabilitate mysalf, and then to do the necessary paperwork to get rid of me.

| knew the daysthat Dr. Max was going to be there so | could have called in sick or at least not shown
up drunk or hungover, but | figured—Fuck it, let them do their worst. They did. My tenure was revoked
and | was dismissed from the district three years and two days before | could have put in for early
retirement.

| don’t missthe job. | missed the kids, even the dumpy, acned, socialy inept high school kids. Oddly, |
remember thelittle kids from my earlier yearsin e ementary even more clearly. And missthem more,

A sage without a stage is no sage, drunk or sober.

THISmorning | followed Kely Dahl’ stire tracks down Fagstaff Mountain on anarrow gravel road,
came out where Chautauqua Park should be to find Boulder gone and the Inland Sea back again. Only
thistime, far out on the mudflats, reachable by along causeway raised just feet above the quicksand
beds, was agreat idand of stonewith awalled city risng from itsrocks, agreat cathedral risng from the
stone city, and Michael the Archangel stlanding on the summit of the tallest tower, his sword raised, his
foot firmly planted on awrithing devil, acock signifying eterna vigilance perched on hismailed foot.

“Chrigt, Kelly,” | said to thetiretracksas| followed them across the causeway, “thisis getting alittle
elaborate”

It was Mont-Saint-Michel, of course, complete down to its last stained glass window and wrought-iron
balustrade. | only vaguely remembered showing my sixth-grade classthe dides of it. The 12th Century
Structure had caught my fancy the summer before when | took my family there. Mariahad not been
impressed, but ten-year-old Allan had flipped over it. He and | bought every book on the subject that we
could and serioudy discussed building amode of the fortress-cathedra out of balsawood.

Kelly Dahl’s old Bronco was parked outside the gate. | took the Remington, actioned around into the
breech, and went through the gate and up the cobblestone wakway in search of her. My footfalls
echoed. Occasiondly | paused, looked back over the ramparts at the Flatirons gleaming in the Colorado
sunshine, and listened for her footsteps above the lap of lazy waves. There were noises higher up.

The cathedral was empty, but athin book made of heavy parchment bound in leather had been set on the
centrd atar. | picked up the vellum and read:

Co sent Rollanz que la mort le trespent
Desuzun pini est alez curanz

Sur I’erbe verte s est suchiez adenz
Desuz lui met s espree e’ olifant
Turnat sa teste vers la paiene gent.

Thiswas Eleventh Century French verse. | knew it from my last year of college. Thiswasthe kind of



thing | had devoted my lifeto trandating in those final months before being drafted and sent around the
world to kill small Asan people.

Then Roland feels that death is taking him;
Down from the head upon the heart it falls.
Beneath a pine he hastens running;

On the green grass he throws himself down;
Beneath him puts his sword and oliphant,
Turns his face toward the pagan army.

| set down the book and shouted into the gloom of the cathedral. “Isthisathreat, kid?” Only echoes
answered.

The next page | recognized as Thibaut, 13th Century:

Nus hom ne puet ami reconforte

Secelenon ouil a son cuer mis.

Pour ce m' estuet sovent plaindre et plourer

Que nus confors ne me vient, ce m'est vis,

Delaouj’ai tote ma remembrance.

Pour biens amer ai sovent esmaiance
Adirevoir.

Dame, merci! donez moi esperance
Dejoieavoir.

Thistook meamoment. Findly | thought | had it.

Thereis no comfort to be found in pain

Save only where the heart has made its home.

Therefore | can but murmur and complain

Because no comfort to my pain has come

Fromwhere | garnered all my happiness.

Fromtrue love have | only earned distress
Thetruth to say.

Grace, lady! give me comfort to possess

A hope, one day.



“Kely!” | shouted into the cathedral shadows. “I don’t need this shit!” When there was no answe, |
raised the Remington and fired asingle dug into the huge stained-glass window of the Virgin opposite the
dtar. The echo of the shot and of faling glasswas still sounding as| |eft.

| dropped the handmade book into the quicksand as | drove back across the causaway.

WHENI returned home from the hospitdl after the accident that killed Allan, | found that Maria had
emptied our e even-year-old son’sroom of al his possessions, our house of al images and records of
him. His clothes were gone. The posters and photographs and desk clutter and oldStar Trek models
hanging from black thread in his room—all gone. The rocking-horse quilt she had madefor him the
month before he was born was gone from his bed. The bed was stripped as clean asthe walls and closet,
asif hisroom and bed were in adormitory or barracks, waiting sterilely for the next recruitsto arrive.

There were no next recruits.

Mariahad purged the photo abums of any image of Allan. It was asif hisedeven years smply had not
been. The family photo we had kept on our bedroom dresser was gone, as were the snapshots that had
been held to the refrigerator door by magnets. His fifth-grade school portrait was no longer in the drawer
in the study, and al of the baby pictures were gone from the shoebox. | never found out if she had given
the clothes and toys and sports equipment to the Salvation Army, or burned the photographs, or buried
them. She would not speak of it. She would not speak of Allan. When | forced the subject, Maria s eyes
took on astubborn, distant look. | soon learned not to force the subject.

Thiswasthe summer after | taught my last sixth-grade class. Allan would have been ayear younger than
Kely Dahl, twenty-two now, out of college, finding hisway intheworld. It isvery difficult to imagine.

| tracked her to Trail Ridge Road but |&ft the Jeep behind at the beginning of the tundra. There was no
Trall Ridge Road—no sign of human existence—only the tundra extending up beyond tredline. It was
very cold out of the shelter of the trees. When I’ d awakened at my high camp that morning, it had felt like
late autumn. The skieswere leaden, there were cloudsin the valleys below, hiding the laterd moraines,
wisps of cloud edge curling up againgt the mountainsides like tentacles of fog. The air wasfreezing. |
cursed myself for not bringing gloves and balled my handsin the pockets of my jacket, the Remington
cold and heavy againgt my forearms.

Passing the last of the stunted trees, | tried to remember the name for these ancient dwarfs at tredline.
Krummholzcame Kely Dahl’svoicedmost in my ear.It means “ elfin timber” or “ crooked wood.”

| dropped to one knee on the frozen moss, the rifle coming up. There was no one within ahundred
meters of open tundra. | scoped the tredline, the boulders large enough to hide a human figure. Nothing
moved.

| love all the tundra terms you taught us, continued Kelly’ svoicein my mind. She had donethisonly a
few times before.Fellfield, meadow vole, boreal chorus frog, snowball saxifrage, solifluction
terraces, avens and sedges, yellow-bellied marmots, permafrost, nivation depressions, saffron
ragworts, green-leaf chiming bells, man-hater sedge. . .

| looked up and out across the windswept tundra. Nothing moved. But | had been wrong about there
being no sign of human existence: awell-worn trail ran across the permafrost field toward the summit of
the pass. | began fallowing it. “I thought you hated dl the technicd terms,” | said doud, therifleready in
the crook of my arm. My ribs and the insde of my left arm ached from where her arrow had cut deep.

| like poetry.Her voice wasin my mind, not my ear. The only real sound wasthe wind. But her voice



wasred enough.
Mr. Jakes, do you remember that Robert Frost thing you read us about poetry?

| was two hundred meters out from the last line of krummholz now. There were some house-sized
boulders about three hundred meters above and to my left. She might be hiding there. | sensed that she
was close.

“Which poem?’ | said. If | could keep her talking, thinking, she might not notice my gpproach.
Not poem, the Frost introduction to one of his books. It was about the figure a poem makes.

“I don’'t remember,” | said. | did. | had shared that with the high schoal juniors only weeks before Kelly
Dahl had quit school and run away.

Frost said that it should be the pleasure of a poemitself to tell how it can. He said that a poem
beginsin delight and ends in wisdom. He said the figure is the same for love.

“Mmmm,” | said, moving quickly acrossthe permafrost fild now, my bresath fogging the air as| panted.
Therifle was gripped in both hands, the cold forgotten. “Tel me more.”

Stop a minute.Kely Dahl’ svoice wasfla in my mind.

| paused, panting. The boulders were lessthan fifty metersfrom me. Thetrail | had been following cut
across the grassy area once used by the Ute and Pawnee women, old people, and youngstersto cross
the Divide. This path looked newly used, asif the Utes had just disappeared over the rock saddle ahead
of me.

| don’t think the Indians left trails,came Kedly Dahl’ s soft voicein my mind.Look down.

Stll trying to catch my breath, dizzy with the dtitude and adrendine, | looked down. A plant was growing
on the cushioned terrace between two low rocks there. The wind was whipping snow past me; the
temperature must have been in the twenties, if not lower.

Look more closely.

Still gasping for air, | went to one knee on the fdlfield. When Kelly Dahl’ s voice began again, | took the
opportunity to action around into the Remington’ s chamber.

Seethoselittle trenches in the soil, Mr. Jakes? They look like smooth runways, little toboggan
runs through the tundra. Do you remember teaching us about them?

| shook my heed, al the time watching for movement out of the corner of my eye. | truly did not
remember. My passion for apine ecology had burned away with dl of my other passons. Not even an
ember of interest remained. “Tell me,” | said doud, asif hearing the echo of her mentd voice would
reved her positionto me.

They were originally burrows dug out by pocket gopher scame her soft voice, sounding mildly
amused. The soil’ s so tough and rocky up here, that not even earthworms tunnel, but the pocket
gopher digs these shallow burrows. When the gopher goes away, the smaller meadow voles claim
them. See where their feet have made the earth smooth? Look closer, Mr. Jakes.

| lay on the soft moss, laying my rifle ahead of me casudly, asif just setting it out of theway. The barrel
was aimed toward the boulders above. If something moved, | could be sighted in on it within two



seconds. | glanced down at a collapsed gopher burrow. It did look like a dirt-smoothed toboggan run,
one of hundredsthat crisscrossed this section of tundralike an exposed labyrinth, like some
indecipherable script | eft by diens.

The vole keeps using these little highways in the winter,said Kelly Dahl.Under the snow. Up here
we would see giant drifts and an empty, sterile world. But under the snow, the vole is shuttling
around, carrying out her business, collecting the grasses she harvested and stored in the autumn,
chewing out the centers of cushion plants, munching on taproots. And somewhere nearby, the
pocket gopher is digging away.

Something gray did move near the boulders. | leaned closer to the collapsed vole run, closer to therifle.
The snow was suddenly thicker, whipping down the permafrost field like a curtain of gauze that now
lifted, now lowered.

In the spring, continued Kelly Dahl’ s soft voice in my head,the tops of all these pocket gopher tunnels
appear from beneath the melting snowbanks. The ridges are called eskersand look like brown
snakes looping around everywhere. You taught us that a pocket gopher up here could dig a tunnel
more than a hundred feet long in a single night and move up to eight tons of topsoil per acreina
year.

“Did | teachthat?’ | said. The gray shape in the snow separated itsalf from the gray boulders. | quit
breathing and set my finger on the trigger guard.

It'sfascinating, isn't it, Mr. Jakes? That there' s one visible winter world up here on the
tundra—cold, inhospitable, intol erable—but the most defenseless animals here just create another
world right under the surface where they can continue to survive. They' re even necessary to the
ecology, bringing subsoil up and burying plants that will decompose quicker underground.
Everything fits.

| leaned forward asif to set my faceto the plant, lifted therifle in asingle motion, centered the moving
gray formin the crosshairs, and fired. The gray figurefdll.

“Kely?’ | said as| ran panting up the tundra, moving from solifluction terrace to solifluction terrace.
Therewas no answer.

| expected nothing to be there when | arrived at the boulders, but she had falen exactly where | had last
seen the movement. The arterid blood was bright, excruciatingly bright, the single bold color amost
shocking on the dim and dun tundra. The bullet had taken her behind the right eye, which was still open
and questioning. | guessed that the cow ek was an adult but not quite fully grown. Snowflakes settled on
itsgray, hairy sSde, ill melted on the pink of its extruded tongue.

Gasping for breath, | stood straight and spun around, surveying the rocks, the tundra, the lowering sky,
the cloudsrising like wraiths from the cold valeys beow. “Kdly?

Only the wind responded.
| looked down. The ek’ s luminous but fading black eye seemed to be conveying amessage.
Things can die here.

THElast time | saw Kelly Dahl in the real world, the other world, had been at alate-season basketball
game. | hated basketball—I hated al of the school’ sinane and insanely cheered sports—but it was part
of my job aslow-man-on-the-totem-pole English teacher to dosomething at the damn events, so | was



ticket-taker. At least that way | could leave twenty minutes or so into the game when they closed the
doors.

| remember coming out of the gym into the freezing darkness—it was officidly spring but Colorado rarely
recognizes the end of winter until late May, if then—and seeing afamiliar figure heading down Arapaho
going the opposite direction. Kelly Dahl had not been in classfor several days that week, and rumor was
that she had moved. | jogged across the street, avoiding patches of black ice, and caught up to her under
adtreetlight ablock east of the school.

Sheturned asif unsurprised to see me, amost asif she had been waiting for meto follow her. “Hey, Mr.
Jakes. What' s happening?’ Her eyeswere redder than usual, her face pinched and white. The other
ingtructors were sure that she was using drugs and | had finally, reluctantly, come to the same conclusion.
Therewaslittle trace of the eleven-year-old girl in the gaunt woman’sface | stared into that night.

“You been sck, Kely?’
Shereturned my stare. “No, | just haven't been going to school.”
“You know Van Der Merewill call in your mother.”

Kely Dahl shrugged. Her jacket was far too thin for such a cold night. When we spoke, our bresth hung
between uslikeavelil. “She' sgone,” said Kdly.

“Gonewhere?’ | asked, knowing it was none of my business but fegling the concern for thischild risein
melikefaint nausea

Agantheshrug.
“Y ou coming back to school on Monday?’ | asked.
Kely Dahl did not blink. “1’m not coming back.”

| remember wishing at the timethat | had not given up smoking the year before. It would have been good
at that moment to light a cigarette and take a drag before speaking. Instead, | said, “Wadll, shit, Kelly.”

The paeface nodded.
“Why don’t we go somewhere and talk about it, kiddo.”

She shook her head. A car roared past and did into the school parking lot, latecomers shouting. Neither
of usturned to look.

“Why don't we. ..” | began.
“No,” said Kelly Dahl. “You and | had our chance, Mr. Jakes.”
| frowned at her in the cold light from the streetlamp. “What do you mean?’

For along moment | was sure she would say nothing else, that she was on the verge of turning away and
disappearing into the dark. Instead, she took adeep breath and let it out dowly. “Y ou remember the
year .. . theseven months. . . | wasin your sixth-grade class, Mr. Jakes?’

“Of course”

“Y ou remember how | amost worshipped the ground you walked on . . . excusethe cliché.”



It was my turn to take a breath. “Look, Kely, alot of kidsin sixth grade, especidly girls. ..”

Shewaved meinto sllence, asif we had too little time for such formdized didogue. “1 just meant |
thought you were the one person who | might have talked to then, Mr. Jakes. In dl the middle of what
wasgoingon . .. my mother, Carl . . . well, | thought you were the most solid,real thingintheuniverse
that crazy, fucked-up winter.”

“Carl ...” | sad.

“My mother’ sboyfriend,” said Kelly in that soft voice. “My . . .stepfather. ” | could hear the heavy irony
in her voice, but | could hear something e se, something infinitely more ragged and sad.

| took haf astep in her direction. “Did he. . . wasthere. . .”

Kely Dahl twitched ahaf-smilein the cold light. “ Oh, yeah. He did. Therewas. Every day. Not just that
school year, but most of the summer before.” She looked away, toward the street.

| had the urge to put an arm around her then—seeing the girl there rather than the gaunt young
woman—-but al | could do was ball my handsinto figts, tighter and tighter. “Kelly, | had noidea. . .”

She was not listening or looking a me. “1 learned how to go away then. Find the other places.”
“Other places. ..” | did not understand.

Kely Dahl did not look at me. Her punk mohawk and streaked hair looked pathetic in the flat, cold light.
“I got very good at going away to the other places. The things you were teaching us helped—I could see
them, you taught them so clearly—and whatever | could see, | could visit.”

My insdes were shaking with the cold. The child needed psychiatric help. | thought of al thetimes| had
referred children to school counsdalors and district psychologists and county socid services, dwaysto see
little or nothing done, the child returned to whatever nightmare they had temporarily found themselves
freeof.

“Kely, let's. . "

“I dmost told you,” continued Kelly Dahl, her lipsthin and white. “1 worked up the nerve dl that week in
April totell you.” She made abrittle sound thet | redlized was alaugh. “Héll, I’ d been working up nerve
all that school year to tell you. | figured that you were the one person in the world who might listen . . .
might believe. . . mightdo something. ”

| waited for her to go on. Cheers came from the school gym ablock away.

Kely Dahl looked at me then. There was something wild in her green eyes. “Remember | asked if | could
stay after school and talk to you that day?’

| frowned, findly had to shake my head. | could not remember.

She smiled again. “ It was the same day you told us you were leaving. That you' d taken ajob teaching at
the high school, that they needed somebody because Mrs. Webb had died. Y ou told usthat there' d be a
subgtitute teacher with usthe rest of the year. | don’t think you expected the classto get al upset the way
it did. | remember most of the girlswere crying. | wasn't.”

“Kelly, I .. ”

“You didn’t remember that I'd said | wanted to see you after school,” she said, her voice anironic



whisper. “But that was okay, because | didn’t stay anyway. | don’t know if you remember, but | wasn't
one of the kids who hugged you good-bye after the surprise going away party that the kids threw that
next Friday.”

Welooked at each other for aslent moment. There were no cheersfrom the gym. “Where are you
going, Kelly?'

She looked a me so fiercely that | felt apang of fear that moment, but whether for her or me, | am not
aure. “Away,” shesad. “Away.”

“Cometo the school on Monday to talk to me,” | said, stepping closer to her. “Y ou don't have to come
to class. Just come by the home room and we'll talk. Please.” | raised my hands but stopped just short of
touching her.

Kelly Dahl’s stare did not waver. “Good-bye, Mr. Jakes.” Then she turned and crossed the street and
disappeared in the dark.

| thought about following her then, but | wastired, I’d promised Allan that we would go into Denver to
shop for basebd | cards the next morning, and whenever | got home late from some school thing, Maria
was surethat I” d been out with another woman.

| thought about following Kelly Dahl that night, but | did not.

On Monday she did not come. On Tuesday | caled her home, but there was no answer. On Wednesday
| told Mr. Van Der Mere about our conversation and aweek later socia services dropped by thetrailer
park. Thetrailer had been abandoned. Kelly’s mother and the boyfriend had left about a month before
the girl had quit coming to school. No one had seen Kelly Dahl since the weekend of the basketbdl

game.

A month later, when word came that Kelly Dahl’s mother had been found murdered in North Platte,
Nebraska, and that Carl Reems, her boyfriend, had confessed to the crime after being caught in Omaha,
most of the teachers thought that Kelly had been murdered as well, despite the chronology to the
contrary. Posters of the seventeen-year-old were seen around Boulder for amonth or so, but Reems
denied doing anything to her right up to his conviction for the murder of PatriciaDahl. Kdly was
probably considered to be just another runaway by the police, and she wastoo old for her face to
appear on milk cartons. It seemed there were no relatives who cared to pursue the subject.

It was early that summer that the pickup came across the centerline and Allan died and | ceased to live,
| find Kelly Dahl by mistake.

It has been weeks, months, here in this place, these places. Redlity isthe chase, confirmation of that
redlity isthe beard | have grown, the deer and ek | kill for fresh food, the painin my sde and arm asthe
arrow wound continuesto scar over, the increasing fitnessin my legs and lungs and body as | spend ten
to fourteen hours aday outsde, looking for Kely Dahl.

And | find her by mistake.

| had been returning to the Front Range from following signs of Kelly Dahl south dmost to the
Eisenhower Tunnd, | had lost her for afull day, and now evening shadows found me south of Nederland
aong the Peak to Peak Highway. Since there might be no highway when morning cameif the time/place
shifted, | stopped at aforest service campground—empty of people and vehicles, of course—pitched my
tent, filled my water bottles, and cooked up some venison over thefire. | wasfairly surethat the last few



days had been spent in that 1970-ish landscape in which I d first found mysealf—roads and infrastructure
in place, people not—and true autumn was coming on. Aspen leavesfilled the air like golden parade
confetti and the evening wind blew cold.

| find Kelly Dahl by becoming los.

| used to brag that | have never been lost. Even in the densest lodgepol e pine forest, my sense of
direction has served mewdl. | am good in the woods, and the dightest landmark sets me on my way asif
| have an internal compassthat is never off by more than two or three degrees. Even on cloudy daysthe
sunlight speaks direction to me. At night, aglimpse of sarswill set me straight.

Not this evening. Walking out of the empty campground, | climb amile or so through thick forest to
watch the sun set north of the Arapahoes but south of Mt. Audubon. Twilight does not linger. Thereisno
moon. Beyond the Front Range to the east, where the glow of Denver and its string of satellite cities
should be, thereis only darkness. Clouds movein to obliterate the night sky. | cut back toward the
campground, dropping down from one ridge to climb another, confident that thisway is shorter. Within
ten minutes| am log.

The sensation of being lost without my rifle, without a compass, with only the Ka-bar knifein its sheath
on my bdt, isnot disturbing. At first. Ninety minutes later, deep in alodgepole thicket, milesfrom
anywhere, the sky above as dark asthe forest below, | am beginning to be worried. | have worn only my
swesater over aflannd shirt; it may snow before morning. | think of my parka and deeping bag back at
the campsite, of the firewood stacked in the circle of stones and the hot teal was planning to have before
turningin.

“Idiot,” | say to mysdlf, sumbling down adark dope, dmost plunging into a barbed wire fence. Painfully
picking my way over the fence—sure that there had been no fences near the campground—I think again,
idiot, and begin to wonder if | should hunker down for the cold wait until dawn.

At that moment | see Kelly Dahl’ sfire.

| never doubt it is her fire—I have been herelong enough to know that sheis now the only other person
in our universe—and, when | come closer, moving silently through the last twenty meters of brush to the
clearing, itisindeed Kelly Dahl, sitting in the circle of light from the flames, looking at aharmonicain her
hands and seemingly lost in thought.

| wait severa minutes, sensing atrgp. She remains engrossed in the play of firdight on the chrome surface
of theinstrument, her face mildly sunburned. Sheis till wearing the hiking boots, shorts, and thick
sweatshirt | had last seen her in three days earlier, just after leaving Mont-Saint-Michd. Her hunting
bow—a powerful bend of some space-age composite, severd stedl-edged killing arrows notched onto
the frame—lies strung and ready againgt thelog she sitson.

Perhaps | make a noise. Perhaps she smply becomes aware of my presence. Whatever the reason, she
looks up—startled, | see—her head moving toward the dark treeswhere | hide.

| make the decision within asecond. Two seconds later | am hurtling across the dark space that
separates us, surethat she will have timeto lift the bow, notch the arrow, and let fly toward my heart. But
she does not turn toward the bow until the last second and then | am on her, leaping acrossthelast six
feet, knocking her down and sideways, the bow and the deadly arrows flying into the darkness on one
sde of thelog, Kdly and merolling near thefire on the other side.

| guessthat | am gtill stronger but that sheis quicker, infinitely more agile. | think that if | act quickly
enough, thiswill not matter.



Werall twice and then | am on top of her, dapping away her hands, pulling the Ka-bar knife from its
sheath. She swingsaleg up but | pinit with my own, swing my other knee out, squeeze her legs together
beneath me with the strength of my thighs. Her hands are raking at my swester, nailstearing toward my
face, but I use my left arm and the weight of my upper body to squeeze her arms between usas| lean
forward, the knife moving to her throat.

For asecond, asthe tempered stedl touches the pulsing flesh of her neck, there is no more movement,
only my weight on hers and the memory of the moment’ swild friction between us. We are both panting.
The wind scatters the sparks of the fire and blows aspen leaves out of the darkness above us. Kelly
Dahl’ s green eyes are open, gppraising, surprised but unafraid, waiting. Our faces are only inches apart.

| move the knife so that the cutting edge is turned away from her throat, lean forward, and kiss her gently
on the cheek. Pulling my face back so that | can focus on her eyesagain, | whisper, “I’'m sorry, Kely.”
Then | roll off her, my right arm coming up against the log she had been Sitting on.

Kely Dahl ison mein asecond, lunging sidewaysin afluid manner that | have alwaysimagined, but
never seen, apanther strike. She straddles my chest, sets a solid forearm across my windpipe, and uses
the other hand to dam my wrist againgt the log, catching the knife asit bouncesfree. Thenthe bladeis
againgt my own throat. | cannot lower my chin enough to seeit, but | can fed it, the scalpel-sharp edge
dicing taut skin above my windpipe. | ook into her eyes.

“You found me,” she says, swinging the blade down and to the side in a precise killing movement.

Expecting to fed blood rushing from my severed jugular, | fed only the dight razor burn where the edge
had touched me a second before. That and cold air againgt the intact flesh of my throat. | swallow once.

Kely Dahl flings the Ka-bar into the darkness near where the bow had gone, her strong hands pull my
wrigts above my head, and she leans her weight on her elbows on either side of me. “Y ou did find me,”
she whispers, and lowers her face to mine.

What happens next isnot clear. It is possible that she kisses me, possible that we kiss each other, but
time ceases to be sequentid at that moment so it is possible that we do not kiss at al. Whatis clear—and
ghall remain so until the last moment of my life—isthat in thisfinal second before seconds ceaseto follow
one another | move my armsto take her weight off her elbows, and Kelly Dahl relaxes onto mewith
what may be asigh, the warmth of her face envel opes the warmth of my face, a shared warmth more
intimate than any kiss, the length of her body liesfull dong the length of my body, and
then—inexplicably—she continues descending, moving closer, skin againgt skin, body against body, but
mor e than that, entering me as| enter her in away that is beyond sexual. She passes into me as a ghost
would pass through some solid form, dowly, sensualy but without salf-conscious effort, melding, melting
into me, her form till tangible, still touchable, but moving through me asif our aomswerethe sarsin
colliding galaxies, passing through each other without contact but rearranging the gravity thereforever.

| do not remember us spesking. | remember only the three sghs—Kelly Dahl’s, mine, and the sigh of the
wind coming up to scatter the last sparks of thefire that had somehow burned down to emberswhile
time had stopped.

IV Palinode

| knew instantly upon awakening—a one—that everything had changed. There was adifferenceto the
light, theair. A differenceto me. | felt more attached to my sensesthan | had in years, asif some barrier
had been lifted between me and the world.

But the world was different. | sensed it a once. Morered. More permanent. | felt fuller but the world felt



more empty.

My Jeep wasin the campground. The tent was where | had left it. There were other tents, other vehicles.
Other people. A middle-aged couple having breakfast outside their Winnebago waved in afriendly
manner as | walked past. | could not manage areturn wave.

The resident camp ranger ambled over as| was|oading the tent in the back of the Jeep.

“Didn’'t seeyou comein last night,” he said. “Don’'t seem to have apermit. That'll be seven dollars.
Unlessyou want to stay another day. That’ll be seven more. Three night limit here. Lots of folksthis
ummer.”

| tried to speak, could not, and found—to my mild surprise—that my billfold till had money iniit. |
handed the ranger aten dollar bill and he counted back the change.

Hewasleaving when | findly caled to him. “What month isit?’
He paused, smiled. “Still duly, the last time | 1ooked.”
| nodded my thanks. Nothing else needed to be explained.

| showered and changed clothesin my apartment. Everything was as | had left it the night before. There
were four bottles of Scotch in the kitchen cabinet. | lined them up on the counter and started to pour
them down the sink, realized that | did not have to—I had no urge to take a drink—and set them back in
the cabinet.

| drovefirgt to the dementary school where | had taught years ago. The teachers and students were gone
for the summer, but some of the office saff were there for the summer migrant program. The principa
was new, but Mrs. Callins, the secretary, knew me.

“Mr. Jakes” shesaid. “1 dmogt didn’t recognize you in that beard. Y ou look good init. And you' ve lost
weight and you're al tanned. Have you been on vacation?’

| grinned at her. “ Sort of.”

Thefileswere till there. | was afraid that they’ d gone to the district headquarters or followed the kids
through junior high and high schoal, but the policy wasto duplicate essential material and start new files
beginning with seventh grade.

All of the students from that last Sixth-grade class were ill in the box in the storage closet downgtairs, dl
of their cumulative record folders mildewing away with theindividua class photos of the students staring
out—bright eyes, braces, bad haircuts from a decade before. They were dl there. Everyone but Kelly
Dahl.

“Kely Dahl,” repeated Mrs. Collinswhen | came up from the basement and queried her. “Kely Dahl.
Strange, Mr. Jakes, but | don’t remember a child named Kelly Dahl. Kelly Daleson, but that was severa
years before you left. And Kevin Dde. . . but that was afew years before you were here. Was he here
very long? It might have been atransfer student who transferred back out, although | usualy remember

“She” | said. “It wasagirl. And she was here acouple of years.”

Mrs. Collinsfrowned asif | had insulted her powers of recdl. “Kelly Dahl,” shesaid. “1 redly don't think
S0, Mr. Jakes. | remember most of the students. It'swhy | suggested to Mr. Pembroke that thisthing



wasn't necessary . . " Shewaved dismissively toward the computer on her desk. “Are yousure the child
wasin one of your sixth-grade classes. . . not someone in high school or someoneyou met . . . after?’
She pursed her lips at the nearfaux pas.

“No,” | said. “It was someone | knew before | wasfired. Someone | knew here. Or so | thought.”

Mrs. Collinsran fingersthrough her blue hair. “I may bewrong, Mr. Jakes.” She said it in atone that
precluded the possibility.

The high school records agreed with her. There had been no Kdly Dahl. The manager at thetraller park
did not remember the three people; in fact, his records and memory showed that the same elderly couple
had been renting what | renembered asthe Dahl trailer since 1975. There was no microfilm record of the
murder of PatriciaDahl inThe Boulder Daily Camera and calsto North Platte and Omaharevealed no
arrest of anyone named Carl Reems at any timein the past twelve years.

| sat on my apartment terrace, watched the summer sun set behind the Flatirons, and thought. When |
grew thirsty, ice water satisfied. | thought of the Jeep and camping gear down in the parking stal. There
had been a Remington riflein the back of the Jeep, a.38-caliber revolver in the blue pack. | had never
owned arifleor pigal.

“Kely,” I whispered findly. “ Y ou’ ve redly managed to go away thistime.”

| pulled out my hillfold and looked at the only photograph of Allan that had escaped Maria s purge—my
son' sfifth-grade class picture, wallet-size. After awhile| put away the photo and billfold and went in to

deep.

Weeks passed. Then two months. The Colorado summer dipped into early autumn. The days grew
shorter but more pleasant. After three hard interviews, | was offered ajob at a private school in Denver.

| would be teaching sixth-graders. They knew my history, but evidently thought that | had changed for the
better. It was Friday when | finished thefind interview. They said they would cal me the next day, on
Saturday.

They were as good as their word. They sounded truly pleased when they offered me the job—perhaps
they knew it meant anew start for me, anew life. They were surprised by my answer.

“No, thank you,” | said. “I’ve changed my mind.” | knew now that | could never teach eleven-year-olds
again. They would dl remind me of Allan, or of Kdly Dahl.

There was a shocked silence. “ Perhaps you would like another day to think about it,” said Mr. Martin,
the headmaster. “Thisis an important decision. Y ou could call uson Monday.”

| started to say “no,” began to explain that my mind was made up, but then | heardWait until Monday.
Do not decide today.

| paused. My own thoughts had echoed like this before since returning from Kelly Dahl. “Mr. Martin,” |
sad at lagt, “that might be agood idea. If you don’'t mind, I'll call you Monday morning with my
decison.”

On Sunday morning | picked upThe New York Times at Eads tobacco store, had alate breakfast,
watched the 11 am. Brinkley news show on ABC, finished reading theTimes Book Review, and went
down to the Jeep about one in the afternoon. It was abeautiful fal day and the drive up Left Hand
Canyon and then up the hard jeep trail took |less than an hour.

The blue sky was crisscrossed with contrails through the aspen leaves when | stopped the Jeep ten feet



from the entrance to the vertica mineshaft.

“Kiddo,” | said aoud, tapping my fingers on the steering whed. “Y ou found me once. | found you once.
Do you think we can do it together thistime?’

| wastalking to mysdlf and it felt Sllly. | said nothing else. | put the Jeep in first and floored the
accelerator. The hood first rose aswe bounced over thelip of the pit, | caught aglimpse of yelow aspen
leaves, blue sky, white contrails, and then the black circle of the pit filled the windshield.

| hit the brake with both feet on the pedal. The Jeep did, bucked, dewed to the left, and cameto astop
with the right front tire hanging over the open pit. Shaking dightly, | backed the Jeep up afoot or two, set
the brake, got out of the vehicle and leaned againgt it.

Not this way. Not this time.| did not know if the thought was mine done. | hoped not.
| stepped closer to the edge, stared down into the pit, and then stepped back.

MONTHShave passed. | took the teaching job in Denver. | loveit. | love being with the children. | love
being dive again. | am once again the sage on the stage, but a quieter sage thistime.

The bad dreams continue to bother me. Not dreams of Kelly Dahl, but Kelly Dahl’ s dreams. | wake
from nightmares of Carl coming into my small room inthetrailer, of trying to spesk to my mother asshe
smokes a cigarette and does not listen. | fly awake from dreams of awakening to Carl’ s heavy hand over
my mouth, of hisfoul breath on my face.

| fed closest to Kedly Dahl at these times. Sitting up on the bed, sweat pouring from me, my heart
pounding, | can fed her presence. | liketo think that these dreams are an exorcism for her, along
overdue offer of love and help for me.

It isimpossibleto explain the feding that Kelly Dahl and | shared that last night in her world . . . inour
world. Galaxies calliding, | think | said, and | have since looked up the photographic tel escope images of
that phenomenon: hundreds of billions of stars passing in close proximity asgrest spird clusters pinwhed
through one another, gravitiesinteracting and changing each spird forever but no stars actudly colliding.
This has some of the sense of what | fdlt that night, but does not explain the aftermath—the knowledge of
being changed forever, of being filled with another human’s mind and heart and memories, of solitude
ceasing. It isimpossible to share the knowledge of being not just two people, but four—ourselves here,
and truly ourselves where we meet again on that alternate place of going away.

Itisnot mysticd. Itisnot religious. Thereisno afterlife, only life.

| cannot explain. But on some days out on the recess grounds, on some warm Colorado winter days
when the sunlight islike asolid thing and the high peaks of the Divide gleam to the west asif they were
yards away rather than miles, then | close my eyes asthe children play, dlow mysdf to hear thewind
above the familiar murmur of children at play, and then the echoes of that separate but equdl redlity are
clear enough. Then dl this becomes the memory, the echo.

THEH atirons are gone, but adirt road leadsto low cliffsthat look out over the Inland Sea. The Douglas
fir, ponderosa pine, and lodgepol e trees are gone; the narrow road winds through tropica forests of
sixty-foot ferns and flowering cycads the Size of smal redwoods. Cedarlike coniferslet down lacy
branches and one unidentifiable tree holds clusters of seeds that resemble massve shaving brushes. The
arishumid and dmost dizzyingly thick with the smdll of eucayptus, magnolia, something smilar to apple
blossoms, sycamore, and ariot of more exotic scents. Insects buzz and something very large crashes
through the underbrush deep in the fern forest to my right as the Jeep approaches the coast.



Where the Flatirons should be, tiddl flats and lagoons reflect the sky. Everything is more textured and
detailed than | remember from earlier visits. The sea stretches out to the east, its wave action strong and
constant. The road leads to a causeway and the causeway leads acrossthe tidal poolsto
Mont-Saint-Michd, the city-cathedra and its high walls gleaming in late afternoon light.

Once | pause on the causeway and reach back for my binoculars, scanning the city walls and parapets.

The Ford Bronco is parked outside the gate. Kelly Dahl is on the rampart of the highest wall, near the
cathedral entrance high on the stoneidand. Sheiswearing ared sweatshirt and | notice that her hair has
grown out abit. The sunlight must be glinting on my field glasses, for as| watch she smilesdightly and
raises one hand to wave a me even though | am still aquarter of amile away.

| set the glasses back in their case and drive on. To my right, in one of the deep pools far out beyond the
quicksand flats, along-necked plesiosaur, perhaps of the dasmosaurian variety, liftsaflat head sudded
with its fish-catching basket of teeth, peers nearsghtedly acrosstheflats at the sound of my Jeep’s
engine, and then submerges again in the murky water. | ssop amoment to watch the ripples but the head
does not regppear. Behind me, where the Flatirons and Boulder once were—will someday
be—something roars achdlengein the forest of cycads and ferns.

Focusing on the dot of red high on the miracle that is Mont-Saint-Michel, imagining that | can see her
waving now—somehow seeing her clearly even without thefield glasses—I get the Jeep in gear and drive
on.

|ntroduction to “ Or phans of the Helix”

This story started—as all stories do—as a vague rumination, quickened into focus during aStar
Trek: Voyagertelephone pitch, was midwifed into existence by Robert Slverberg, and finally
resulted in me missing the Ninth Annual Lincoln Street Water Fight. Itis, | think, a decent story,
but it wasn’t worth missing the water fight.

Some readers may know that I’ ve written four novels set in the “ Hyperion Universe” —Hyperion,
The Fdl of Hyperion, Endymion, andThe Rise of Endymion.A per ceptive subset of those

reader s—per haps the majority—know that this so-called epic actually consists of two long and
mutually dependent tales, the two Hyperion stories combined and the two Endymion novels
combined, broken into four books because of the realities of publishing. An even smaller subset of
readers might know that I’ ve vowed not to write any more novels set in this Hyperion univer se for
a variety of reasons, chief among them being that | don’t want to dilute any existing vitality of the
epic in a series of profitable but diminishing-returns-for-the-reader sequels.

Still, I never promised not to return to my Hyperion universe via the occasional short story or
even novella-length tale. Readers enjoy such universes and miss them when they' re gone (or when
the writer who created them is gone forever) and this nostalgia for old reading pleasuresis
precisely what givesrise to the kind of posthumous franchising—the sharecropping-for-profit of a
writer’s original vision—that | hate so much in today’ s publishing. But the occasional short work
in an otherwise “ completed” universe is my attempt at a compromise between retilling tired fields
and compl etely abandoning the landscape.

Or something like that.

At any rate, thisidea for a future Hyperion story had not yet become that supersaturated solution
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necessary before writing can commence, when aStar Trekproducer contacted me about suggesting
and writing an episode for their Voyagerseries. | had been contacted by theStar Trekpeople before
and had had to beg off from even discussing such involvement, because of imminent novel
deadlines or a film script | was working on or whatever.

Now, 1" ve been known to say unkind things in public places about the Star Trek universe—calling
Star Trek: The Next Generationthe “ Neutered Generation” in one guest of honor speech, for
instance, or admitting in an interview that | saw Gene Roddenberry’s much-loved vision of the
future as essentially fascist. Perhaps the producers had forgiven me for those comments. Or much
more likely, probably no one involved in the Star Trek business had ever come across them. In any
event, they invited meto cometo L.A. to “ do a pitch” (a phrase | adore for its appropriate
inanity) for their programStar Trek: Voyagerand, when | said that | didn’t have time for such a
trip, allowed me to do one over the telephone.

In the meantime, they sent me about ten volumes of Star Trekbackground material—the “ Bible”
for the show, tech manuals, character outlines, synopses of previous and future episodes,
diagrams and floorplans of Voyager—the whole nine yards. | admit that | enjoyed skimming
through all this stuff, especially the “ scientific explanation” of such fantasy gimmicks as the
transporter and warp drive and so forth. It’s part of the appeal of Star Trek—all theStar Treks
—that there seems to be a complex universe there with rules and limitations and textures only
partially glimpsed by the viewer. That is, | think, what fuels so much of the fannish
speculation—whether the homoer otic fanzine tales concerning the original crew’s characters or
the endless variations on gaming.

So, the producer called me at the appointed date, although | admit that | had all but forgotten
about the impending pitch.

“Essentially,” 1 said, “ I'd like to script an episode in which theV oyagercrew doesn’t get its
umpteenth failed chance to gethome, but gets an opportunity to get outside the stupidship.”

“Uh-huh, uh-huh,” said the producer. “ What do you mean?”

“1 mean even though the sets are getting bigger and they have the holodeck and all, these

charactersare still Spaminacan,” | said. “ These guys spend years—freakingyears—in corridors
and turbolifts and on that boring post-modernist bridge. Their private quarterslook like roomsin
a Holiday Express. What if they had the chance to |eave the ship forever and get out into space?”

“Uh-huh, uh-huh, yeah,” said the producer. “ Go on.”

“Okay,” | say, getting the pitch-virus now, warming to the wonderfulness of my own imagination,
“ say theVoyagerhas to drop out of warp drive and visit a planetary systemto replenish its
dilithium crystals or to clean the barnacles off its anti-matter nacelles or to get fresh water or
whatever the hell reasonyou’ ve always got them diverting into harm'sway . . .”

“ Uh-huh, uh-huh, go on.”

“ But instead of just a Sol-type system, thisis a binary systemwith a red giant and a G-type star
and...” | went on to explain the brilliant idea of an orbital forest filled with space-dwelling
indigenies adapted to hard vacuum, capable of extending magnetic butterfly wings hundreds of
kilometers across, of capturing the solar wind and of braving the magnetosphere shockwaves of
space like birds in a hurricane, of a giant, programmed eating machine that came once every so
many yearsin a huge elliptical orbit, from the red giant to the G-star and back again, chewing
away at the space-dwelling butterflies' orbital forest. | explained how the “ problem” of the story



could be the butterfly creatures’ offer to theVoyagercrew—in exchange for just blasting the eating
machine with one of their photon torpedoes—of using their nano-machinery to adapt the crew
member s to deep space, to get them out of their spam-in-a-can existence and into the freedom of
flying between the worlds like migrating doves. Some of the crew members wouldhaveto want that
freedom and Captain Whatshername would draw an Alamo-ish line-in-the-sand to decide who
would stay, who would fly . . .

“Uh-huh, uh-huh,” interrupted the producer gently. “ | have a question.”
“Sure” | said.

“What exactly is a binary system?”

Well, shit.

In the end, their rejection of my pitch centered not so much on astronomical details, but on their
anxiety about the cgi budget of that episode. When | pointed out that the astral butterflies
wouldn’t be that expensive—blobs against the usual planetary digital imagery, they reminded me
that once these butterflies visited the ship, they’d haveto be. . . well . . .dien.Star Trek’s view of
aliens was human actors with big brows or wrinkly noses or big-corded necks or all of the above.
| wanted these huge, insectoidthings.

We parted amicably.

| admit that | was relieved. | had never seen thislittle seed particle of an idea as aStar Trek
episode. Besides, if I’d been hired to write the damned thing, | would have tried to have the vast
majority of the crew desert to become butterflies, with Captain Mrs. Columbo staying behind with
her hands on her hips and a few of the top regularstrekking on alone in their Spam can, while the
liberated crew flew barrel rolls around the tin-and-plastic-and-car pet spaceship on its way out of
the binary system.

Cut to some months later when Robert Siverberg contacted me about writing a long piece for his
proposed anthology. Far Horizons.Bob saw the new book as a follow-up to his bestselling
anthology, Legends, in which fantasy authors returned to their favorite fantasy universesto give
usoriginal tales. He was inviting SF authors of forest-killing mega-epicsto reprise their settings
and among the other writers contributing would be Ursula K. Le Guin returning to her Ekumen
univer se, Joe Haldeman dealing with hisForever Waragain, Scott Card unearthing Ender, David
Brin doing his Wonderbra thing with his Uplift Universe, Fred Pohl heecheeing us again, and so
forth. I don’t have many rules governing my career choices, but not turning down opportunities to
insert myself in a pantheon of godsis one of them. | said yes.

Actually, the hard part was summarizing the million or so words of the “ Hyperion Cantos” in the
“ 1,000 words or fewer” demanded of the synopsis before my story. The story, of course, was

“ Orphans of the Helix” and returned my space butterflies, my fallen angels of hard vacuum, to
just where they had started—as the mutated human Ousters of the four Hyperionbooks.

And the story was accepted. And it was published. And it was good. (Except for the fact that they
printed my name as“ David Smmons’ in the author profiles at the back of the paperback edition,
despite my regular whines and whimpers and milquetoast protests to the publishers—who, it turns
out, aremyeditors and publishers at Harper Collins. Perhaps they—and Bob—are trying to tell me
something.)

So that’sit. That'sthe story of . . .



No, wait. | forgot the most important part.
How “ Orphans of the Helix” made me miss the Ninth Annual Lincoln Street Water Fight.

Well, sometime after Far Horizonscame out, Charles Brown of Locuscalled to inform me that
“Orphans’ had won the annual LocusReaders Award for Best Novelette. I’ ve won more than a
few of these Readers Poll Awards and | admit that they reveryimportant to me.. . . | mean, with
the award comes another year’ s free subscription toLocusand my goal has been to receive the
magazine forever and never pay for it. (A goal | would have realized up to this date, | should point
out, were it not for Locus’ s small-minded policy of granting onlyone year’ s free subscriptioneven if
the author wins Readers Poll Awards in more than one category that year.)

So Charlesinforms me that I’'m a winner at about the same time that I’ minvited to attend the
convention in Hawaii—Westercon 53 in Honolulu, July 1-4, 2000—and | accepted the invitation
(ararity for me, | attend very few SF conventions for reasons of schedules and deadlines.)

“You what?” said my wife Karen. “ You're going to be gone onthe Fourth?”
My daughter Jane put it more succinctly—"* Dad, have you lost your mind?”

You see, we live in a neat old neighborhood in a not-terribly-large town along the Front Range of
Colorado, near Boulder, and some years ago, in 1992, Jane and | had—on the spur of the
moment—photocopied a cartoon invitation and invited everyone on our block of Lincoln Sreet to
show up at high noon on Independence Day, in the middle of the street, with water balloons or
squirt guns or hoses or buckets or whatever, to participate in the Lincoln Street Water Fight. “ Be
thereor bedry!” read our invitation. About twenty-five people showed up that first year and we
had a ball—throwing water balloons and dousing our friends and neighbors for at least an hour
before collapsing from exhaustion.

By 2000, the Lincoln Street Water Fight had grown to include about 75 people. Neighbors
canceled travel plans so as not to miss THE WATER FIGHT. Both the east side of Lincoln and the
(boo-hisss) west side brought in friends and relatives as ringers to improve their chances during
THE WATER FIGHT. Participants included three-year-olds and eighty-three-year-olds. At the
stroke of noon on the Fourth, several thousand water balloons (yes, we build and use catapults)
are launched and untold gallons of water fill the air as we unleash high-pressure hoses and throw
from buckets the size of gondolas. No one wants to miss THE WATER FIGHT.

And the local event has evolved further since 1992. After the water fight, everyone dries off and
wanders down to the local school yard—Central School, where | taught sixth grade for eleven
year s—and we have a long, fun softball game in the playground, again toddlers to senior citizens
participating, while a city band plays Sousa marches in Thompson Park across the street. Later in
the afternoon, the neighbors and friends gather for a barbecue, rotating which backyard or front
porch will host it. About nineP.M. , people wander off—many of us to the nearby golf course—to
watch the fireworks display in the fairgrounds just down the hill.

“You'rereally going to miss the water fight?” asked Karen.

I’d promised to attend the convention. And attend | did. | enjoyed being in Hawaii. | enjoyed the
panels and discussions with fans and fellow pros. | enjoyed the conver sations with my editors and
publisher at Harper Collins who were in attendance. (“ The name’ sDan,” | said more than a few
times, “ notDavid. . .” To no avail.) | enjoyed hanging around with Charlie and the Locuspeople. |
enjoyed receiving the award.



But | flew back to the mainland on the Fourth, catching only the hint of a few remaining

fireworks just visible over the port wing late, while flying out of San Francisco, arriving at DIA
around midnight and driving home in the dark, my mood as dark as the midnight, knowing what |
would find when | woke up the next mor ning—waterlogged yards, buckets and squirt guns still on
the front porch, swimsuits and T-shirts still drying on the shower rod, soggy sneakers on the side
steps, a few tiny fragments of 10,000 burst water balloons in the grass where they had been
missed during the post-fight cleanup, and our Pembroke Welsh Corgi, Fergie, lying exhausted and
water bloated (shetriesto drink from every hose during the fight), that July Fifth grin of
post-party satisfaction on her face.

| hope you like “ Orphans of the Helix.” | enjoyed returning to the Hyperion univer se to see what
had happened to some of the distant Ousters and the Amoiete Spectrum Helix people. | hope you
enjoy this post-Hyperion glimpse of them. | confess that | have some other Hyperion-universe
short fiction in mind for the future. But on the off chance that any win any awards that would be
handed out on the Fourth of July—well, include me out.

In the summer of 2001, not long before | wrote this introduction, we had the Tenth andBest
Lincoln Street Water Fight ever. Everyone was there. No one was dry. Later that afternoon, we
played softball for hours—no one kept track of the score—while the band played in the park. The
barbecue was fun. The fireworks were thebest ever.

You see, as one gets older, one has to decide on priorities. And | have. Literature and travel and
fame and accolades are important, but not worth missing the Lincoln Street Water Fight.

Not by a long shot.
ORPHANSOF THEHELIX

THEQgreat spinship trandated down from Hawking space into the red and white double light of aclose
binary. While the 684,300 people of the Amoiete Spectrum Helix dreamed on in deep cryogenic deep,
thefive Al’ sin charge of the ship conferred. They had encountered an unusua phenomenon and while
four of thefive had agreed it important enough to bring the huge spinship out of C-plus Hawking space,
there was alively debate—continuing for severa microseconds—about what to do next.

The spinship itsdlf looked beautiful in the distant light of the two stars, white and red light bathing its
kilometer-long skin, the starlight flashing on the three thousand environmenta deep-deep pods, the
groups of thirty pods on each of the one hundred spin hubs spinning past so quickly that the swing arms
were like the blur of great, overlapping fan blades, while the three thousand pods themselves appeared to
be asingle, flashing gem blazing with red and white light. The Aeneans had adapted the ship so that the
hubs of the spinwhed s along the long, centra shaft of the ship were danted—the first thirty spin arms
angled back, the second hub angling itslonger thirty pod arms forward, so that the deep-deep pods
themsalves passed between each other with only microseconds of separation, coalescing into asolid blur
that made the ship under full spin resemble exactly what its name implied—Helix. An observer watching
from some hundreds of kilometers away would see what |ooked to be arotating human double DNA
hdlix catching thelight from the paired suns.

All five of the Al’ sdecided that it would be best to call in the spin pods. First the great hubs changed
their orientation until the gleaming helix became a series of three thousand dowing carbon-carbon spin
arms, each with an ovoid pod visible at itstip through the dowing blur of speed. Then the pod arms
stopped and retracted against the long ship, each deep-deep pod fitting into a concave nesting cusp in
the hull like an egg being set carefully into acontainer.
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TheHelix, no longer resembling its name so much now so as along, dender arrow with command centers
at the bulbous, triangular head, and the Hawking drive and larger fuson engines bulking at the stern,
morphed eight layers of covering over the nested spin arms and pods. All of the Al’ svoted to decelerate
toward the G8 white star under a conservative four hundred gravities and to extend the containment field
to Class 20. There was no visble threat in either system of the binary, but the red giant in the more
distant system was—as it should be—expelling vast amounts of dust and stellar debris. The Al who took
the greatest pridein its navigationa skills and caution warned that the entry trgjectory toward the G8 star
should steer very clear of the L ;Roche |obe point because of the massive heliosphere shock wavesthere,
and dl five Al’ s began charting a deceleration course into the G8 system that would avoid the worst of
the heliogphere turmail. The radiation shock waves there could be dealt with easily usng even aClass 3
containment field, but with 684,300 human souls aboard and under their care, none of the Al’swould
take the dightest chance.

Their next decision was unanimous and inevitable. Given the reason for the deviation and deceleration
into the G8 system, they would have to awaken humans. Saigyo, Al in charge of personnd lists, duty
rogters, psychology profiles, and who had made it its business to meet and know each of the 684,300
men, women, and children, took severa secondsto review the list before deciding on the nine people to
awaken.

DEMLiaawoke with none of the dull hangover fed of the old-fashioned cryogenic fugue units. Shefelt
rested and fit as she sat up in her degp-deep créche, the unit arm offering her the traditiona glass of
orangejuice.

“Emergency?’ she said, her voice no morethick or dull than it would have been after agood night's
deep.

“Nothing threatening the ship or the mission,” said Saigyo, the Al. “An anomaly of interest. An old radio
transmission from a system which may be apossible source of resupply. There are no problems
whatsoever with ship function or life support. Everyoneiswell. The ship isno danger.”

“How far are we from the last systern we checked?” said Dem L.ig, finishing her orange juice and donning
her shipsuit with its emerad green stripe on the left arm and turban. Her people had traditionally worn
desert robes, each robe the color of the Amoiete Spectrum that the different families had chosen to
honor, but robes were impractica for spinship travel where zero-g was a frequent environment.

“Six thousand three hundred light-years,” said Saigyo.

Dem Liastopped hersdf from blinking. “How many years sincelast awakening?’ she said softly. “How
many yearstota voyage ship time? How many yearstota voyage time debt?’

“Nine ship years and one hundred two time debt years since last awakening,” said Saigyo. “Tota voyage
ship time, thirty-9ix years. Tota voyage time debt relative to human space, four hundred and one years,
three months, one week, five days.”

Dem Liarubbed her cheek. “How many of us are you awakening?’
“Ning’

Dem Lianodded, quit wasting time chatting with the Al, glanced around only once & the
two-hundred-some sedled sarcophagi where her family and friends continued deeping, and took the main
shipline people mover to the command deck where the other eight would be gathering.

THEAeneans had followed the Amoiete Spectrum Helix peopl€ s request to construct the command



deck like the bridge of an ancient torchship or some Old Earth, pre-Hegira seagoing vessel. The deck
was oriented one direction to down and Dem Liawas pleased to notice on the ride to the command
deck that the ship’s containment field held at asteady one-g. The bridgeitself was about twenty-five
meters across and held command-nexus stations for the various specidists, aswell asacentra
table—round, of course—where the awakened were gathering, spping coffee and making the usua soft
jokes about cryogenic deep-deep dreams. All around the great hemisphere of the command deck, broad
windows opened onto space: Dem Lia stood a minute looking at the strange arrangement of the gtars, the
view back aong the ssemingly infinite length of theHelix itsdf where heavy filters dimmed the brilliance of
thefusion flametail that now reached back eight kilometers toward their destination—and the binary
system itsdlf, one small white star and one red giant, both clearly visible. The windows were not actua
windows, of course; their holo pickups could be changed and zoomed or opaqued in an instant, but for
now theilluson was perfect.

Dem Liaturned her attention to the eight people at the table. She had met dl of them during the two
years of ship training with the Aeneans, but knew none of these individualswell. All had beenin the select
group of fewer than a thousand chosen for possible awvakening during transit. She checked their
color-band stripes as they made introductions over coffee.

Four men, five women. One of the other women was aso an emerad green, which meant that Dem Lia
did not know if command would fal to her or the younger woman. Of course, consensuswould
determinethat at any rate, but since the emerald green band of the Amoiete Spectrum Helix poem and
society stood for resonance with nature, ability to command, comfort with technology, and the
preservation of endangered life-forms—and al 684,300 of the Amoiete refugees could be considered
endangered life-formsthis far from human space—it was assumed that in unusua awakenings the greens
would be voted into overall command.

In addition to the other green, ayoung, redheaded woman named Res Sandre, there was a red-band
male, Patek Georg Dem Mio, ayoung, white-band female named Den Soawhom Dem Liaknew from
the diplomacy smulations, an ebony-band mae named Jon Mikall Dem Alem, an older yellow-band
woman named Oam Ral whom Dem Liaremembered as having excelled at ship system’ s operations, a
white-haired blue-band mae named Peter Delen Dem Tae whose primary training would bein
psychology, an attractive femae violet-band—amost surely chosen for astronomy—named Kem Loi,
and an orange male—their medic whom Dem Liahad spoken to on several occasons—Samel RiaKem
Ali, known to everyone as Dr. Sam.

After introductions there was asilence. The group looked out the windows &t the binary system, the G8
white star dmost lost in the glare of theHelix ' sformidablefuson tail.

Finaly thered, Patek Georg, said, “All right, ship. Explain.”

Saigyo’s cam voice came over the omnipresent speskers. “\We were nearing time to begin a search for
Earthlike worlds when sensors and astronomy became interested in this system.”

“Abinary sysem?’ said Kem Lo, theviolet. “Certainly not in the red giant syssem?’ The Amoiete
Spectrum Helix people had been very specific about the world they wanted their ship to find for
them—G2 sun, Earthlike world at least a9 on the old Solmev Scae, blue oceans, pleasant
temperatures—paradise in other words. They had tens of thousands of light-years and thousands of
yearsto hunt. They fully expected to find it.

“There are no worlds|eft in the red giant system,” agreed Saigyo the Al affably enough. “We estimate
that the system was a G2 ydlow-white dwarf star . . .”



“Sol,” muttered Peter Delen, the blue, Sitting at Dem Lia sright.

“Yes” sad Saigyo. “Much like Old Earth’ s sun. We estimate that it became unstable on the main
sequence hydrogen burning stage about three and one haf standard million years ago and then expanded
toitsred giant phase and swalowed any planets that had been in system.”

“How many AU’ s out doesthe giant extend?’” asked Res Sandre, the other green.
“Approximately one point-three,” said the Al.

“And no outer planets?’ asked Kem Loai. Vidletsin theHelix were dedicated to complex structures,
chess, the love of the more complex aspects of human relationships, and astronomy. “It would seem that
there would be some gas giants or rocky worlds|eft if it only expanded abit beyond what would have
been Old Earth’ s or Hyperion’ s orbit.”

“Maybe the outer worlds were very small planetoids driven away by the constant outgassing of heavy
particles,” said Patek Georg, the red-band pragmati<t.

“Perhaps no worlds formed here,” said Den Soa, the white-band diplomat. Her voice was sad. “ At least
inthat case no life was destroyed when the sun went red giant.”

“Sagyo,” said Dem Lia, “why are we decderating in toward thiswhite star? May we see the specsonit,
please?’

Images, trgjectories, and data columns appeared over the table.
“What isthat?’ said the older yellow-band woman named Oam Rai.

“An Oudter forest ring,” said Jon Mikail Dem Alem. “All thisway. All these years. And some ancient
Ouster Hegira seedship best usto it.”

“Besat usto what?’ asked Res Sandre, the other green. “ There are no planetsin this system are there,
Sagyo?’

“No, ma am,” said the Al.

“Were you thinking of restocking on their forest ring?’ said Dem Lia. The plan had been to avoid any
Aenean, Pax, or Ouster worlds or strongholds found aong their long voyage away from human space.

“Thisorbital forest ring isexceptiondly bountiful,” said Saigyo the Al, “but our real reason for awakening
you and beginning the in-system decd eration isthat someone living on or near thering istransmitting a
distress sgnal on an early Hegemony code band. It is very wesk, but we have been picking it up for two
hundred and twenty-eight light-years.”

Thisgavethem dl pause. TheHelix had been launched some eighty years after the Aenean Shared
Moment, that pivota event in human history which had marked the beginning of anew erafor most of the
human race. Previous to the Shared Moment, the Church-manipulated Pax society had ruled human
space for the past three hundred years. These Ousters would have missed al of Pax history and probably
most of the thousand years of Hegemony history that preceded the Pax. Added to that, theHdlix s
time-debt added more than four hundred years of travel. If these Ousters had been part of the original
Hegirafrom Old Earth or from the Old Neighborhood Systemsin the earliest days of the Hegemony,
they may well have been out of touch with the rest of the human race for fifteen hundred standard years
or more.



“Interesting,” said Peter Delen Dem Tae, whose blue-band training included profound immersion in
psychology and anthropol ogy.

“Sagyo, play thedistresssgnd, please,” said Dem Lia.

There came a series of Static hisses, pops, and whistles with what might have been two words
electronicaly filtered out. The accent was early Hegemony Web English.

“What doesit say?’ said Dem Lia. “I can’t quite makeit out.”

“Help us” sad Saigyo. The Al’ svoice was tinted with an Asian accent and usualy sounded dightly
amused, but histone wasflat and serious now.

The nine around the table looked at one another again in silence. Their god had been to leave human and
posthuman Aenean space far behind them, alowing their people, the Amoiete Spectrum Helix culture, to
pursue their own gods, to find their own destiny free of Aenean intervention. But Ousterswere just
another branch of human stock, attempting to determine their own evolutionary path by adapting to
gpace, their Templar dliestraveling with them, using their genetic secretsto grow orbital forest ringsand
even spherica dartrees completely surrounding their suns.

“How many Ougters do you estimate live on the orbital forest ring?’ asked Den Soa, who with her white
training would probably be their diplomat if and when they made contact.

“Seven hundred million on the thirty-degree arc we can resolve on thisside of the sun,” said the Al “If
they have migrated to al or most of the ring, obvioudy we can estimate a population of severd hillion.”

“Any sgn of Akerataeli or the zeplins?’ asked Patek Georg. All of the grest forest rings and
startreespheres had been collaborative efforts with these two aien races which had joined forces with the
Ougters and Templars during the Fal of the Hegemony.

“None,” said Saigyo. “But you might notice this remote view of thering itsdf in the center window. We
are dill sixty-three AU out fromthering . . . thisisamplified ten thousand times.”

They dl turned to look at the front window where the forest ring seemed only thousands of kilometers
away, itsgreen leaves and yellow and brown branches and braided main trunk curving away out of sight,
the G8 star blazing beyond.

“It lookswrong” said Dem Lia

“Thisisthe anomaly that added to the urgency of the distress sgnd and decided usto bring you out of
deep deep,” sad Saigyo, hisvoice sounding dightly bemused again. “Thisorbita forest ring is not of
Ouster or Templar bioconstruction.”

Doctor Samd RiaKem Ali, whistled softly. “ An dien-built forest ring. But with human-descended
Ouderslivingonit.”

“And there is something e se we have found since entering the system,” said Saigyo. Suddenly the left
window wasfilled with aview of amachine—a spacecraft—so huge and ungainly that it almost defied
description. Animage of theHelix was superimposed at the bottom of the screen to give scale. TheHelix
was akilometer long. The base of this other spacecraft was at least athousand times aslong. The
mongter was huge and broad, bulbous and ugly, carbon black and insectoida, bearing the worst features
of both organic evolution and industrial manufacture. Centered in the front of it was what gppeared to be
agted-toothed maw, arough opening lined with aseemingly endless series of mandibles and shredding
blades and razor sharp rotors.



“It looks like God' srazor,” said Patek Georg Dem Mio, the coal irony undercut dightly by a
just-perceptible quaver in hisvoice.

“God’ srazor my ass,” said Jon Mikail Dem Alem softly. Asan ebony, life support was one of his
gpecidties and he had grown up tending the huge farms on Vitus-Gray-Bdianus B. “ That' sathreshing
meachinefrom hell.”

“Whereisit?’ Dem Liagarted to ask, but dready Saigyo had thrown the plot on the holo showing their
deceleration trgjectory in toward the forest ring. The obscene machine-ship was coming in from above
the ecliptic, was some twenty-eight AU ahead of them, was deceerating rapidly but not nearly as
agoressively astheHelix, and was headed directly for the Ouster forest ring. The trgectory plot was
clear—at its current rate of deceleration, the machinewould directly intercept the ring in nine standard

days.
“This may bethe cause of their distresssignd,” the other green, Res Sandre, said dryly.

“If it were coming at me or my world, I’d scream so loudly that you' d hear me two hundred and
twenty-eight light-years away without aradio,” said the young white-band, Den Soa.

“If we started picking up thisweak sgna some two hundred twenty-eight light-years ago,” said Patek
Georg. “It meansthat either that thing has been decdlerating in-systemvery dowly, or . . .”

“It' sbeen here before,” said Dem Lia. She ordered the Al to opague the windows and to dismissitsalf
from their company. “ Shall we assign roles, duties, priorities, and makeinitia decisons?’ she said softly.

The other eight around the table nodded soberly.

TOa stranger, to someone outsi de the Spectrum Helix culture, the next five minutes would have been
very hard to follow. Tota consensus was reached within the first two minutes, but only asmall part of the
discussion was through talk. The combination of hand gestures, body language, shorthand phrases, and
slent nodsthat had evolved through four centuries of a culture determined to make decisonsthrough
consensus worked well here. These peopl€ s parents and grandparents knew the necessity of command
structure and discipline—haf amillion of their people had died in the short but nasty war with the Pax
remnant on Vitus-Gray-Bdianus B, and then another hundred thousand when the fleeing Pax vandals
came |ooting through their syssem somethirty yearslater. But they were determined to e ect command
through consensus and thereafter make as many decisions as possible through the same means.

In the first two minutes, assignments were settled and the subtleties around the duties dedlt with.

Dem Liawasto bein command. Her single vote could override consensus when necessary. The other
green, Res Sandre, preferred to monitor propulsion and engineering, working with the reticent Al named
Basho to use thistime out of Hawking space to good advantage in taking stock.

The red-band male, Patek Georg, to no on€' s surprise accepted the position of chief security
officer—both for the ship’ s formidable defenses and during any contact with the Ougters. Only Dem Lia
could override his decisons on use of ship weaponry.

The young white-band woman, Den Soa, wasto be in charge of communications and diplomacy, but she
requested Peter Delen Dem Tae and he agreed to share the responsibility with her. Peter’ straining in
psychology had included theoretica exobiopsychology.

Dr. Sam would monitor the health of everyone aboard and study the evolutionary biology of the Ousters
and Templarsif it cameto contact.



Their ebony-band mae, Jon Mikail Dem Alem, assumed command of life support—both in reviewing
and contralling systemsin theHelix aong with the appropriate Al, but aso arranging for necessary
environmentsif they met with the Ousters aboard ship.

Oam Ral, the oldest of the nine and the ship’ s chess master, agreed to coordinate genera ship systems
and to be Dem Lia sprincipa advisor as events unfolded.

Kem Loi, the astronomer, accepted responsibility for al long-range sensing, but was obvioudy eager to
use her spare time to study the binary system. “Did anyone notice what old friend our white star ahead
resembles?’ she asked.

“Tau Ceti,” said Res Sandre without hesitation.
Kem Loi nodded. “ And we saw the anomaly in the placing of the forest ring.”

Everyone had. The Ousters preferred G2-type stars where they could grow their orbital forests at about
one AU from the sun. Thisring circled its star & only 0.36AU.

“Almost the same distance as Tau Ceti Center from its sun,” mused Patek Georg. TC?, asit had been
known for more than athousand years, had once been the central world and capita of the Hegemony.
Then it had become a backwater world under the Pax until a Church cardina on that world attempted a
coup againgt the bel eaguered pope during the fina days of the Pax. Most of the rebuilt cities had been
leveled then. When theHelix had |eft human space eighty years after that war, the Aeneans were
repopul ating and repopul arizing the ancient capitd, rebuilding beautiful, classcal structures on broad
edtates and essentiadly turning the lance-lashed ruinsinto an Arcadia. For Aeneans.

Assignments given and accepted, the group discussed the option of awakening their immediate family
members from cryogenic deep. Since Spectrum Helix families conssted of triune marriages—either one
male and two females or vice versa—and since most had children aboard, thiswas a complicated
subject. Jon Mikall discussed the life support cons derations—which were minor—but everyone agreed
that it would complicate decision making with family awake only as passengers. It was agreed to leave
them in deep deep, with the one exception of Den Soa’ s husband and wife. The young white-band
diplomat admitted that she would fedl insecure without her two loved ones with her, and the group
alowed this exception to their decision with the gentle suggestion that the reawakened mates would stay
off the command deck unless there was compelling reason for them to be there. Den Soa agreed at once.
Saigyo was summoned and immediately began the awvakening of Den Soa sbond pair. They had no
children.

Then the most centra issue was discussed.

“Arewe actudly going to decderate to thisring and involve ourselvesin these Ousters' problems?’
asked Patek Georg. “ Assuming that their distresssignd is<till relevant.”

“They' re dtill broadcasting on the old bandwidths,” said Den Soa, who had jacksensed into the ship’s
communications systems. The young woman with blond hair |ooked at something in her virtua vision.
“And that monster machineis till headed their way.”

“But we have to remember,” said the red-band male, “that our goal wasto avoid contact with possibly
troublesome human outposts on our way out of known space.”

Res Sandre, the green now in charge of engineering, smiled. “I believe that we made that genera plan
about avoiding Pax or Ouster or Aenean elements without considering that we would meet up with
humans—or former humans—some eight thousand light-years outs de the known sphere of human



“It could still mean trouble for everyone,” said Patek Georg.

They dl understood the real meaning of the red-band security chief’ s statement. Redsin the Spectrum
Helix devoted themselvesto physical courage, political convictions, and passion for art, but they also
were deeply trained in compassion for other living things. The other eight understood that when he said
the contact might mean trouble for “everyone,” he meant not only the 684,291 deeping souls aboard the
ship, but dso the Ousters and Templars themselves. These orphans of Old Earth, this band of

s f-evolving human stock, had been beyond history and the human pal for at least amillennium perhaps
much longer. Even the briefest contact could cause problems for the Ouster culture aswell.

“Weregoingtogoinand seeif wecan hdp. . . and replenish fresh provisons a the sametimeif that's
possible” said Dem Lia, her tonefriendly but final. “ Saigyo, at our greatest deceleration figure cons stent
with not stressing the interna containment fields, how long will it take usto arendezvous point about five
thousand klicks from the forest ring?”

“Thirty-saven hours,” said the Al.
“Which gets usthere seven days and abit before that ugly machine,” said Oam Rai.

“Hell,” said Dr. Sam, “that machine could be something the Ousters built to ferry themsalves through the
heliosphere shock fiddsto the red giant system. A sort of ugly trolly.”

“I don't think so,” said young Den Soa, missing the older man'sirony.

“Wall, the Ousters have noticed us,” said Patek Georg, who was jacksensed into his system’ s nexus.
“Saigyo, bring up the windows again, please. Same magnification as before.”

Suddenly the room wasfilled with sarlight and sunlight and the reflected light from the braided orbital
forest ring that looked like nothing so much as Jack and the Giant’ s beangtalk, curving out of sight around
the bright white star. Only now something else had been added to the picture.

“Thisisred time?’ whigpered Dem Lia

“Yes” sad Saigyo. “ The Ougters have obvioudy been watching our fusion tail aswe ve entered the
system. Now they’ re coming out to greet us.”

Thousands—tens of thousands—of fluttering bands of light had Ieft the forest ring and were moving like
brilliant fireflies or radiant gossamers away from the braid of huge leaves, bark, and atmosphere. The
thousands of motes of light were headed out-system, toward theHelix.

“Could you please amplify that image abit more?” said Dem Lia

She had been speaking to Saigyo, but it was Kem Loi, who was aready wired into the ship’ s optic net,
who acted.

Butterflies of light. Wings a hundred, two hundred, five hundred kilometers across catching the solar wind
and riding the magnetic-fied lines pouring out of the small, bright star. But not just tens of thousands of
winged angels or demons of light, hundreds of thousands. At the very minimum, hundreds of thousands.

“Let’'shopethey’'refriendly,” said Patek Georg.

“Let’s hope we can still communicate with them,” whispered young Den Soa. “I mean. . . they could



haveforced their own evolution any direction in the last fifteen hundred years”

Dem Liasat her hand softly on the table, but hard enough to be heard. “I suggest that we quit speculating
and hoping for the moment and get ready for thisrendezvousin. ..” She paused.

“Twenty-seven hours eight minutesiif the Ougters continue sailing out-system to meet us,” said Saigyo on
cue.

“Res Sandre,” Dem Liasaid softly, “why don’t you and your propulsion Al begin work now on making
surethat our last bit of deceleration ismild enough that it isn't go to fry afew tens of thousands of these
Ousters coming to greet us. That would be a bad overture to diplomatic contact.”

“If theyare coming out with hostile intent,” said Patek Georg, “the fusion drive would be one of the most
potent weaponsagaing . . .”

Dem Liainterrupted. Her voice was soft but brooked no argument. “No discussion of war with this
Ougter civilization until their motives become clear. Patek, you can review dl ship defensve systems, but
let us have no further group discussion of offensive action until you and | talk about it privately.”

Patek Georg bowed his head.
“Arethere any other questions or comments?’ asked Dem Lia. There were none.
The nine people rose from the table and went about their business.

A largely deeplesstwenty-four-plus hours later, Dem Lia stood alone and god-sized in the white star' s
sytem, the G8 blazing away only afew yardsfrom her shoulder, the braided world tree so close that she
could have reached out and touched it, wrapped her god-szed hand around it, while at the level of her
chest the hundreds of thousands of shimmering wings of light converged on theHelix, whose deceleration
fusontail had dwindled to nothing. Dem Liastood on nothing, her feet planted steadily on black space,
thedien forest ring roughly at her beltline, the stars ahuge sphere of congtellations and foggy gaactic
scatterings far above, around, and beyond her.

Suddenly Saigyo joined her. The 10th Century monk assumed his usud virreal pose: cross-legged,
floating easily just above the plane of the ecliptic afew respectful yardsfrom Dem Lia. He was shirtless
and barefoot, and hisround belly added to the sense of good fegling that emanated from the round face,
squinted eyes, and ruddy cheeks.

“The Ougtersfly the solar winds so beautifully,” muttered Dem Lia.

Saigyo nodded. *'Y ou notice though that they’ re redlly surfing the shock waves riding out dong the
magnetic-field lines. That gives them those astounding bursts of speed.”

“I’ve been told that, but not seenit,” said Dem Lia. “Could you. . .”

Ingtantly the solar system in which they stood became amaze of magnetic-field lines pouring from the G8
white star, curving at first and then becoming as straight and evenly spaced as abarrage of laser lances.
The digplay showed this € aborate pattern of magnetic-field linesin red. Blue lines showed the
uncountable paths of cosmic raysflowing into the sysem from al over the galaxy, digning themsdves
with the magnetic-field linesand trying to corkscrew their way up thefield lineslike swirling sdmon
fighting their way upstream to spawn in the belly of the star. Dem Lianoticed that magnetic-fidd lines
pouring from both the north and south poles of the sun were kinked and folded around themsdlves, thus
deflecting even more cosmic waves that should otherwise have had an easy trip up smooth polar field
lines. Dem Liachanged metaphors, thinking of sperm fighting their way toward a blazing egg, and being



cast asde by vicious solar winds and surges of magnetic waves, blasted away by shock waves that
whipped out dong thefidd linesasif someone had forcefully shaken awire or snapped a bullwhip.

“It' ssormy,” said Dem Lia, seeing the flight path of so many of the Ousters now rolling and diding and
surging along these shock fronts of ions, magnetic fields, and cosmic rays, holding their positionswith
wings of glowing forcefield energy as the solar wind propagated first forward and then backward along
the magnetic-fidd lines, and findly surfing the shock waves forward again as speedier bursts of solar
winds crashed into more duggish waves ahead of them, creating temporary tsunami that rolled
out-system and then flowed backward like aheavy surf rolling back in toward the blazing beach of the
G8aun.

The Ougters handled this confusion of geometries, red lines of magnetic field lines, yellow lines of ions,
blue lines of cogmic rays, and rolling spectraof crashing shock frontswith seeming ease. Dem Lia
glanced once out to where the surging heliosphere of the red giant met the seething heliosphere of this
bright G8 star and the storm of light and colors there reminded her of amultihued, phosphorescent ocean
crashing againg the dliffs of an equally colorful and powerful continent of broiling energy. A rough place.

“Let’sreturn to theregular display,” said Dem Liaand ingtantly the stars and forest ring and fluttering
Ougters and dowingHelix were back—the last two items quite out of scale to show them clearly.

“Saigyo,” said Dem Lia, “pleaseinvite dl of the other AlI’shere now.”
The smiling monk raised thin eyebrows. “ All of them here a once?”’
“YS”

They appeared soon, but not instantly, one figure solidifying into virtual presence a second or two before
the next.

First came Lady Murasaki, shorter even than the diminutive Dem Lia, the style of her
three-thousand-year-old robe and kimono taking the acting commander’ s breath away. What beauty Old
Earth had taken for granted, thought Dem Lia Lady Murasaki bowed politely and did her small hands
inthe deeves of her robe. Her face was painted amost white, her lips and eyes were heavily outlined,
and her long black hair was done up so eaborately that Dem Lia—who had worn short hair most of her
life—could not even imagine the work of pinning, clasping, combing, braiding, shaping, and washing such
ameassof hair.

Ikkyu stepped confidently across the empty space on the other side of the virtual Helix a second | ater.
This Al had chosen the older persona of the long-dead Zen poet: Ikkyu looked to be about seventy,
taller than most Japanese, quite bald, with wrinkles of concern on hisforehead and lines of laughter
around his bright eyes. Before the flight had begun, Dem Ria had used the ship’s history banksto read
about the 15th Century monk, poet, musician, and caligrapher: it seemed that when the higtoricd, living
Ikkyu had turned seventy, he had falen in love with ablind singer just forty years hisjunior and
scanddized the younger monks when he moved hisloveinto the templeto live with him. Dem Lialiked

Ikkyu.

Basho appeared next. The greathaiku expert chose to appear as agangly 17th Century Japanese farmer,
wearing the coned hat and clog shoes of his profession. Hisfingernails aways had some soil under them.

Ryokan stepped gracefully into the circle. He was wearing beautiful robes of an astounding blue with gold
trim. Hishair waslong and tied in aqueue.

“I've asked you all here at once because of the complicated nature of this rendezvous with the Ousters,”



Dem Liasad firmly. “I understand from the log that one of you was opposed to trandating down from
Hawking space to respond to this distress call.”

“I was,” said Basho, his speech in modern post-Pax English but his voice gravel-rough and as guttura as
aSamura’ sgrunt.

“Why?’ sdd DemLia

Basho made a gesture with his gangly hand. “ The programming priorities to which we agreed did not
cover this specific event. | felt it offered too great apotentia for danger and too little benefit in our true
god of finding acolony world.”

Dem Liagestured toward the swarms of Ousters closing on the ship. They were only afew thousand
kilometers away now. They had been broadcasting their peaceful intentions acrossthe old radio
bandwidths for more than astandard day. “ Do you il fed that it’ stoo risky?” she asked thetal Al.

“Yes” sad Basho.

Dem Lianodded, frowning dightly. It was aways disturbing when the Al’ s disagreed on an important
issue, but that it iswhy the Aeneans had |eft them Autonomous after the breakup of the TechnoCore.
And that iswhy there werefive to vote.

“Therest of you obviously saw therisk as acceptable?’

Lady Murasaki answered in her low, demure voice, amost awhisper. “We saw it as an excellent
possiblity to restock new foodstuffs and water, while the cultura implications were more for you to
ponder and act on than for us to decide. Of course, we had not detected the huge spacecraft in the
system before we trandated out of Hawking space. It might have affected our decision.”

“Thisisahuman-Ougter culture, dmost certainly with asizable Templar population, that may not have
had contact with the outside human universe since the earliest Hegemony days, if then,” said Ikkyu with
great enthusiasm. “ They may well be the farthest flung outpost of the ancient Hegira. Of dl humankind. A
wonderful learning opportunity.”

Dem Lianodded impatiently. “We close to rendezvous within afew hours. Y ou' ve heard their radio
contact—they say they wish to greet us and talk and we' ve been polite in return. Our didects are not so
diverse that the trandator beads can’t handle them in face-to-face conversations. But how can we know
if they actudly comein peace?’

Ryokan cleared histhroat. “It should be remembered that for more than athousand years, the so-caled
Warswith the Ousters were provoked—first by the Hegemony and then by the Pax. The origind Ouster
deep-space settlements were peaceful places and this most-distant colony would have experienced none
of the conflict.”

Saigyo chucked from his comfortable perch on nothing. “It should aso be remembered that during the
actua Pax wars with the Ousters, to defend themsalves, these peaceful, space-adapted humans learned
to build and use torchships, modified Hawking drive warships, plasmawesgpons, and even some
captured Pax Gideon drive wegpons.” He waved his bare arm. “We' ve scanned every one of these
advancing Ougters, and none carry aweapon—not so much as awooden spear.”

Dem Lianodded. “Kem Loi has shown me astronomical evidence which suggests that their moored
seedship wastorn away from thering at an early date—possibly only years or months after they arrived.
Thissystem isdevoid of asteroids and the Oort cloud has been scattered far beyond their reach. It is



conceivable that they have neither metal nor an indudtria capacity.”

“Ma am,” said Basho, his countenance concerned, “how can we know that? Ousters have modified their
bodies sufficiently to generate forcefield wings that can extend for hundreds of kilometers. If they
gpproach the ship closely enough, they could theoretically use the combined plasma effect of thosewings
to attempt to breach the containment fields and attack the ship.”

“Beaten to death by angels wings’ Dem Liamused softly. “Anironic way to die”
The Al’ssad nothing.

“Who isworking most directly with Patek Georg Dem Mio on defense strategies?” Dem Liaasked into
theslence.

“| am,” said Ryokan.

Dem Liahad known thet, but she till thought, Thank God it’ s not Basho. Patek Georg was paranoid
enough for the Al-human interface team on this specialty.

“What are Patek’ s recommendations going to be when we humans meet in afew minutes?” Dem Lia
bluntly demanded from Ryokan.

The Al hesitated only the dightest of perceptible ingtants. Al’s understood both discretion and loyalty to
the human working with them in their specidty, but they aso understood the imperatives of the dected
commander’ srole on the ship.

“Patek Georg is going to recommend a hundred kilometer extension of the Class Twenty externa
containment field,” said Ryokan softly. “With al energy weapons on standby and pretargeted on the
three hundred nine thousand, two hundred and five approaching Ousters.”

Dem Lia seyebrowsrose atrifle. “ And how long would it take our systems to lance more than three
hundred thousand such targets?’ she asked softly.

“Two point-Sx seconds,” said Ryokan.

Dem Liashook her head. “ Ryokan, please tell Patek Georg that you and | have spoken and that | want
the containment field not at ahundred klick distance, but maintained at a steady one kilometer from the
ship. It may remain a Class Twenty field—the Ousters can actuadly see the strength of it, and that’ s good.
But the ship’swespons systemswill not target the Oudters at thistime. Presumably, they can see our
targeting scans as well. Ryokan, you and Patek Georg can run as many smulations of the combat
encounter as you need to fed secure, but divert no power to the energy weapons and alow no targeting
until I give the command.”

Ryokan bowed. Basho shuffled hisvirtua clogs but said nothing.
Lady Murasaki fluttered afan haf in front of her face. “ Y ou trust,” she said softly.

Dem Liadid not smile. “Not totaly. Never totally. Ryokan, | want you and Patek Georg to work out the
containment field system so that if even one Ouster attempts to breach the containment field with focused
plasmafrom hisor her solar wings, the containment field should go to Emergency Class Thirty-five and
ingtantly expand to five hundred klicks.”

Ryokan nodded. Ikkyu smiled dightly and said, “ That will be one very quick ride for agreat mass of
Ousters, ma am. Their persona energy systems might not be up to containing their own life support under



that much of ashock, and it’s certain that they wouldn’t decelerate for half an AU or more.”

Dem Lianodded. “That' stheir problem. | don’t think it will cometo that. Thank you dl for talking to
rre”

All sx human figureswinked out of existence.
RENDEZVOUSwas peaceful and efficient.
Thefirst question the Ousters had radioed theHelix twenty hours earlier was “Are you Pax?’

Thishad startled Dem Liaand the others at first. Their assumption was that these people had been out of
touch with human space since long before the rise of the Pax. Then the ebony, Jon Mikail Dem Alem,
sad, “ The Shared Moment. It has to have been the Shared Moment.”

The nine looked a each other in slence a this. Everyone understood that Aened s “ Shared Moment”
during her torture and murder by the Pax and TechnoCore had been shared by every human being in
human space—a gestat resonance adong the VVoid Which Binds that had transmitted the dying young
woman'’ s thoughts and memories and knowledge aong those threads in the quantum fabric of the
universe which existed to resonate empathy, briefly uniting everyone originating from Old Earth human
stock. But out here? So many thousands of light-years away?

Dem Liasuddenly redized how sy that thought was. Aenea s Shared Moment of dmost five centuries
ago must have propogated everywhere in the universe a ong the quantum fabric of the Void Which Binds,
touching aien races and cultures so distant as to be unreachable by any technology of human travel or
communication while adding the first salf-aware human voice to the empathic conversation that had been
going on between sentient and sengitive species for amost twelve billion years. Most of those species had
long since become extinct or evolved beyond their origind form, the Aeneans had told Dem Lia, but their
empathic memories till resonated in the Void Which Binds.

Of course the Ousters had experienced the Shared Moment five hundred years ago.

“No, we are not Pax,” theHelix had radioed back to the three hundred some thousand approaching
Oudters. “The Pax was essentially destroyed four hundred standard years ago.”

“Do you have followers of Aeneaaboard?’ came the next Ouster message.

Dem Liaand the others had sighed. Perhaps these Ousters had been desperately waiting for an Aenean
messenger, aprophet, someone to bring the sacrament of Aenea s DNA to them so that they could aso
become Aeneans.

“No,” theHdlix had radioed back. “No followers of Aenea.” They then tried to explain the Amoiete
Spectrum Helix and how the Aeneans had hel ped them build and adapt this ship for their long voyage.

After some silence, the Ousters had radioed, “|Is there anyone aboard who has met Aeneaor her
beloved, Raul Endymion?’

Again the nine had looked blankly at each other. Saigyo, who had been sitting cross-legged on the floor
some distance from the conference table, spoke up. “No one onboard met Aenea,” he said softly. “ Of
the Spectrum family who hid and helped Raul Endymion when hewasill on Vitus-Gray-Baianus B, two
of the marriage partners were killed in the war with the Pax there—one of the mothers, Dem Ria, and the
biologica father, Alem Mikail Dem Alem. Their son by that triune—aboy named Bin RiaDem Loa
Alem—was a0 killed in the Pax bombing. Alem Mikail’ s daughter by a previoustriune marriage was
missing and presumed dead. The surviving femae of the triune, Dem Loa, took the sacrament and



became an Aenean not many weeks after the Shared Moment. She farcast away from
Vitus-Gray-Bdianus B and never returned.”

Dem Liaand the others waited, knowing that the Al wouldn’t have gone on at such length if there were
not more to the story.

Saigyo nodded. “It turns out that the teenaged daughter, Ces Ambre, presumed killed in the Pax Base
Bombasino massacre of Spectrum Helix civilians, had actualy been shipped offworld with morethan a
thousand other children and young adults. They were to be raised on thefina Pax stronghold world of S.
Theresa as born-again Pax Chrigtians. Ces Ambre received the cruciform and was overseen by a cadre
of religious guardsthere for nine years before that world was liberated by the Aeneans and Dem Loa
learned that her daughter was il dive.”

“Did they reunite?” asked young Den Soa, the attractive diplomat. There weretearsin her eyes. “Did
Ces Ambre free hersdlf of the cruciform?’

“Therewasareunion,” said Saigyo. “Dem Loafreecast there as soon as she learned that her daughter
was dlive. Ces Ambre chose to have the Aeneans remove the cruciform, but she reported that she did

not accept Aenea’ s DNA sacrament from her triune stepmother to become Aenean herself. Her dossier
saysthat she wanted to return to Vitus-Gray-Bdianus B to see the remnants culture from which she had
been kidnapped. She continued living and working there as ateacher for dmost sixty standard years. She
adopted her former family’ sband of blue.”

“She suffered the cruciform but chose not to become Aenean,” muttered Kem Loi, the astronomer, as if
it wereimpossibleto believe.

Dem Liasaid, “ She’ saboard in deep deep.”
“Yes” sad Saigyo.
“How old was she when we embarked?’ asked Patek Georg.

“Ninety-five sandard years,” said the Al. He amiled. “But aswith al of us, she had the benefit of Aenean
medicine in the years before departure. Her physical appearance and menta capabilities are of awoman
in her early sixties”

Dem Liarubbed her cheek. “ Saigyo, please awvaken Citizen Ces Ambre. Den Soa, could you be there
when she awakens and explain the situation to her before the Oustersjoin us? They seem more interested
in someone who knew Aened’ s husband than in learning about the Spectrum Helix.”

“Future husbhand at that point intime,” corrected the ebony, Jon Mikail, who was a bit of a pedant. “ Raul
Endymion was not yet married to Aeneaat the time of his short stay on Vitus-Gray-Bdianus B.”

“I'd fed privileged to stay with Ces Ambre until we meet the Ousters,” said Den Soawith abright smile.

WHILEthe great mass of Ousters kept their distance—five hundred klicks—the three ambassadors were
brought aboard. It had been worked out by radio that the three could take 1/10 normal gravity without
discomfort, so the lovely solarium bubble just aft and above the command deck had its containment field
st at that level and the proper chairs and lighting adapted. All of the Helix people thought it would be
eader conversing with at least some sense of up and down. Den Soa added that the Ousters might fedl a
home among al the greenery there. The ship easily morphed an airlock onto the top of the great solarium
bubble, and those waiting watched the dow approach of two winged Ouster and one smaller form being
towed in atransparent spacesuit. The Ousters who breathed air on the ring, breathed 100% oxygen so



the ship had taken care to accommodate them in the solarium. Dem Liaredlized that shefelt dightly
euphoric asthe Ouster guests entered and were shown to their specidly tailored chairs, and she
wondered if it was the pure O,0r just the novelty of the circumstances.

Once settled in their chairs, the Ousters seemed to be studying their five Spectrum Helix
counterparts—Dem Lia, Den Soa, Patek Georg, the psychologist Peter Delen Dem Tag, and Ces
Ambre, an attractive woman with short white hair, her hands now folded nestly on her lap. The former
teacher had indgsted in dressing in her full robe and cowl of blue, but afew tabs of stiktite sewn at
drategic places kept the garment from billowing at each movement or ballooning up off thefloor.

The Ouster delegation was an interesting assortment of types. On theleft, in the most elaborately
constructed low-g chair, was atrue space-adapted Ouster. Introduced as Far Rider, he was amost four
meterstal—making Dem Liafed even shorter than she was, the Spectrum Helix people aways having
been generdly short and stocky, not through centuries on high-g planets, just because of the genetics of
their founders—and the space-adapted Ouster looked far from human in many other ways. Armsand
legs were merelong, spidery attachmentsto the thin torso. The man’ sfingers must have be twenty
centimeterslong. Every square centimeter of his body—appearing dmost naked under the skintight
swest-coolant, compression layer—was covered with asaf-generated forcefield, actualy an
enhancement of the usua human body aura, which kept him aivein hard vacuum. The ridges above and
beneath his shoulders were permanent arrays for extending hisforcefield wingsto catch the solar wind
and magnetic fidds. Far Rider’ sface had been geneticdly atered far from basic human stock: the eyes
were black dits behind bulbous, nictitating membranes, he had no ears but a gridwork on the sde of his
head suggested the radio receiver; his mouth was the narrowest of dits, lipless—he communicated
through radio tranamitting glandsin his neck.

The Spectrum Helix delegation had been aware of this Ouster adaptation and each was wearing asubtle
hearplug, which in addition to picking up Far Rider’ sradio transmissions, alowed them to communicate
with their Al’ s on a secure tightband.

The second Ouster was partiadly adapted to space, but clearly more human. Three meterstal, hewas
thin and spidery, but the permanent field of forcefield ectoplasmic skin was missing, his eyes and face
werethin and boldly structured, he had no hair—and he spoke early Web English with very little accent.
He was introduced as Chief Branchman and historian Kedl Redt, and it was obvious that he wasthe
chosen speaker for the group, if not its actua leader.

To the Chief Branchman' sleft was a Templa—ayoung woman with the hairless skull, fine bone
dructure, vaguely Asan features, and large eyes common to Templars everywhere—wearing the
traditiona brown robe and hood. Sheintroduced herself asthe True Voice of the Tree Reta Kasteen and
her voice was soft and strangely musical.

When the Spectrum Helix contingent had introduced themsalves, Dem Lia noticed the two Ougters and
the Templar spending afew extra seconds staring at Ces Ambre, who smiled back pleasantly.

“How isit that you have come so far in such aship?’ asked Chief Branchman Ked Redit.

Dem Liaexplained their decison to start anew colony of the Amoiete Spectrum Helix far from Aenean
and human space. There was the inevitable question about the origins of the Amoiete Spectrum Helix
culture and Dem Liatold the story as succinctly as possible.

“Soif | understand you correctly,” said True Voice of the Tree Reta Kesteen, the Templar, “your entire
socid gtructureis based upon an opera—awork of entertainment—that was performed only once, more
than six hundred standard years ago.”



“Not theentire socia structure,” Den Soa responded to her Templar counterpart. “ Cultures grow and
adapt themsalves to changing conditions and imperatives, of course. But the basic philosophica bedrock
and structure of our culture was contained in that one performance by the
philosopher-composer-poet-haoligtic artist, Halpul Amoiete.”

“Andwhat did this. . . poet .. . . think of asociety being built around his single multimedia opera?’ asked
the Chief Branchman.

It was addlicate question, but Dem Liajust smiled and said, “We |l never know. Citizen Amoiete died in
amountain climbing accident just amonth after the operawas performed. Thefirgt Spectrum Helix
communities did not appear for another twenty standard years.”

“Do you worship thisman?’ asked Chief Branchman Keel Redit.

Ces Ambre answered, “No. None of the Spectrum Helix people have ever deified Halpul Amoiete, even
though we have taken his name as part of our society’s. We do, however, respect and try to live up to
the values and gods for human potentia which he communicated in his art through that single,
extraordinary Spectrum Helix performance.”

The Chief Branchman nodded asif satisfied.

Saigyo' s soft voice whispered in Dem Lid sear. “ They are broadcasting both visua and audio on avery
tight coherant band which is being picked up by the Ousters outside and being rebroadcast to the forest

ring.”

Dem Lialooked at the three Sitting across from her, finaly resting her gaze on Far Rider, the completely
gpace-adapted Ougter. His human eyes were essentidly invisible behind the goggldlike, polarized, and
nictitating membranes that made him look amost insectoid. Saigyo had tracked Dem Lia sgaze and his
voice whispered in her ear again. “Y es. Heisthe one broadcasting.”

Dem Liagteepled her fingers and touched her lips, better to conced the subvocalizing. “Y ou’ ve tapped
into their tightbeam?’

“Yes, of course,” said Saigyo. “Very primitive. They're broadcasting just the video and audio of this
meeting, no data subchannels or return broadcasts from either the Ousters near us or from the forest

rng.”

Dem Lianodded ever so dightly. Since theHelix was aso carrying out complete holocoverage of this
mesting, including infrared study, magnetic resonance anayss of brain function, and adozen other hidden
but intrusive observations, she could hardly blame the Oustersfor recording the meeting. Suddenly her
cheeksreddened. Infrared. Tightbeam physica scans. Remote neuro-MRI. Certainly the fully
space-adapted Ouster coul dsee these probes—the man, if man he till was, lived in an environment
where he could see the solar wind, sense the magnetic-fidd lines, and follow individua ionsand even
cosmic rays asthey flowed over and under and through himin hard vacuum. Dem Lia subvocalized,
“Shut down all of our solarium sensors except the holocameras.”

Saigyo' s silence was his assent.

Dem Lianoticed Far Rider suddenly blinking asif someone had shut off blazing lights that had been
shining in hiseyes. The Ouster then looked at Dem Liaand nodded dightly. The strange gap of amouth,
sedled away from the world by the layer of forcefield and clear ectodermal skin plasma, twitched in what
the Spectrum woman thought might be asmile.



It was the young Templar, Reta Kasteen, who had been speaking. “. . . so you see we passed through
what was becoming the Worldweb and | eft human space about the time the Hegemony was establishing
itself. We had departed the Centauri system sometime after the origind Hegira had ended. Periodicaly,
our seedship would drop into red space—the Templarsjoined us from God's Grove on our way
out—so we had fatline news and occasiond firsthand information of what the interstellar Worldweb
society was becoming. We continued outbound.”

“Why so far?’ asked Patek Georg.

The Chief Branchman answered, “ Quite smply, the ship mafunctioned. It kept usin deep cryogenic
fugue for centurieswhileits programming ignored potentid systemsfor an orbital worldtree. Eventudly,
asthe ship redlized its mistake—twelve hundred of us had dready died in fugue créches never designed
for such alengthy voyage—the ship panicked and began dropping out of Hawking space at every
system, finding the usual assortment of starsthat could not support our Templar-grown tree ring or that
would have been deadly to Ousters. We know from the ship’ srecordsthat it almost settled usin abinary
systemn congigting of ablack hole which was gorging onits close red giant neighbor.”

“The accretion disk would have been pretty to watch,” said Den Soawith aweak smile.

The Chief Branchman showed his own thin-lipped smile. “Y es, in the weeks or months we would have
hed beforeit killed us. Instead, working on the last of its reasoning power, the ship made one more jump
and found the perfect solution—this double system, with the white star heliosphere we Ousters could
thrivein, and atree ring aready constructed.”

“How long ago wasthat?’ asked Dem Lia
“Twelve hundred and thirty-some standard years,” broadcast Far Rider.

The Templar woman leaned forward and continued the story. “ Thefirgt thing we discovered was that this
forest ring had nothing to do with the biogenetics we had developed on God' s Grove to build our own
beautiful, secret sartrees. ThisDNA was so dieninitsadignment and function that to tamper with it might
have killed the entire forest ring.”

“Y ou could have started your own forest ring growing in and around the dien one,” said Ces Ambre. “Or
attempted a startree sphere as other Ousters have done.”

The True Voice of the Tree Reta Kasteen nodded. “We had just begun attempting that—and diversifying
the protogene growth centers just afew hundred kilometers from where we had parked the seedship in
the leaves and branches of thedienring, when . . .” She paused asif searching for the right words.

“The Destroyer came,” broadcast Far Rider.

“The Destroyer being the ship we observe approaching your ring now?’ asked Patek Georg.
“Same ship,” broadcast Far Rider. The two syllables seemed to have been spat out.

“Same mongter from hdll,” added the Chief Branchman.

“It destroyed your seedship,” said Dem Lia, confirming why the Ousters seemed to have no metd and
why there was no Templar-grown forest ring braiding this alien one.

Far Rider shook his head. “Itdevoured the seedship, dong with more than twenty-eight thousand
kilometers of the tree ring itself—every legf, fruit, oxygen pod, water tendril—even our protogene growth
centers”



“Therewerefar fewer purely space-adapted Oustersin those days,” said Reta Kasteen. “ The adapted
ones attempted to save the others, but many thousands died on that first visit of the Destroyer . . . the
Devourer . . . the Machine. We obvioudy have many namesfor it.”

“Ship from hell,” said the Chief Branchman, and Dem Liaredized that he was almost certainly spesking
literdly, asif ardigion had grown up based upon hating this machine.

“How often doesit come?’ asked Den Soa.

“Every fifty-seven years” said the Templar. “Exactly.”
“From the red giant system?’ said Den Soa.

“Yes,” broadcast Far Rider. “From the hell sar.”

“If you know itstrgjectory,” said Dem Lia, “can’t you know far ahead of time the sections of your forest
ringitwill . . . devastate, devour? Couldn’t you just not colonize, or at the very least evacuate, those
areas? After dl, most of the tree ring has to be unpopulated . . . thering's surface area has to be equal to
more than haf amillion Old Earths or Hyperions.”

Chief Branchman Ked Redt showed histhin smile again. “ About now—some seven or eight standard
days out—the Destroyer ,for dl its mass, not only completesits deceleration cycle, but carries out
complicated maneuversthat will take it to some populated part of the ring. Always apopulated area. A
hundred and four years ago, itsfina trgjectory took it to amassing of O,pods where more than twenty
million of our non-fully-space-adapted Ousters had made their homes, complete with travel tubes,
bridges, towers, city-szed platforms, and artificidly grown life-support pods that had been under dow
congtruction for more than six hundred standard years.”

“All destroyed,” said True VVoice of the Tree Reta Kasteen with sorrow in her voice. “Devoured.
Harvested.”

“Wasthere much loss of life?” asked Dem Lia, her voice quiet.

Far Rider shook his head and broadcast, “ Millions of fully space-adapted Oustersrallied to evacuate the
oxygen-breathers. Fewer than ahundred died.”

“Have you tried to communicate with the . . . machine?’ asked Peter Delen Dem Tee.

“For centuries,” said Reta K asteen, her voice shaking with emotion. “We' ve used radio, tightbeam,
measer, the few holo transmitters we gill have, Far Rider’ s people have even used their wingfields—by
the thousands—to flash messagesin smple, mathematica code.”

The five Amoiete Spectrum Helix people waited.

“Nothing,” said the Chief Branchman in aflat voice. “It comes, it choosesits populated section of the
ring, and it devours. We have never had areply.”

“Webdievethat it is completdy automated and very ancient,” said Reta Kasteen. “ Perhagps millions of
yearsold. Still operating on programming developed when the dien ring was built. It harvests these huge
sections of thering, limbs, branches, tubules with millions of gallons of tree-ring manufactured water . . .
then returnsto the red star system and, after a pause, returns our way again.”

“We used to believe that there was aworld Ieft in that red giant system,” broadcast Far Rider. “ A planet
which remains permanently hidden from us on thefar sde of that evil sun. A world which built thisring as



itsfood source, probably before their G2 sun went giant, and which continues to harvest in spite of the
misery it causes us. No longer. Thereis no such planet. We now believe that the Destroyer acts done,
out of ancient, blind programming, harvesting sections of the ring and destroying our settlementsfor no
reason. Whatever or whoever lived in the red giant system haslong sincefled.”

Dem Liawished that Kem Loi, their astronomer was there. She knew that she was on the command
deck watching. “We saw no planets during our approach to this binary system,” said the green-banded
commander. “It seems highly unlikely that any world that could support life would have survived the
trangtion of the G2 gtar to thered giant.”

“Nonetheless, the Destroyer passes very closeto that terrible red star on each of itsvoyages,” said the
Ouster Chief Branchman. * Perhaps some sort of artificia environment remains—a space
habitat—hollowed-out asteroids. An environment which requiresthis plant ring for itsinhabitantsto
survive. But it does not excuse the carnage.”

“If they had the ability to build thismachine, they could have smpy fled their system when the G2 sun
went critical,” mused Patek Georg. The red band looked at Far Rider. “Have you tried to destroy the
meachine?’

The lipless smile benesth the ectofield twitched lizard-wide on Far Rider’ s strange face. “Many times.
Scores of thousands of true Ousters have died. The machine has an energy defense that lances usto ashe
at approximately one hundred thousand klicks.”

“That could be asmple meteor defense,” said Dem Lia

Far Rider’ ssmile broadened so that it was very terrible. “If so, it sufficesasavery efficient killing device.
My father died in the last attack attempt.”

“Haveyou tried traveling to the red giant syssem?’ asked Peter Delen.
“We have no spacecraft left,” answered the Templar.

“On your own solar wingsthen?” asked Peter, obvioudy doing the math in hishead on thetime such a
round trip would take. Y ears—decades at solar sailing vel ocities—but well within an Ouster’ slife span.

Far Rider moved his hand with its elongated fingersin ahorizonta chop. “ The heliosphere turbulanceis
too great. Y et we have tried hundreds of times—expeditions upon which scores depart and none or only
afew return. My brother died on such an attempt six of your standard years ago.”

“And Far Rider himsdlf wasterribly hurt,” said Reta Kasteen softly. “ Sixty-eight of the best deep spacers
left—two returned. It took al of what remains of our medica science to save Far Rider’slife, and that
meant two yearsin recovery pod nutrient for him.”

Dem Liacleared her throat. “What do you want usto do?’

Thetwo Ougters and the Templar leaned forward. Chief Branchman Keedl Redt spokefor dl of them. “If,
asyou believe, as we have become convinced, that there is no inhabited world Ieft in the red giant
system, kill the destroyer now. Annihilate the harvesting machine. Save us from this mindless, obsolete,
and endless scourge. We will reward you as handsomely as we can—foods, fruits, as much water as you
need for your voyage, advanced genetic techniques, our knowledge of nearby systems, anything.”

The Spectrum Helix people glanced at one another. Findly Dem Liasaid, “If you are comfortable here,
four of uswould like to excuse oursaves for a short time to discuss this. Ces Ambre would be delighted
to stay with you and talk if you so wish.”



The Chief Branchman made a gesture with both long arms and huge hands. “We are completely
comfortable. And we are more than delighted to have this chance to talk to the venerable M.
Ambre—the woman who saw the husband of Aenea.”

Dem Lianoticed that the young Templar, Reta Kasteen, looked visibly thrilled at the prospect.

“And then you will bring usyour decison, yes?” radioed Far Rider, hiswaxy body, huge eyeshidds, and
dien physiology giving Dem Liaadight chill. Thiswas a creature that fed on light, tapped enough energy
to deploy e ectromagnetic solar wings hundreds of kilometerswide, recycled hisown air, waste, and
water, and lived in an environment of absolute cold, hest, radiation, and hard vacuum. Humankind had
come along way from the early hominidsin Africaon Old Earth.

And if we say no,thought Dem Lia three-hundred-thousand- some angry space-adapted Ousters just
like him might descend on our spinship like the angry Hawaiians venting their wrath on Captain
James Cook when he caught them pulling the nails from the hull of his ship. The good captain
ended up not only being killed horribly, but having his body eviscerated, burned, and boiled into
small chunks. As soon as she thought this, Dem Liaknew better. These Ousters would not attack the
Helix. All of her intuition told her that. And if they do, she thought,our weaponry will vaporize the lot
of themin two point six seconds. Shefdt guilty and dightly nauseated a her own thoughts as she made
her farewells and took thelift down to the command deck with the other three.

“YOUsaw him,” said True Voice of the Tree Reta Kasteen alittle breathlesdy. “ Aenea s husband?’

Ces Ambre smiled. “I was fourteen sandard years old. It was along time ago. He was traveling from
world to world viafarcaster and stayed afew daysin my second triune parents home because he was
ill—akidney stone—and then the Pax troopers kept him their under arrrest until they could send
someone to interrogate him. My parents helped him escape. It was avery few daysavery many years
ago.” She smiled again. “ And he was not Aenea’ s husband at that time, remember. He had not taken the
sacrament of her DNA, nor even grown aware of what her blood and teachings could do for the human
race.”

“But yousaw him,” pressed Chief Branchman Ked Redit.

“Yes. Hewasin ddirium and pain much of the time and handcuffed to my parents' bed by the Pax
troopers.”

Reta Kasteen leaned closer. “Did hehave any sort of . . .aura . . . about him?’ she dmost whispered.

“Oh, yes” said Ces Ambre with achuckle. “Until my parents gave him a sponge bath. He had been
traveling hard for many days.”

The two Ousters and the Templar seemed to Sit back in disappointment.

Ces Ambre leaned forward and touched the Templar woman’ s knee. “1 apologize for being flippant—I
know the important role that Raul Endymion played in dl of our history—but it was long ago, there was
much confusion, and at thet time on Vitus-Gray-Bdianus B | was arebdllious teenager who wanted to
leave my community of the Spectrum and accept the cruciform in some nearby Pax city.”

The other three visbly leaned back now. The two faces that were readabl e registered shock. “You
wanted to accept that . . . that . . .parasite into your body?’

Aspart of Aenea s Shared Moment, every human everywhere had seen—had known—had felt the full
gestalt —of the redity behind the “immortaity cruciform”—a parasitic mass of Al nodes creating a



TechnoCorein real space, using the neurons and synapses of each host body in any way it wished, often
using it in more creative ways bykilling the human host and using the linked neuronic web when it was at
its most creative—during those final seconds of neurd dissolution before degth. Then the Church would
use TechnoCore technology to resurrect the human body with the Core cruciform parasite growing
stronger and more networked at each death and resurrection.

Ces Ambre shrugged. “It represented immortdity at the time. And achance to get away from our dusty
little village and join the redl world—the Pax.”

The three Ouster diplomats could only stare.

Ces Ambreraised her hands to her robe and dlipped it open enough to show them the base of her throat
and the beginning of ascar where the cruciform had been removed by the Aeneans. *| was kidnapped to
one of the remaining Pax worlds and put under the cruciform for nineyears,” she said so softly that her
voice barely carried to the three diplomats. “ And most of thistime wasafter Aened s shared
moment—after the absolute revelation of the Core' s plan to endave us with those despicable things.”

The True Voice of the Tree Reta Kasteen took Ces Ambre' solder hand in hers. “Y et you refused to
become Aenean when you were liberated. Y ou joined what was left of your old culture.”

Ces Ambre amiled. There weretearsin her eyes and those eyes suddenly looked much older. “ Yes. | felt
| owed my people that—for deserting them at the time of crisis. Someone had to carry on the Spectrum
Hélix culture. We had lost so many in thewars. We lost even more when the Aeneans gave us the option
of joining them. It is hard to refuse to become something likeagod.”

Far Rider made a grunt that sounded like heavy static. “ Thisisour greatest fear next to the Destroyer.No
oneisnow alive on the forest ring who experienced the Shared Moment, but the details of it—the
gloriousindghtsinto empathy and the binding powers of the VVoid Which Binds, Aenea s knowledge that
many of the Aeneanswould be able to farcast—freecas—anywhere in the universe. Well, the Church of
Aenea has grown here until at least afourth of our population would give up their Ouster or Templar
heritage and become Aenean in asecond.”

Ces Ambre rubbed her cheek and smiled again. “Then it’' s obvious that no Aeneans have vidited this
system. And you have to remember that Aeneaiinssted that there be no ‘ Church of Aenea,” no
veneration or bestification or adoration. That was paramount in her thoughts during the Shared Moment.”

“Weknow,” said Reta Kasteen. “But in the absence of choice and knowledge, cultures often turn to
religion. And the possibility of an Aenean being aboard with you was one reason we greeted the arrival
of your great ship with such enthusiasm and trepidation.”

“ Aeneans do not arrive by spacecraft,” Ces Ambre said softly.

The three nodded. “When and if the day ever comes,” broadcast Far Rider, “it will be up to the
individua conscience of each Ouster and Templar to decide. Asfor me, | will dwaysride the grest
waves of the solar wind.”

Dem Liaand the other three returned.
“We vedecided to help,” she said. “But we must hurry.”

THErewasno way in the universethat Dem Liaor any of the other eight humans or any of thefive Al’s
would risk theHelix in adirect confrontation with the “Destroyer” or the “Harvester” or whatever the hell
the Ougters wanted to cdll their nemesis. It was not just by engineering happenstance that the 3,000



life-support pods carrying the 684,300 Spectrum Helix pioneersin deep cryogenic deep were
egg-shaped. This culture had al their eggsin one basket—Iliterally—and they were not about to send that
basket into battle. Already Basho and severd of the other Al’ swere brooding about the proximity to the
oncoming harvesting ship. Space battles could easily be fought across 28 AU’ s of distance—while
traditiona lasers, or lances, or charged particle beam weapons would take more than a hundred and
ninety-six minutes to creep that distance—Hegemony, Pax, and Ouster ships had al developed
hyperkinetic missiles ableto leap into and out of Hawking drive. Ships could be destroyed before radar
could announce the presence of theincoming missile. Since this*harvester” crept around its gppointed
rounds a sublight speed, it seemed unlikdly that it would carry C-plus wesgponry, but “unlikely” isaword
that has undone the planning and fates of warriors sincetime immemorid.

At the Spectrum Helix engineers request, the Aeneans had rebuilt theHelix to be truly modular. When it
reached its utopian planet around its perfect star, sections would free themsel ves to become probes and
arcraft and landers and submersibles and space stations. Each of the three thousand individua life pods
could land and begin acolony on its own, dthough the planswere to cluster the landing sites carefully
after much study of the new world. By the time theHelix was finished deploying and landing its pods and
modules and probes and shuttles and command deck and central fusion core, little would be | eft in orbit
except the huge Hawking drive units with maintenance programs and robots to keep them in perfect
condition for centuries, if not millennia

“WEe |l take the system exploratory probe to investigate this Destroyer,” said Dem Lia. It was one of the
smaller modules, adapted more to pure vacuum than to atmospheric entry, athough it was capable of
some morphing, but compared to most of theHelix *s peaceful subcomponents, the probe was armed to
the teeth.

“May we accompany you?’ said Chief Branchman Kedl Redt. “None of our race has come closer than a
hundred thousand kilometersto the machine and lived.”

“By al means,” said Dem Lia “The probe slarge enough to hold thirty or forty of us, and only three are
going from our ship. Wewill keep theinternal containment field at one-tenth g and adapt the seating
accordingly.”

THEprobe was more like one of the old combat torchships than anything else, and it accel erated out
toward the advancing machine under two hundred and fifty hundred gravities, internd containment fields
on infinite redundancy, externd fieldsraised to their maximum of Class 12. Dem Liawas piloting. Den
Soawas attempting to communi cate with the gigantic ship via every means available, sending messages of
peace on every band from primitive radio to modulated tachyon bursts. There was no response. Patek
Georg Dem Mio was meshed into the defense/counterattack virtual umbilicals of hiscouch. The
passengers sat at the rear of the probe’ s compact command deck and watched. Saigyo had decided to
accompany them and his massive holo sat bare chested and cross-legged on a counter near the main
viewport. Dem Liamade sure to keep their trgjectory aimednot directly at the monstrosity inthe
probability that it had smple meteor defenses: if they kept traveling toward their current coordinates, they
would missthe ship by tens of thousands of kilometers above the plane of the ecliptic.

“Itsradar has begun tracking us,” said Patek Georg when they were six hundred thousand klicks away
and decelerating nicely. “ Passive radar. No wegpons acquisition. It doesn’'t seem to be probing uswith
anything except smpleradar. It will have no ideaif life forms are aboard our probe or not.”

Dem Lianodded. “ Saigyo,” she said softly, “at two hundred thousand klicks, please bring our
coordinates around so that we will be on intercept course with the thing.” The chubby monk nodded.

Somewhat |ater, the probes’ thrusters and main engines changed tune, the starfield rotated, and theimage



of the huge machinefilled the main window. The view was magnified asif they were only five hundred
klicks from the spacecraft. The thing wasindescribably ungainly, built only for vacuum, fronted with meta
teeth and rotating blades built into mandiblelike housings, the rest looking like the wreckage of an old
gpace habitat that had been mindlesdy added onto for millennium after millennium and then covered with
warts, wattles, bulbous sacs, tumors, and filaments.

“Digtance, one hundred eighty-three thousand klicks and closing,” said Patek Georg.
“Look how blackened it is,” whispered Den Soa.

“Andworn,” radioed Far Rider. “None of our people have ever seen it from this close. Look at the
layers of cratering through the heavy carbon deposits. It islike an ancient, black moon that has been
struck again and again by tiny meteorites.”

“Repaired, though,” commented the Chief Branchman gruffly. “It operates.”

“Distance one hundred twenty thousand klicks and closing,” said Patek Georg. “ Search radar has just
been joined by acquisition radar.”

“Defensve measures?’ said Dem Lia, her voice quiet.

Saigyo answered. “ Class Twelve field in place and infinitely redundant. CPB deflectors activated.
Hyperkinetic countermissiles ready. Plasma shiel ds on maximum. Countermissiles armed and under
positive control.” Thismeant smply that both Dem Liaand Patek Georg would haveto give the
command to launch them, or—if the human passengers were killed—Saigyo would do so.

“Distance one hundred five thousand klicks and closing,” said Patek Georg. “Rélative delta-v dropping to
one hundred meters per second. Three more acquisition radars have locked on.”

“Any other transmissons?’ asked Dem Lia, her voicetight.

“Negative,” said Den Soaat her virtud console. “ The machine seems blind and dumb except for the
primitive radar. Absolutely no sgns of life aboard. Internal communications show that it has. . .
inteligence. . . but not true Al. Computers more likely. Many series of physical computers.”

“Physical computers!” said Dem Lia, shocked. “You mean dlicon . . . chips. . . doneaxelevel
technology?’

“Or just above,” confirmed Den Soa at her console. “WEe re picking up magnetic bubble memory
readings, but nothing higher.”

“One hundred thousand klicks. . .” began Patek Georg and then interrupted himsdlf. “The machineis
firngonus”

The outer containment fields flashed for less than a second.

“A dozen CPB’sand two crude laser lances,” said Patek Georg from hisvirred point of view. “Very
weak. A Class Onefield could have countered them easily.”

The containment field flickered again.
“Same combination,” reported Patek. “ Sightly lower energy settings.”
Another flicker.



“Lower settingsagain,” said Patek. “1 think it'sgiving usdl itsgot and using up its power doing it. Almost
certainly just ameteor defense.”

“Let’snot get overconfident,” said Dem Lia “But let' ssee dl of itsdefenses.”
Den Soalooked shocked. “Y ou' re going toattack it?”

“We regoing to seeif wecan attack it,” said Dem Lia “Patek, Saigyo, please target one lance on the top
corner of that protuberance there. ..” She pointed her laser stylus at a blackened, cratered, fin-shaped
projection that might have been aradiator two klickshigh. “. . . and one hyperkinetic missle. . .”

“ Commander!” protested Den Soa.

Dem Lialooked at the younger woman and raised her finger to her lips. “One hyperkinetic with plasma
warhead removed, targeted at the front lower leading edge of the machine, right wherethe lip of that

goertureis.”

Patek Georg repeated the command to the Al. Actua target coordinates were displayed and confirmed.
The CPB struck dmost ingtantly, vaporizing a seventy-meter holein the radiator fin.

“It raised a Class Point-six field,” reported Patek Georg. “ That seeemsto beitstop limit of defense.”

The hyperkinetic missile penetrated the containment field like a bullet through butter and struck an ingtant
later, blagting through sixty meters of blackened meta and tearing out through the front feeding orifice of
the harvesting machine. Everyone aboard watched the silent impact and the dmost mesmerizing tumble of
vaporized meta expanding away from the impact site and the spray of debrisfrom the exit wound. The
huge machine did not respond.

“If we had left the warhead on,” murmured Dem Lig, “and aimed for its belly, we would have athousand
kilometers of exploding harvest machine right now.”

Chief Branchman Kedl Redt leaned forward in his couch. Despite the one-tenth g field, all of the couches
had restraint systems. His was activated now.

“Please,” sad the Oudter, struggling dightly againgt the harnesses and airbags. “Kill it now. Stop it now.”

Dem Liashifted to look at the two Ousters and the Templar. “Not yet,” she said. “First we haveto return
to theHdix. ”

“Wewill lose morevaluabletime,” broadcast Far Rider, histone unreadable.

“Yes” said Dem Lia “But we gill have more than six standard days before it begins harvesting.”

The probe accelerated away from the blackened, cratered, and newly scarred monster.

“Y OUwill not destroy it then?” demanded the Chief Branchman as the probe hurried back to theHelix.
“Not now,” responded Dem Lia. “It might till be serving a purpose for the race that built it.”

Theyoung Templar seemed to be closeto tears. * Y et your own instruments—far more sophisticated
than our telescopes—told you that there are no worldsin the red giant system.”

Dem Lianodded. “Y et you yourselves have mentioned the possibility of space habitats, can cities,
hollowed out asteroids. . . our survey was neither careful nor complete. Our ship was intent upon



entering your star system with maximum safety, not carrying out acareful survey of thered giant system.”

“For suchasmall probability,” said the Chief Branchman Ougter in aflat, hard voice, “you are willing to
risk so many of our people?’

Saigyo' svoice whispered quietly in Dem Lia s subaudio circuit. “The Al’ s have been andyzing scenarios
of saverd million Ougters using their solar wingsin aconcentrated attack on theHelix. ”

Dem Liawaited, dtill looking at the Chief Branchman.
“The ship could defeat them,” finished the Al, “but there is some red probability of damage.”

To the Chief Branchman, Dem Liasaid, “WEe re going to take theHdlix to the red giant system. The three
of you are welcome to accompany us.”

“How long will theround trip last?” demanded Far Rider.

Dem Lialooked to Saigyo. “Nine days under maximum fusion boost,” said the Al. “And that would be a
powered perihdion maneuver with no timeto linger in the system to search every asteroid or debrisfield
for lifeforms”

The two Ousters were shaking their heads. Reta Kasteen drew her hood lower, covering her eyes.

“There sanother possibility,” said Dem Lia. To Saigyo, she pointed toward theHelix now filling themain
viewscreen. Thousands of energy-winged Ousters parted as the probe decelerated gently through the
ship’s containment field and digned itsalf for docking.

THEy gathered in the solarium to decide. All ten of the humans—Den Soa swife and husband had been
invited to join in the vote but had decided to stay below in the crews quarters—all five of the Al’s, and
the three representatives of the forest-ring people. Far Rider’ stightbeam continued to carry the video
and audio to the three hundred thousand nearby Ousters and the billions waiting on the great curve of
tree ring beyond.

“Hereisthegtuation,” said Dem Lia The dlencein the solarium was very thick. “Y ou know that the
Helix, our ship, contains an Aenean-modified Hawking drive. Our faster-than-light passage does harm
the fabric of the Void Which Binds, but thousands of times|ess than the old Hegemony or Pax ships. The
Aeneans dlowed usthisvoyage.” The short woman with the green-band around her turban paused and
looked at both Ousters and the Templar woman before continuing. “We could reach the red giant system
in...”

“Four hoursto spin up to rdativigtic vel ocities, then thejump,” said Res Sandre. “ About six hoursto
decderateinto the red giant system. Two daysto investigate for life. Same ten-hour return time.”

“Which, even with some delays, would bring theHelix back amost two days before the Destroyer begins
its harvesting. If thereisno lifein the red giant system, we will use the probe to destroy the robot
harvester.”

“But. .."” sad Chief Branchman Ked Redt with an dl-too-human ironic smile. Hisfacewas grim.

“But it istoo dangerous to use the Hawking drive in such atight binary system,” said Dem Lia, voice
level. “ Such short distance jumps are incredibly tricky anyway, but given the gas and debris the red giant
ispouringout . . .”

“You are correct. It would befolly.” It was Far Rider broadcasting on hisradio band. “My clan has



passed down the engineering from generation to generation. No commander of any Ouster seedship
would make ajump inthisbinary sysem.”

True Voice of the Tree Reta Kasteen was looking from face to face. “ But you have these powerful fusion
engines. ..

Dem Lianodded. “Basho, how long to survey the red giant system using maximum thrust with our fuson
engines?’

“Three and one hdf daystrangt timeto the other system,” said the hollow-cheeked Al. “Two daysto
investigate. Three and one haf days back.”

“Thereisno way we could shorten that?” said Oam Rai, the yellow. “ Cut safety margins? Drive the
fuson engines harder?’

Sagyo answered, “The nine-day round trip is posited upon ignoring al safety margins and driving the
fusion engines at one hundred twelve percent of their capacity.” He sadly shook hisbald head. “No, it
cannot be done.”

“But the Hawking drive. . .” said Dem Liaand everyone in the room appeared to cease breathing except
for Far Rider, who had never been breathing in the traditional sense. The appointed Spectrum Helix
commander turned to the Al’s. “What are the probabilities of disaster if wetry this?’

Lady Murasaki stepped forward. “Both trand ations—into and out of Hawking space—will be far too
closeto the binary system’ s Roche lobe. We estimate probability of total destruction of theHelix at two
percent, of damage to some aspect of ship’s systems at eight percent, and specificaly damage to the pod
life-support network at six percent.”

Dem Lialooked at the Ousters and the Templar. “ A six-percent chance of losing
hundreds—thousands—of our deeping relatives and friends. Those we have sworn to protect until arrival
at our degtination. A two-percent chance that our entire culture will die in the attempt.”

Far Rider nodded sadly. “1 do not know what wonders your Aenean friends have added to your
equipment,” he broadcast, “ but | would find those figures understated. It is an impossible binary system
for aHawking drive jump.”

Silence stretched. Finally Dem Liasaid, “ Our options are to destroy the harvesting machine for you
without knowing if thereis life—perhaps an entire species—depending upon it in the red giant system,
however improbable. And we cannot do that. Our moral code preventsit.”

Reta Kasteen' s voice was very small. “We understand.”

Dem Liacontinued. “We could travel by conventional means and survey the system. This meansyou will
have to suffer the ravages of this destroyer afina time, but if thereisno lifein the red giant system, we
will destroy the machine when we return on fusion drive.”

“Little comfort to the thousands or millions who will losetheir homes during thisfind visit of the Destroyer
,” sad Chief Branchman Ked Redit.

“No comfort at dl,” agreed Dem Lia

Far Rider stood to hisfull four-meter height, floating dightly in the one-tenth gravity. “Thisis not your
problem,” he broadcast. “ There is no reason for you to risk any of your people. We thank you for
conddering...”



Dem Liarased ahand to stop him in midbroadcast. “We re going to vote now. WEe' re voting whether to
jump to the red giant system via Hawking drive and get back here before your Destroyer begins
destroying. If thereisan alien race over there, perhaps we can communicate in the two days we will have
in-system. Perhapsthey can reprogram their machine. We have al agreed that the odds against it
accidentdly ‘eating’ your seedship onitsfirg pass after you landed areinfinitesma. Thefact thet it
congtantly harvests areas on which you' ve colonized—on atree ring with the surface area equd to half a
million Hyperions—suggeststhat it is programmed to do so, asif iminating abnorma growths or pests.”

The three diplomats nodded.

“When wevote” said Dem Lia, “the decison will have to be unanimous. One‘no’ vote meansthat we
will not usethe Hawking drive.”

Saigyo had been sitting cross-legged on the table, but now he moved next to the other four Al’swho
were standing. “ Just for the record,” said thefat little monk, “the Al’ s have voted five to zero against
attempting a Hawking drive maneuver.”

Dem Lianodded. “Noted,” she said. “But just for the record, for this sort of decision, the Al’ svote does
not count. Only the Amoiete Spectrum Helix people or their representatives can determine their own
fate.” She turned back to the other nine humans. “To use the Hawking drive or not? Yesor no? Weten
will account to the thousands of othersfor the consequences. Ces Ambre?’

“Yes.” Thewoman in the blue robe appeared as cam as her sartlingly clear and gentle eyes.
“Jon Mikail Dem Alem?’

“Yes,” said the ebony life-support specidist in athick voice. “Yes”

“OamRa?

The yellow-band woman hesitated. No one onboard knew the risksto the ship’s systems better than this
person. A two-percent chance of destruction must seem an obscene gamble to her. She touched her lips
with her fingers. “ There are two civilizations we are deciding for here,” she said, obvioudy musing to
hersdf. “Possbly three”

“Oam Ra?’ repeated Dem Lia

“Yes” sad Oam Rai.

“KemLoi?’ said Dem Liato the astronomer.

“Yes” The young woman' svoice quavered dightly.

“Patek Georg Dem Mio?’

The red-band security specidist grinned. “Y es. Asthe ancient saying goes, no guts, no glory.”

Dem Liawasirritated. “Y ou' re speaking for 684,288 degping people who might not be so
devil-may-care”

Patek Georg' s grin stayed in place. “My voteisyes.”
“Dr. Samd RiaKem Ali?’

The medic looked as troubled as Patek had brazen. “I must say . . . there are so many unknowns. . .”



He looked around. “Yes,” he said. “We must be sure.”

“Peter Delen Dem Tae?’ Dem Lia asked the blue-banded psychologist.

The older man had been chewing on a pencil. He looked at it, smiled, and set it on thetable. “Yes.”
“Res Sandre?’

For a second the other green-band woman'’ s eyes seemed to show defiance, dmost anger. Dem Lia
geded hersdf for the veto and the lecture that would follow.

“Yes” sad Res Sandre. “I believeit' samora imperative.”

That left the youngest in the group.

“Den Soa?’ sad DemLia

The young woman had to clear her throat before speaking. “ Yes. Let’sgo look.”
All eyesturned to the gppointed commander.

“I voteyes,” said Dem Lia “Saigyo, prepare for maximum accel eration toward the trandation point to
Hawking drive. Kem Loi, you and Res Sandre and Oam Rai work on the optimum inbound trandation
point for asystemwide search for life. Chief Branchman Redt, Far Rider, True Voice of the Tree
Kasteen, if you would prefer to wait behind, we will prepare the airlock now. If you three wish to come,
wemust leaveimmediately.”

The Chief Branchman spoke without consulting the others. “We wish to accompany you, Citizen Dem
Lia”

She nodded. “Far Rider, tell your peopleto clear awide wake. We' |l angle above the plane of the
ecliptic outward bound, but our fusion tail isgoing to be fierce asadragon’ s breath.”

The full space-adapted Ouster broadcast, “1 have aready done so. Many are looking forward to the
spectacle”

Dem Liagrunted softly. “Let’ shopeit’s not more of a spectacle than we' ve dl bargained for,” she said.

THEHe ixmade the jump safely, with only minor upset to afew of the ship’s subsystems. At adistance of
three AU’ sfrom the surface of the red giant, they surveyed the system. They had estimated two days, but
the survey was donein less than twenty-four hours.

There were no hidden planets, no planetoids, no hollowed-out asteroids, no converted comets, no
artificid gpace habitats—no sgn of life whatsoever. When the G2 star had finished itsevolution into ared
giant at least three million years earlier, its helium nuclel began burning its own ash in ahigh-temperature
second round of fusion reactions a the star’ s core while the origina hydrogen fusion continued in athin
shell far from that core, the whole process creating carbon and oxygen atoms that added to the reaction
and. .. presto. . . the short-lived rebirth of the star asared giant. It was obvious that there had been no
outer planets, no gas giants, no rocky worlds beyond the new red sun’ sreach. Any inner planets had
been swallowed whole by the expanding star. Outgassing of dust and heavy radiation had dl but cleared
the solar system of anything larger than nickel-iron meteorites.

“So,” said Patek Georg. “That'sthat.”

“Shall | authorize the Al’ sto begin full acceleration toward the return trandation point?” said Res Sandre.



The Ouster diplomats had been moved to the command deck with their speciaized couches. No one
minded the one-tenth gravity on the bridge because each of the Amoiete Spectrum specidists—with the
exception of Ces Ambre—was enmeshed in acontrol couch and in touch with the ship on avariety of
levels. The Ouster diplomeats had been silent during most of the search and they remained silent now as
they turned to look at Dem Liaat her center console.

The elected commander tapped her lower lip with her knuckle. “Not quite yet.” Ther searches had
brought them al around the red giant and now they were lessthan one AU from its broiling surface.
“Saigyo, have you looked insde the star?’

“Just enough to sampleit,” camethe Al’ saffable voice. “Typicd for ared giant at this stage. Solar
luminaosity is about two thousand times that of its G8 companion. We sampled the core—no surprises.
The hdium nucle there are obvioudy engaged despite their mutua dectrica repulson.”

“What isits surface temperature?’ asked Dem Lia

“Approximately 3,000 degrees Kelvin” came Saigyo’svoice. “About haf of what the surface
temperature had been when it wasa G2 sun.”

“Oh, my God,” whispered the violet-band Kem Loi from her couch in the astronomy station nexus. “Are
youthinking...”

“Deep radar the gtar, please,” said Dem Lia

The graphics holos appeared |ess than twenty minutes later asthe star turned and they orbited it. Saigyo
sad, “A snglerocky world. Still in orbit. Approximately four-fifths Old Earth’s Size. Radar evidence of
ocean bottoms and former riverbeds.”

Same—Dr. Sam—said, “It was probably Earthlike until its expanding sun boiled away its seas and
evaporated its atmosphere. God help whoever or whatever lived there.”

“How deep in the sun’ stroposphereisit?’ asked Dem Lia
“Lessthan ahundred and fifty thousand kilometers,” said Saigyo.
Dem Lianodded. “ Raise the containment fildsto maximum,” she said softly. “Let’ sgo vigt them.”

I'T Sike swimming under the surface of a red sea, Dem Liathought as they approached the rocky
world. Above them, the outer atmosphere of the star swirled and spiraed, tornadoes of magnetic fields
rose from the depths and dissipated, and the containment field was already glowing despite the thirty
micromonofilament cables they had trailed out a hundred and sixty thousand klicks behind them to act as
radiators.

For an hour theHelix stood off less than twenty thousand kilometers from what was left of what could
once have been Old Earth or Hyperion. Various sensors showed the rocky world through the swirling
red murk.

“A cinder,” said Jon Mikal Dem Alem.

“A cinder filled with life,” said Kem Loi at the primary sensing nexus. She brought up the deep radar
holo. “ Absolutely honeycombed. Interna oceans of water. At least three billion sentient entities. | have no
ideaif they’ re humanoid, but they have machines, transport mechanisms, and citylike hives. Y ou can even
see the docking port where their harvester putsin every fifty-seven years.”



“But till no understandable contact?’ asked Dem Loi. TheHdix had been broadcasting basic
mathematical overtures on every bandwidth, spectrum, and commununications technology the ship
had—from radio maser to modulated tachyons. There had been areturn broadcast of sorts.

“Modulated gravity waves,” explained Ikkyu. “But not responding to our mathematical or geometrical
overtures. They are picking up our €ectromagnetic signals but not understanding them, and we can’t
decipher their gravitonic pulses”

“How long to study the modulations until we can find acommon aphabet? demanded Dem Lia

Ikkyu slined face looked pained. “Weeks, a least. Months more likely. Possibly years.” The Al
returned the disappointed gaze of the humans, Ougters, and Templar. “1 am sorry,” he said, opening his
hands. “Humankind has only contacted two sentient aien races before, andthey both found waysto
communicatewithus. These. . . beings. . . aretruly dien. There aretoo few common referents.”

“We can't stay here much longer,” said Res Sandre at her engineering nexus. “ Powerful magnetic sorms
are coming up from the core. And we just can’t dissipate the heat quickly enough. We haveto leave.”

Suddenly Ces Ambre, who had a couch but no station or duties, stood, floated a meter above the deck
in the one-tenth g, moaned, and dowly floated to the deck in adead faint.

Dr. Sam reached her a second before Dem Liaand Den Soa. “ Everyone else stay at your stations,” said
DemLia

Ces Ambre opened her sartlingly blue eyes. “ They are sodifferent. Not human at dl . . . oxygen
breathers but not like the Seneschai empaths. . . modular . . . multipleminds. . . sofibrous. . .”

Dem Liaheld the older woman. “ Can you communicate withthem ?” she said urgently. “ Sendthem
imeges?’
Ces Ambre nodded wesakly.

“Send them the image of their harvesting machine and the Ousters,” said Dem Liagternly. “ Show them
the damage their machine doesto the Ouster city clusters. Show them that the Ougtersare. . . human. . .
sentient. Squetters, but not harming the forest ring.”

Ces Ambre nodded again and closed her eyes. A moment later she began weeping. “They ... are... s0
...sorry, " shewhispered. “The machine bringsback no . . . pictures. . . only thefood and air and
water. It isprogrammed . . . asyou suggested, Dem Lia. . . to diminate infestations. They are. .. 0. ..
s0. . .sorry for theloss of Ouster life. They offer the suicide of . . . of their species. . . if it would atone
for the destruction.”

“No, no, no,” said Dem Lia, squeezing the crying woman' s hands. “ Tell them that won't be necessary.”
She took the older woman by the shoulders. “Thiswill be difficult, Ces Ambre, but you have to ask them
if the harvester can be reprogrammed. Taught to stay away from the Ouster settlements.”

Ces Ambre closed her eyesfor severa minutes. At one point it looked asif she had stopped breathing.
Then those lovely eyes opened wide. “It can. They are sending the reprogramming data.”

“We are receiving modulated graviton pulses,” said Saigyo. “ Still no trandation possible.”

“Wedon't need atrandation,” said Dem Lia, breathing deeply. She lifted Ces Ambre and helped her
back to her couch. “Wejust have to record it and repet it to theDestroyer when we get back.” She
sueezed Ces Ambre s hand again. “ Can you communicate our thanks and farewel 1?7’



The woman smiled. “1 have done 0. Asbest | can.”
“Saigyo,” said Dem Lia. “Get usthe hdll out of here and accelerate full speed to the trandation point.”

THEH6 ixsurvived the Hawking space jump back into the G8 system with no damage. The Destroyer
had aready altered itstrgectory toward populated regions of the forest ring, but Den Soa broadcast the
modulated graviton recordings while they were still decelerating, and the giant harvester responded with
an indeci pherable gravitonic rumble of its own and dutifully changed course toward aremote and
unpopulated section of thering. Far Rider used histightbeam equipment to show them aholo of the
rejoicing on thering cities, platforms, pods, branches, and towers, and then he shut down his broadcast

equipment.
They had gathered in the solarium. None of the Al’ swere present or listening, but the humans, Ousters,
and Templar sat inacircle. All eyeswere on Ces Ambre. That woman's eyes were closed.

Den Soasaid very quietly, “Thebeings. . . onthat world . . . they had to build the tree ring before their
sar expanded. They built the harvesting spacecraft. Why didn’'t they just . . . leave?’

“Theplanetwas. . .is. .. home” whispered Ces Ambre, her eyes still shut tight. “Like children . . . not
wanting to leave home. . . because it’ sdark out there. Very dark . . . empty. They love. . .home. ” The
older woman opened her eyes and smiled wanly.

“Why didn’t you tdl usthat you were Aenean?’ Dem Liasaid softly.

CesAmbre sjaw setinresolve. “1 amnot Aenean. My mother, Dem Loa, gave me the sacrament of
Aened s blood—through her own, of course—after rescuing me from the hell of St. Theresa. Buit |
decidednot to usethe Aenean abilities. | chosenot to follow the others, but to remain with the Amoiete.”

“But you communicated telepathicaly with . . .” began Patek Georg.

Ces Ambre shook her head and interrupted quickly. “Itisnot telepathy. Itis. . . being connected . . . to
the Void Which Binds. It is hearing the language of the dead and of the living acrosstime and space
through pure empathy. Memories not one sown.” The ninety-five-year-old woman who looked
middle-aged put her hand on her brow. “It iss0 tiring. | fought for so many years not to pay attention to
thevoices. . . tojoinin the memories. That iswhy the cryogenic deep degpisso. . . restful.”

“And the other Aenean abilities?” Dem Liaasked, her voice dtill very soft. “Have you freecast?’

Ces Ambre shook her head with her hand il shielding her eyes. “1 did not want tolearn the Aenean
secrets,” she said. Her voice sounded very tired.

“But you could if you wanted to,” said Den Soa, her voice awestruck. “Y ou could take one
step—freecast—and be back on Vitus-Gray-Balianus B or Hyperion or Tau Ceti Center or Old Earthin
asecond, couldn’t you?’

Ces Ambre lowered her hand and |ooked fiercdly at the young woman. “But Iwon't. ”

“Areyou continuing with usin deep deep to our destination?’ asked the other green-band, Res Sandre.
“To our find Spectrum Helix colony?’

“Yes,” said Ces Ambre. The single word was a declaration and achalenge.

“How will wetdl the others?’ asked Jon Mikail Dem Alem. “Having an Aenean . . . apotentia Aenean
...inthecolony will change. . . everything.”



Dem Liastood. “In my fina moments as your consensus-€lected commander, | could make this an order,
Citizens. Instead, | ask for avote. | fed that Ces Ambre and only Ces Ambre should make the decision
asto whether or not to tell our fellow Spectrum Helix family about her . . . gift. At any time after we
reach our destination.” Shelooked directly at Ces Ambre. “ Or never, if you so choose.”

Dem Liaturned to look at each of the other eight. “ And we shall never reved the secret. Only Ces
Ambre hastheright to tell the others. Thosein favor of this, say aye”

It was unanimous.

Dem Liaturned to the standing Ousters and Templar. “ Saigyo assures me that none of thiswas
broadcast on your tightbeam.”

Far Rider nodded.
“And your recording of Ces Ambre s contact with the aliens through the VVoid Which Binds?’
“Destroyed,” broadcast the four-meter Ouster.

Ces Ambre stepped closer to the Ousters. “But you still want some of my blood . . . some of Aened's
sacramental DNA. Y ou till want the choice.”

Chief Branchman Ked Redt’ slong hands were shaking. “I1t would not be for usto decide to release the
information or allow the sacrament to be distributed . . . the Seven Councils would have to meet in secret
... the Church of Aeneawould be consulted. . . or...” Obvioudy the Ouster wasin pain at the thought
of millionsor hillions of hisfdlow Ougtersleaving the forest ring forever, freecasting away to
human-Aenean space or esewhere. Their universe would never be the same. * But the three of us do not
havetheright to rgect it for everyone.”

“But we hesitateto ask . . .” began the True Voice of the Tree Reta Kasteen.

Ces Ambre shook her head and motioned to Dr. Samel. The medic handed the Templar asmall quantity
of blood in ashockproof vid. “Wedrew it just awhile ago,” said the doctor.

“You must decide,” said CesAmbre. “That isawaystheway. That isawaysthe curse.”

Chief Branchman Kedl Redt stared at the vid for along moment before he took it in his still-shaking
hands and carefully set it away in a secure pouch on his Ouster forcefield armor. “It will beinteresting to
see what happens,” said the Ougter.

Dem Liagmiled. “That' san ancient Old Earth curse, you know. Chinese. ‘May you livein interesting
times’ “

Saigyo morphed the airlock and the Ouster diplomats were gone, sailing back to the forest ring with the
hundreds of thousands of other beings of light, tacking against the solar wind, following magnetic lines of
forcelike vessdls of light carried by swift currents.

“If youdl don't mind,” said Ces Ambre, smiling, “I’m going to return to my deep-deep creche and turn
in. It sbeen along couple of days.”

THEorigindly awakened ninewaited until theHelix had successfully trandated into Hawking space
before returning to deep deep. When they were il in the G8 system, accelerating up and away from the
ecliptic and the beautiful forest ring which now eclipsed the smal white sun, Oam Ral pointed to the stern
window and said, “L ook at that.”



The Ousters had turned out to say good-bye. Severd billion wings of pure energy caught the sunlight.

A day into Hawking drive while conferring with the Al’ swas enough to establish that the shipwasin
perfect form, the spin arms and deep-deep pods functioning as they should, that they had returned to
course, and that al waswell. One by one, they returned to their creches—first Den Soa and her mates,
then the others. Finally only Dem Liaremained awake, Sitting up in her créche in the seconds before it
was to be closed.

“Saigyo,” shesaid and it was obvious from her voice that it was a summons.
The short, fat Buddhist monk appesred.

“Did you know that Ces Ambre was Aenean, Saigyo?’

“No, DemLia”

“How could you not? The ship has complete genetic and med profiles on every one of us. Y ou must have
known.”

“No, Dem Lia, | assureyou that Citizen Ces Ambre’ s med profiles were within normal Spectrum Helix
limits. There was no sign of posthumanity Aenean DNA.. Nor cluesin her psych profiles.”

Dem Liafrowned at the hologram for amoment. Then she said, “Forged bio records then? Ces Ambre
or her mother could have donethat.”

“Yes DemLia”

Still propped on one elbow, Dem Liasaid, “ To your knowledge—to any of the Al’ sknowledge—are
there other Aeneans aboard theHelix, Saigyo?’

“To our knowledge, no,” said the plump monk, hisface earnest.

Dem Liasmiled. “ Aeneataught that evolution had adirection and determination,” she said softly, moreto
hersdf than to the listening Al * She spoke of aday when dl the universe would be green with life.
Diversity, shetaught, isone of evolution’s best strategies.”

Saigyo nodded and said nothing.

Dem Lialay back on her pillow. “We thought the Aeneans so generousin helping us preserve our
culture—this ship—the distant colony. | bet the Aeneans have helped a thousand smal cultures cast off
from human space into the unknown. They want the diversity—the Ousters, the others. They want many
of usto pass up their gift of godhood.”

Shelooked at the Al, but the Buddhist monk’ s face showed only hisusua dight smile. “Good night,
Saigyo. Take good care of the ship whilewe deep.” She pulled the top of the créche shut and the unit

began cycling her into deep cyrogenic deep.
“Yes, Dem Lia” said the monk to the now deeping woman.

THEHeixcontinued its great arc through Hawking space. The spin arms and life pods wove their
complex double helix againgt the flood of fase colors and four-dimensiona pul sations which had replaced
the stars.

Insde the ship, the Al’ shad turned off the containment field gravity and the atmosphere and the lights.
The ship moved on in darkness.



Then, one day, about three months after leaving the binary system, the ventilators hummed, the lights
flickered on, and the containment field gravity activated. All 684,300 of the colonists dept on.

Suddenly three figures gppeared in the main wakway hafway between the command center bridge and
the access portasto thefirst ring of life pod arms. The central figure was more than three meterstall,
spiked and armored, bound about with chrome razorwire. Its faceted eyes gleamed red. It remained
motionlesswhereit had suddenly appeared.

Thefigure on theleft was aman in early middle-age, with curly graying hair, dark eyes, and pleasant
features. He was very tan and wore a soft blue cotton shirt, green shorts, and sandals. He nodded at the
woman and began walking toward the command center.

The woman was older, visbly old even despite Aenean medica techniques, and she woreasmple gown
of flawless blue. She walked to the access porta, took the lift up the third spin arm, and followed the
walkway down into the one-g environment of the life pod. Pausing by one of the créches, she brushed ice
and condensation from the clear face plate of the umbilically monitored sarcophagus.

“Ces Ambre,” muttered Dem Loa, her fingers on the chilled plastic centimeters above her triune
stepdaughter’ slined cheek. “ Sleep well, my darling. Sleep well.”

On the command deck, the tall man was sanding among the virtua Al’s.
“Welcome, Petyr, son of Aeneaand Endymion,” said Saigyo with adight bow.
“Thank you, Saigyo. How areyou al?’

They told him in terms beyond language or mathemeatics. Petyr nodded, frowned dightly, and touched
Basho's shoulder. “ There are too many conflictsin you, Basho? Y ou wished them reconciled?’

Thetal man in the coned hat and muddy clogssaid, “Y es, please, Petyr.”

The human squeezed the Al’ s shoulder in afriendly embrace. Both closed their eyesfor an ingtant.
When Petyr released him, the saturnine Basho smiled broadly. “ Thank you, Petyr.”

The human sat on the edge of the table and said, “Let’ s see where we' re headed.”

A holocube four meters by four meters gppeared in front of them. The stars were recognizable. TheHelix
’slong voyage out from human-Aenean space was traced in red. Its projected trgjectory proceeded
ahead in blue dashes—blue dashes extending toward the center of the galaxy.

Petyr stood, reached into the holocube, and touched asmall star just to the right of the projected path of
theHelix. Ingantly that section magnified.

“Thismight be an interesting system to check out,” said the man with acomfortable smile. “Nice G2 gar.
Thefourth planet is about aseven point Sx on the old Solmev Scale. It would be higher, but it has
evolved some very nasty viruses and some very fierceanimas. Very fierce”

“Sx hundred eighty-fivelight-years,” noted Saigyo. “ Plus forty-three light-years course correction.
Soon.”

Petyr nodded.

Lady Murasaki moved her fan in front of her painted face. Her smile was provocetive. “And when we
arrive, Petyr-san, will the nasty viruses somehow be gone?’



Thetall man shrugged. “Most of them, my Lady. Mot of them.” He grinned. “But the fierce anima s will
il bethere.” He shook hands with each of the Al’s. “ Stay safe, my friends. And keep our friends safe.”

Petyr trotted back to the nine-meter chrome-and-bladed nightmare in the main walkway just as Dem
Loa s soft gown swished across the carpeted deckplates to join him.

“All set?’ asked Petyr.
Dem Loa nodded.

The son of Aeneaand Raul Endymion set his hand againgt the monster standing between them, laying his
pam flat next to afifteen-centimeter curved thorn. The three disappeared without a sound.

TheHelix shut off its containment field gravity, stored itsair, turned off itsinterior lights, and continued on
in slence, making thetiniest of course correctionsasit did so.

| ntroduction to “ The Ninth of Av”

In the fall of 1999, | was a guest at the Festival etteratura in Mantua, Italy, and in the process of
being interviewed by Italian SF writer Valerio Evangelisti in the courtyard of a 14th Century
compound with several hundred people in attendance, when two aliens—serious aliens, with huge
heads, space helmets, silver-lamé spacesuits, and only two oversized fingers on each
hand—appeared and began walking— urching, really—toward us behind the raised dais on which
Evangelisti and | were carrying out the interview. The audience laughed. Valerio and | turned.
The aliens had tricorder-type devices that made small, electronic beeps and the creatures lurched
along to the beeps. Snce the hour for the interview and discussion was about up anyway,
Evangelisti and | jJumped down off the platformto greet the aliens, who had an odd bump and
grind, hip bounce, and two-fingered high five way of saying hello.

Good fun. But the conversation the Italian writer and | had been having before the aliens’” arrival
had been interesting. Evangelisti was talking about the frustration of so many Italian and French
and other European writersin seeing their SF and fantasy and horror bestseller lists dominated by
American and British writers trandated from English (often translated by the very European
novelists who were the local competition), while those same European writers were
never—never—trandated into English for American readers. The New York publishing scene
makes almost no allowance for bringing gifted European and Asian genre writers to the attention
of the American reading public and the monolingual status of most of us Americans will keep us
ignorant of the existence of these writers. It's a real problem and a maddening frustration to
many gifted writers and | admire both the restraint and generosity of the various European
authors who have been so gracious to me and other visiting Americans while acting as
interpreters and interviewers and guides in such circumstances as theSadon du Livrein Paris or the
Mantua Festival or the Danish Book Fair or whatever.

So when my good friend and the frequent editor of French editions of my work, Jacques
Chambon, got in touch with me to let me know that they were bringing out an anthology of
stories by both American and European SF writers, to be released simultaneously in Europe and
the United Sates, | thought it was a great idea and immediately agreed to write something for it.
Robert Slverberg was the U.S.-based editor on the project. In addition to rounding up some of the
usual American suspects—Scott Card, Greg Benford, Nancy Kress, Joe Haldeman, Bob Slverberg
himself—the anthology, christenedDestination 3001, also boasted the fiction of many other writers
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| admire, including Philippe Curval, Sylvie Denis, Jean-Claude Dunyach, Franco Riciardiello,
Serge Lehman, Andreas Eschbach, and my fellow Close Encounters survivor, Valerio Evangelisti.
As it turned out, Degtination 3001appeared in France from Flammarion in the winter of 2000, but
no American publisher was ever found. Too bad for us American readers.

But in the spring of 2000, my attention was focused on finding an original story idea. The binding
premise of the anthol ogy—presumably because of the millennial fever that was still raging when
the book was proposed—was that the tales should be set around the year 3001. As any writer of
speculative fiction can tell you, a thousand yearsis a staggering span of time to write anything
other than space opera. Imagine, if you will, awriter in the year 1000A.D. writing a simple short
story set in the year 2001. What would the common elements be from that millennium to the
projected one? Imagine a contemporary Tom Wolfe-ish story including the themes of race
relations, corporate backstabbing, and sexual hanky-panky set in Manhattan.

Race relations? Meaningless to the author in 1000A.D. Theconceptof race, as we are enslaved by
it today, didn’t exist then.

Corporate intrigue? The intrigue part would be immediately under standable to a European from
the year 1000, but the veryideaof private corporations and modern capitalism had yet to be
invented. For the next 500 years, the entire concept of loaning money for interest fell under the
heading of mortal sin—usury—and had to be restricted to non-Christians (Jews) who were going
to hell (or Limbo) anyway.

Sexual hanky-panky? Well, yes, that would have been perfectly understood in 1000A.D. (or
1000B.C. for that matter) but the leering, smirking, modern fictional obsession with it might not
have been.

Manhattan? An undreamt of city on an undiscovered continent.

S0, | had to ask myself, what common element will bind 2001 and 3001? What eternal human
verity—other than sex and intrigue—will survive the erosive winds of a full millennium?

The answer, when it arrived, hit me with the full nausea of certainty.

The one constant thread between today and a thousand years from now will be that someone,
somewhere, will be planning to kill the Jews.

CUTto the summer of 2000A.D. Just after returning from a convention in Hawaii—and missing
the Fourth of July waterfight!— was off to New Hampshire for a week as visiting instructor in
Jeanne Cavelos' s Odyssey Writers' Workshop. Odyssey is an interesting workshop and the adults
who attend—at least in that summer of 2000—wer e interesting people: an astrophysicist, a
computer programmer, two lawyers seeking to go straight, people fluent in Russian and German
and music, a couple of recent college graduates—mostly serious adult human beings, successful in
their respective fields, brought together by a common desire to write publishable SF and fantasy.
For a week | would teach in the mornings and join in the critique of the sixteen participants
fiction through the long, hot afternoons.

| don't sit in critique circles without offering work of my own for criticism, so | brought along
“The Ninth of Av.” It was critiqued late in the week and the effect was not so dissimilar from
tossing a grenade into a sewing circle.

The Odysseans wer e nothing if not earnest in their analysis. They did Web searches on the
background of the Voynich Manuscript (a topic probably more interesting than my story); they



deeply researched Scott’s doomed Antar ctic expedition in search of hidden meaning; they sought
out the meaning of the name “ Moira” and one Odyssean did a comprehensive analysis of the
significance of the number 9,114 from the Bible through prime numbers (he found no real
significance); otherscriticized the story’s “ vagueness’ and “ murkiness’ and questionable
technologies. Most disliked the story. Some were actively irritated. A few defended it.

No one, | think, understood the thing. No one, for instance, really paid attention to the titte—"* The
Ninth of Av’ —or to the Jewish observance of it as Tisha B’ Av.

Titles are important. Sometimes, asin “ The Ninth of AV’ they carry almost as much freight as the
text of thetale. | think of stories like Hemingway's “ Hills Like White Elephants’ or “ A Clean,
Well-lighted Place” and wonder that titles are so easily tossed off and then ignored these days. In
this case, when the French edition of Destination 3001containing this story was about to come out
in the autumn of 2000, | learned that my good friend (and editor) Jacques Chambon and good
friend (and trandator) Jean-Daniel Breque had changed the title of my story to “ Le Dernier Fax”
(“ The Final Fax”) and | hit the roof, threatening—not idly—to pull the story completely rather
than to lose the original title. | understood that the title “ meant nothing” in French and, worse,
that it would sound like “ The Ninth of April” since the French word for April is* Avril,” usually
shortened to “ Av.” | understood when both my editor friend and my translator friend explained
that the average French reader did not know Jewish holidays and would not understand the
importance of the Ninth of Av.

It didn’t matter. To change thetitleto “ The Final Fax” emasculated the story. | would rather

burn down my city, burn the rubble, plow it up, and salt the earth so nothing ever grows there

again than agree to this kind of benign vandalism of something so central. (This, | confess, isa
common reaction of mine to many editorial “ improvements.”)

Jacques and Jean-Daniel changed the title back.
Titles are important.

The Odysseans wer e good people, smart, successful in their respective professions, and earnest in
their commitment to reading well and eventually writing well. But they missed it. For better or
worse, my fault or theirs (theirg!), they missed it.

Itbah d-Y ahud!

ALWAYSenjoying any excuse for a party, | was still leery of the millennial madness in the waning
years, months and hours of the 1990s, and not just because | was one of those stuffy purists who
thought that the new millennium began on Jan. 1, 2001. (It's moot now.) (And | do understand the
odometer attraction of all those zeroes. | remember my family driving our 1948 Buick around and
around the block until those digits clicked over to all zeroes.)

Thereis a scene in the thoughtful movieSunshine(in which Ralph Fiennes plays three generations
of men in a upper-middle-class Jewish Hungarian family in Budapest) where the family celebrates
the beginning of the 20th Century—the film did not say whether it was New Year’s Eve of 1899 or
1900 (probably 1900, since they understood simple calendar-keeping better then)—and they kiss
and toast “ to the coming century of compassion and justice and human progress.”

Widll, no.

It isa powerfully sad moment. As viewers, we want to rush into the scene and warn them that
Europe' s future in the 20th Century is a pit of oppression, chaos, injustice and slaughter and that



as Jews, they will bear the brunt of it. But these characters were products of the last half ofthar
century, which had seen the Austro-Hungarian Empire create a liberal bulwark—if not of true
social justice, then at least of social sanity in which even Jews could rise in wealth and status and
legal equity—and they were celebrating decades of European peace during which the very idea of
war receded further and further. It’s hard for us now, in the surfy shallows of the 21st Century,
even to conceive of decades of real peace.

One wantsto rush into the scene and cry, “ Nazis! Auschwitz! World Wars so frequent you' || have
to number them like movie sequels! Death camps! Communism! Gulags! Hiroshima! Pogroms and
pestilence, bombs and starvation and genocide rampant!”

| enjoyed New Year’s Eve, 1999, e-mailing my friends in Moscow and Paris and Berlin at midnight
their time, calling our closest friends in England as midnight passed them by, asking if all was well
and hearing their voices coming from the new century. But as the world went ga-ga that night—as
we all celebrated in the first true worldwide event, a planetary party, as the wave of 2000 swept
around the globe like a curtain of fireworks— could not help but wonder what now-meaningless
nouns and all-too-meaningful verbs a time traveler from the year 2100 would shout at usin
warning if they could. It's best, | know, that we don’t know, but | suspect that the irony of our
celebration now is even greater—and sadder—than the irony of the Austro-Hungarian Jewish
family’ s celebration of the bright dawning of the 20th Century with all of its compassion, and
justice, and human progress.

Itbah a-Y ahud!

AS write thisintroduction on an early September afternoon in 2001, the NPR station playing
classical music takesits brief hourly news break and the lead story is an optimistic, even hopeful
take on the first United Nations international conference on racism*“ scrambling to be a successin
itsfinal hours.” Well, NPR may be upbeat and hopeful, but not thiswriter. The UN gathering, its
reality as clumsy and pretentious and confused as its formal title—World Conference Against
Racism, Racid Discrimination, Xenophobia, and Related Intolerance—featured leader ship from such
bastions of 20th Century human freedom as Fidel Castro, Yasser Arafat, and Jesse Jackson and
immediately descended into a spittle-flying attack on Israel.

From Ecclesiastes, 1:4-5, 1:11, 1:14-15—
One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh: but the earth abideth for ever.
Thesunadso ariseth. . . .

The thing that hath been, it isthat which shdl be; and that which isdoneisthat which shdl be done: and
thereisno new thing under thesun. . . .

Thereisno remembrance of former things; neither shal there be any remembrance of thingsthat areto
come with those that shal come later.

FROMthe First United Nations World Conference Against Racism, Racial Discrimination,
Xenophobia, and Related Intolerance—

Itbah d-Y ahud! Kill the Jews!

THENINTH OFAV
THIRTY days before the final fax, the posthumans threw agoing-away party in the New Y ork City
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Archipelago. Many of the 9,114 old-styles attended. The maority smply faxed in, but some arrived via
glowing, trangparent bio-zeppdinsthat tied up a the Empire State Building’ s mooring tower, some came
by overszed squidsubs, an unimaginative five hundred-some arrived on the refitted QE2, and a handful
flew or floated in via personaly fitted sonies.

Pinchas and Petrafaxed in on the second evening of the five-day fete. They had hoped that Savi would
be there but no proxnet beacon blinked and a physica search of the archipelago proved fruitless. She
remained absent and invisible. Pinchas and Petra were disappointed, but they spent afew hours at the

party anyway.

The archipdago was ablaze with light. Besides the glowing Empire State Building and other lighted
historica towersrising out of the dark waters, clusters of candleglobes floated among the swamp conifers
and above the fern forest cands, festive bulbs burned in and above theQE2 where it was moored to the
Chrylser Building, the luminescent, jdlyfish glow of the zeppelins above and submersibles below lighted
the scene, and skyrockets exploded in an amost constant barrage of color and noise. Far above the
fireworks, both the e-ring and p-ring shifted through every color in the spectrum—and some beyond the
human reach of vison—in honor of thefirst of athousand pre-final-fax bashes.

“Quiteawake,” said Pinchas.
Petra squeezed his upper arm. * Stop that. Y ou promised.”

Pinchas nodded and cadged a cold drink from a passing servitor. He and Petramoved around the small
square of the Empire State Building' s expanded observation deck, stepping asideto let parties of
zeppeliners descend the wrought-iron spiral staircase from the mooring platform. Everyone seemed quite
merry except for the occasiona and inevitable voynix standing here or there like a sightless scarab forged
in rusted iron and smoked lesther.

Pinchas poured some of hisdrink over the carapace of one.
“Areyou drunk?’ asked Petra.

“I wish | were.” Pinchas made afist and clubbed the hollow-sounding voynix ovoid haf a meter above
him. “I wish the goddamn things had eyes.”

“Why?

“I"d gtick my thumb inone.” Heflicked hismiddle finger against the chitinous ebony ovoid. It echoed
dully.

Thevoynix did what voynix do. It ignored him.

A posthuman in the iteration known to Petraand Pinchas as Moira floated over to them through the
crowd. Shewaswearing aforma gold gown and her gray hair was cut close to her delicate skull.

“My dears” shesad, “are you having an absolutely marveloustime?’
“Absolutely,” said Petra.

“Marveous,” said Pinchas. Helooked at Moira.and wondered, not for thefirst timein histwo centuries
and more, why al of the postswere female.

Moiralaughed easily. “ Good. Good. Later on, theillusonist Dahoni isgoing to entertain us. | understand
that he plansto make theQE2 disappear. Y et again.” Shelaughed a second time.



Petra smiled and sipped her iced wine. “We were looking for our friend—Savi.”

Moira hesitated an instant and Pinchas wondered if she remembered who they were. They had met a
score of times over the centuries—or Pinchas assumed they had, based on the theory that it wasthe
same post choosing the Moiraiteration—but she had caled them “ My dears” thusfuding the old-style
paranoiathat dl old-style humanslooked alike to the posts.

“Savi, the cultura historian?’ said Maira, exploding that theory. “ She wasinvited, of course, but we
received no confirmation from her. | remember that she was a specia friend of yours, Petra, and of you
aswdl, Pinchas. When she arrives, | will be sureto tell her that you are here.”

Pinchas nodded and sipped the rest of hisdrink. He had forgotten for an ingtant just how readable his
handsome but unrefined homosap face was to these constructs. Who needed tel epathy?

“Who indeed?’ agreed Moiraand laughed again. She touched his arm, patted Petra s cheek, waved
over asarvitor carrying atray of warmed handbites, and floated away among the revelers.

“She'snot here” said Pinchas.

Petra nodded and looked at her palm. “No beacon, no compoint, no fax trail, no messages for uson far
or prox. | know she does these solitude things, but I'm beginning to get worried.”

“Maybe shefind faxed early,” said Pinchas.
Petra gave him alook.
“All right,” said Pinchas, raising his empty hand in gpology. “Not funny.”

“Agreed,” said Petra. Shetook hisdrink and set the glass on the observation deck’ s railing. Someone
was stlanding on that railing afew yards away, ready to bungee jump toward the black waters thirty
stories below. Petraturned her back on the crowd counting down to the jumper’sleap. “Let’sgo find
her,” shesaid.

Pinchas nodded and took her hand. They faxed out.

* % %

Savi was dreaming of manhauling yet again.

Turning and tossing in her blue-lighted ice cavern, pinpoint hesters and athick fell of thermoblank
keeping her far from freezing, she dreamt of cold glaciers, naked cliffs, pemmican hoosh, and of
smudge-faced, canvas-and-wool-garbed men leaning steep into leather harnesses as they man-hauled
impossibly heavy dedges acrossthe high Antarctic plateau.

Savi dreamed of Wilson's sketchbook and of windcut sastrugi. Tossing and turning in her blue-iced
cavern, she dreamed of camping at the Site of the Norwegians frayed, black-bunting flag and of seeing
their wind-softened ski tracks heading south the few remaining milesto the pole. She dreamed of Oates
and Evans and Bowers and of Scott, asmall man, haf hidden by blowing snow and sunglare on theice.
She suspected that she was dreaming these things from Edward Wilson' s point of view. At least she
never saw Wilson'sface or form, athough the pages of his diary and sketchbooks often appeared to
haunt her.

Savi woke and remained very gill. Shefdt her heart pounding and listened to sllence unbroken except
for some creaking as her ice floe shifted in the northbound current.



She had flown out from her home aweek earlier, but only after poring over orbital infrared photosfor
some weeks, finally choosing thisiceberg for its Size and solidity and for its path, already broken free of
the milling icepack endlessly circling in the Barrier dush of the south Ross Sea. The berg was some
hundred yards long by athird that height above the dark seaand it was stable; its bulk ran deep. The
upper surface had smooth spots where she successfully landed her soniein the dark and stored the
machines and provisions she had ordered fabricated from the p-ring or had foraged hersaf from the old
McMurdo dump.

What she had anticipated the toughest chore—using the big-bore burner to carve out her caverns and
ladders and tunnels—had actually proved the easiest. And certainly the most fun. Twenty yards down
into the iceberg, making sureto dip low and then up to create cold air traps, using handheld dashersfor
the steps and rungs and railings, she had found anatura and meandering fault in theice which she had
followed down another fifty yards, findly cutting away from it when it narrowed to afissure.

Savi lighted the caverns with glowglobes and sdlf-powered ha ogen sticks. There was no daylight so
deep inthe bdly of the Antarctic winter. The heavy work camein hauling down her supplies and furniture
to her living caverns, somewhere under sealevel and burned into the heart of the heart of the iceberg.
Using the pinpoint heaters, she managed to warm the air and space around her without melting her home.
She dept on foam and thermoblank and fur and played with her old machines and documents.

Aswas Savi’ s custom when on sabbaticals from the world, she blanked all of the com and fax
connections she was capable of blanking. But thistime, with fewer and fewer days remaining before the
find fax, she had added incentive to think. She pored over hard disks and vellum files. When
claustrophobia threatened, she went up and out into the frigid night—vigiting her hoar-frosted sonie,
running the heater high, and tapping into farnet babble without taking part. More and more in recent days,
when restlessness claimed her, Savi merely burned another tunndl, adding to her blue-glow ice maze.

The dreams bothered her some. They had started before her sabbatical. Considering her profession and
passions, the dreams were reasonable enough. But the urgency of them bothered her. She knew the
ending of this particular expedition and seemed to be approaching it night by night for each of their days.
Not much time was | eft.

PETRAand Pinchas had imaged faxing directly into Savi’ sfoyer—every old-style with ahome or
gpartment had afax foyer—but they were surprised to find upon arrivad that the fax-system failsafe had
directed Pinchas sformal robes and Petrd s party gown to add amolecular thermsuit layer, complete
with hoods, visors, headlamps, and heated air veins.

It was agood thing. The foyer was a deepfreeze, black and cold.

“What the hdl?’ said Pinchas. He had not visited Savi’ s Mt. Erebus home before, despite the fact that he
and she had been loversfor severd years before she moved here, but he knew that she would never
abandon her home to the elements just to go on vacation.

Petra nodded at the door to Savi’s home. It was open.

Fedling like atrespasser, Pinchas led the way in. Savi’ s place wasfilled with furniture and scavenged
goods, some of the stacks reaching amost to the low celling, but it was |ong and multistoried—she had
built the house out of ancient apartment modules and even more ancient dwellings dug up from what was
left of the Antarctic Republic’ s capita of McMurdo—and it took twenty minutes or more for Petraand
Pinchas to wander through it.

Petrafound alight switch, but the recessed lamps stayed off. Savi must have taken the house off the grid.
But why?



Pinchas found some haogen sticks and their bright light added to their headlamp beams as the two went
from room to room. Long, triple-glazed windows must have had an amazing view in the Antarctic
summer—the house was high on the dopes of the volcano and the view would be to the north—but now
only night pressed againgt the frost-limned glass. Savi’ sliving quarters looked comfortable and less
cluttered than the rest of the place and Petrasaid that she thought that some pieces of furniture were
missing—she had spent time here with Savi afew times when the two of them had been lovers—but she
was not certain.

The long, narrow workshops, libraries, and storage cubbies seemed surreal in the headlamps: ice
particlesfloating in the air, surfaces covered with hoarfrost and spindrift, everything cold to the touch
even through the molecular thermsuit gloves.

Pinchas touched some tril obite-sized, smooth, black lumps on adesk. “What are these?’
“DNA computers,” said Petra. “Early 21t Century, | think. Savi dug them out of McMurdo dumps.”

Pinchas had to grin despite the eerie surroundings. “ Computers used to have shells? They were physical
things?’

“Yes,” said Petra. “Look.” They had come back to Savi’ s centrd living module. Petra had lifted some
old readers and bound books and was holding up a sheet of modern vellum. “Thisis Savi’ s handwriting.”

Pinchas wasimpressed. “Y ou can read?’

“No,” said Petra. “But | recognize her handwriting. | know it would be adding trespassto trespassif we
actualy read this, but . . .”

“But it might beanoteto us. . . wdl, to you,” said Pinchas. He set his pam over the vellum, ready to
activate areading function and to let the golden words flow up hisarm.

Petrasaized hiswrist. “No! Don't.”
Pinchas was surprised and puzzled, but he lowered his hand.

Petralooked embarrassed behind her visor. “I just think . . . | mean, if you invoke areading function, it
hasto go through one of therings. | mean...” Shetrailed off.

Pinchas frowned at her. “ Getting alittle paranoid, are we?’
“I guess,” said Petra. “But I’ d rather find an old-style who can read and have them trandateit for us”
“Y ou know someone who can read?’

Petrastared at the vellum and nodded. “ A scholar named Graf. And he knew Savi pretty well when the
two worked on the Paris excavation. We can get in touch with him. Bring thiswith us.” Shefolded the
vellum and pressed it through the thermsuit membrane into her pocket.

“I think we should wait before reading it,” said Pinchas. “We till have thirty days|eft. Let’ sgive Savi
time to reappear before before we start reading her private notes.”

“Agreed,” said Petra. “Wewon't bring thisto Graf for a couple of weeks. But if Savi doesn’t show up,
perhapsthiscantell uswhy.”

The two stood in the cold desert of Savi’sliving room for an extramoment.



“Do you think that something’ s happened to her?” Pinchas said at lagt.

Petraforced asmile. “What could happen? Any serious accident and there would have been the record
of arecongtruction transcription. When we asked farnet, they just said that shewasdl right.”

“I wishthey'd just tell uswhere sheis” said Pinchas.
“Privecy,” said Petra.
They both had to smile at that. Petratook alast look around and the two faxed north.

OATESdied fird. Everyone knows about this. Or at least everyonedid know, back when history was of
any relevanceto anyone. So Savi thought with fifteen days until fina fax. She had given up degping some
daysealier.

Oates | eft Scott’ stent on the night of March 15, 1912, saying, “I am just going outside and may be some
time.” Scott, Bowers, and Wilson dl knew that the failing Oates was going out into the blizzard to his
death. They did not stop him. Fourteen days later, on March 29, the other three would die in their tent
only eeven miles short of One Ton Depot and their salvation.

Scott spent hislast hours of strength scribbling notes and | etters. He defended the expedition. He extolled
the courage and manliness of his comrades. Hislast entry read—"For God' s sake, look after our
people.” Hewrote ashort farewell |etter to hisdear friend, Sir J. M. Barrie—the author of Peter Pan. It
turned out that it was Scott and his party who were The Lost Boys.

Savi’ s dreams had turned malignant and cold. She decided not to dream any longer. Sitting in the
carpeted ice cavern in the heart of her iceberg, she popped stayawakes and drank mug after mug of
black coffee. She pored over her notes and ancient computer records, checking her information,
attacking but then confirming her conclusions. Things looked bad.

But she had a secret weapon. Literally. The pistol was black and ugly in the way that only mass-tooled
artifacts of the postindustria century could be ugly, but it worked. She had fired it on the shoulder of Mt.
Erebus and shefired it again on the night-dark surface of her iceberg. The weapon roared when fired,
and thefirgt time she had squeezed the trigger, Savi had dropped the thing and not fired it again for some
weeks. But now she rather enjoyed carrying the black weight of the pistal. It was reassuring. And she
had boxes of extra cartridges.

With two weeks and one day |eft before final fax, she decided that it wastimeto bring her
friends—especialy Pinchas and Petra—into her plans. Leaving her caverns heated and lighted, thinking
that this might be agood place for her cadre to fly to for their secret conferences, she went up into the
howling dark and followed the guide cables to her sonie. The sonie was gone.

Savi tasted bile and fear, but fought both back. Her mistake. She had formatted the vehicle for three
weeks use, not thinking that she would be gone that long, and it had smply flown itself back for recycle
at one of the supply stations at the end of that time.

Savi went back down into the blue-glow ice to think. Despite her newfound aversion to faxing, she
decided that she did not have the patience to wait for a new sonie to be fabricated and flown here. She
activated her fax function and imaged Mantua.

Nothing happened.

For afull moment, Savi could not even think. Then, in a panic unprecedented in her two centuries of life,
shetried to access farnet and prox. No response. Silence.



Shaking badly, holding the black pistol on her Iap, she sat on her beautiful Persian carpet and tried to
think.

A shadow moved in one of theice corridors behind her. Hobnailed boots crunched onice.
Sari whirled. “Oates?’ shecalled. And again, “Oates?’

DESPI TEthe summer heat and humidity—M antuawas surrounded by |akes and canals—some of the
old-styles liked the city and gathered there now and then. With fourteen days until find fax, Pinchas and
Petraand four of their friends were dining in the warm open air of the Piazza Erbe. The white tablecloth
was spread withagnoli, tortelli di zucca, insalata di cappone, risotto, andcostol etta d’ agnello al
timo. Everyone had enjoyed their frog soup and was drinking freely from the bottles of fresh, bubbly
lambrusco. It was about eevenP.M. and the day’ s heat had al but dissipated from the cobblestones. A
cooling breeze stirred the linen canopies above them. A haf moon rose high, frequently eclipsed by the
p-ring. Doves cooed in the nearby towers.

Graf leaned over the page of vellum. He was a dark man with awell-groomed beard—one of the few
old-style men to sport facial hair—and when he frowned as he was doing now, he could have been
mistaken for one of the long-dead Gonzagas whose frescoed images still graced the walls of the nearby
Ducd Pdace.

“Canyouread it?’ asked Penta.

“Of coursel canread it,” said Graf. “It'sunderstanding it that may pose aproblem.”
“We were pretty surethat it wasin pre-rubicon English,” said Pinchas.

Graf stroked his beard and nodded. “Most of it is.”

“For heaven' ssake,” said Hannah, Graf’ s current partner. “Read it out loud.”
Graf shrugged, said, “It'smore of alist than anote,” and read it aoud.

1) Voynix = Voynich Ms.?

2) P'sdon’t fax. 20th C. fax machines worked from origs.

3) Moira? Atlantis?

4) Jews. Rubicon. Tel Aviv.

5) We're fucking eloi.

6) Kaddosh. Haram esh-Sharif.

7) Itbah al-Yahud.

“I giveup,” said Stephen, who had faxed in from Helsinki with his partner Frome. “I was never worth a
damn at riddles. What doesit al mean?’

Graf dhrugged.
“ ‘We'refucking eoi,” “ quoted Hannah. “1s‘fucking’ averb or adjectivein that sentence?’

“Moretothe point,” said Pinchas, “what are eloi?’



Graf knew the answer to that. He told them about H. G. Wdlls stimetravd tde.

“Great,” said Frome. “Either way it trandates, Savi’s sentenceisn't very flattering to the rest of us.
Maybeit just meansthat Savi’ slovers have been too passive.”

Pinchas and Petra exchanged glances. Even Graf blinked and looked up from the vellum.

Not aware of the reactions, Frome continued, “And if we'redldoi, who are the Morlocks? The posts?’
Petrahad to smile. “I haven’t noticed the posts eating any of us over the past couple of centuries.”
“Beddes” sad Grdf, “the pods are vegetarians.”

“What does‘Voynich Ms. mean?’ asked Pinchas.

Everyonewas slent for aminute. Findly Graf said, “I’ll check it.” Heraised hispalm but Petra put her
amall fingersaround hiswrigt, sopping him.

“I think we shouldn’t call up any functionsrelated to Savi’ s note unlesswe haveto,” she said softly,
glancing to make sure that none of the servitors or voynix were close enough to hear. “Is there another
way to research that phrase?’

“I haveaphysca library back in Berlin,” said Graf. “I'll check therelater tonight.”

“Wasn't ‘Ms.” an honorific for females back in pre-rubicon days?’ asked Frome. “ Some sort of
honorary degreefor not getting married or something?’

“Something likethat,” said Graf. “Buit it could dso stand for * manuscript.” “

“Anyone have any ideawhy Savi might have been writing about the post named Moiraor about
Atlantis?’ asked Pinchas.

The other five Spped their lambrusco or nibbled at food. No one ventured athought. Finaly Hannah
sad, “I’ve never been to Atlantis”

It turned out that none of them had. It was not a place that old-style humans were likely to vist.

“I would guessthat ‘P sdon’t fax’ meansthat postsdon’t fax,” said Petra, “but why would she write that
down?Weall know that.”

“But the part thet followsisinteresting,” said Pinchas. “What wasit exactly, Graf 7’
“ 20th C. fax machines worked from origs,” read the scholar.
“Origs?’ sad Stephen.

“I think it sshort for ‘originds, “ said Pinchas. “I’ ve heard about fax machines. They were away to send
written documents digitally before the first internet existed. Way before the first successful quantum faxing
borrowed the language.”

“I think they <till used them after the internet evolved,” said Graf. “But the originad mechanica fax devices
just copied from an origind, physical-on-paper written source. After the fax duplicate was sent
electronicdly, the original document gtill existed. But so what?”

“Maybe Savi’ s saying that the posts keep an origina of al of us somewhere,” said Petra. “Bodies frozen



like Popsicles, thawed out and lobotomized for their pleasure. Maybe they usethe origina usasdave
labor up there or something. Sex daves.”

There was uneasy laughter around the table.

“Good,” said Hannah, “that makes mefed better about thefind fax. | was afraid that I d stay aneutrino
forever. They say that they’|l take us out of transmission mode in ten thousand years or so, when they've
got the Earth fixed the way they want it, but who knows? Thisway, if the neutrino stream islost out
there, they can just defrost the originad me. | wouldn’t mind being asex dave. . . except that dl of the
postsarefemaeand | don’t lean that way.”

Rather than laughter, this brought on asilence. Findly Pinchas said, “1 thought that | was reasonably
fluent in pre-rubicon English, but | didn’t recognize lines Sx and saven in Savi’ snote.”

Graf nodded. “Part of itisin Hebrew,” he said softly. “ * Kaddosh’—I think it would trandate here as
‘holy.” Maybe.' Haram esh-Sharif’ and' Itbah al-Yahud' are Arabic.Haram esh-Sharif isadtein
Jerusdlem. The Temple Mount. Where the Dome of the Rock used to stand.”

“Wasn't the Dome of the Rock blown up during the dementia?’ said Frome.

Graf nodded. “Before that, the First and Second Temples stood on that site. In fact, we' re approaching
the date called Tisha B’ Av when the Jews traditionally lamented those events. A lot of sad things
happened on that date.”

Petratook the vellum from the scholar and frowned at the writing she could not understand. “ Perhaps
that’ swhy Savi wrote this about—what was it? Jews. Rubicon. Tel Aviv' 7’

“Yes,” said Graf. “I think the first cases of rubicon were reported on or around the date of TishaB’ Av.
Infact, alot of people believed that the virus first escaped from.. . .”

“Oh, Jesus,” interrupted Hannah. “ That old blood libel. Even I’ ve heard the myth about the rubicon virus
escaping from some biowar lab in Tel Aviv. That liewas aproduct of the dementiayears”

Graf shrugged. “How do we know that? We weren’t alive then and the posthumans sure as hell don't
talk about it. And itis truethat al of us—all nine thousand some—are descended from Jews.”

“We'redl gerile, too,” said Hannah hitterly. “ So what? A few of the Jews had the rare gene that offered
protection from rubicon, but the by-product was that their descendents are al mules. Even the
transcription doohickies can't fix that. And we re al descended from some African hominid aswell, even
the pogts, but that doesn’t mean that we remember anything about African tribal culture. The Jews were
justthat . .. atribe. A primitive culture. A forgotten tribe.”

“Not completdly forgotten,” said Graf, staring at Hannah. The couple carried some weight of anger
separate from the burden of the current argument.

“Perhaps the Jew-connection could be amotive,” said Pinchas. “ A reason, | mean.”

Everyonelooked a him. The linen strips above them rustled in arising wind. Clouds had covered the
moon and rings.

“A motivefor what?’ asked Petra, ignoring his softer word choice. “Mass murder? Isthe fina fax anew,
improved verson of Auschwitz?’ Everyone at the table understood the allusion. Even in the post-rubicon,
post-historical, post-literate world, certain words held their power.



“Sure, sure,” said Frome with an attempt at alaugh, “the six or seven hundred million posts are dl—what
wasthe name of the Jews enemy?’

“Their enemieswerelegion,” Graf said softly.

“Arabs,” said Frome asif he had not heard. “ All the posts are Arabs. Or maybe your whatchamacallems,
Petra—Nazis. All the posts have swastikas and flatscans of Hitler up therein their millions of orbital
bunkers.”

Hannah did not amile. “Who knows? No old-style has ever been up there. They could have anythingin
therings”

Petrawas shaking her head. “None of this makes any sense. Evenif Savi wasclinicaly paranoid, she
must have known that the posts could have iminated us any timein the last three centuries. We're
completely at their mercy every timewefax. If they wanted to . . . tokill us. . . they didn’t haveto give
usadatefor thefind fax.”

“Unlessthey wanted to torture usaswell,” said Hannah.

The five others nodded at this and quit talking while servitors cleared their dishes and brought coffee,
gelato, andtartufo.

Pinchas cleared histhroat. “ That last part—'I1tbah al-Yahud' —you say that it salso in Arabic?’
“Yes” sad Graf. “It means‘Kill the Jews.” “
I Twasimpossible, but the lights and heaters werefailing in Savi’ siceberg grottoes.

They did not fail at once, but one by one the glowglobes and hal ogen sticks faded and died and on every
day that passed, the pinpoint heaters put out less and less hegt. Not everything failed. She till had
enough light to see by and enough hest to survive, but while struggling to stay awake and dert, Savi had
to dedl with encroaching darkness and deepening cold. She wondered if the grid was down and the
world was ending out therein theworld.

Savi dept in short, treacherous catnaps. Usually she till dreamed of manhauling, but more frequently now
she dreamt of being in the tent with Bowers and Scott. Oates was gone. When she startled awake, the
cold was gill around her asin the dream, but she could aso il hear the wind howl, smell the smoke and
blubber, and share the absol ute exhaustion of the defeated explorers. When shewas fully awake, the
wind gill howled down her caverns and corridors. And she was still exhausted.

And there was someone in theiceberg with her.

At first shewas surethat it was halucinations, but the footsteps were more audible now, the
corner-of-the-eye glimpses of movement more frequent. Savi would have thought that voynix were
visiting except for the fact that voynix neither moved nor made sound. She often wondered about the
voynix, thoseintrudersthat the postsreferred to only as“chronosynthetic artifacts’ or “tempora
incongruities,” but these haf-glimpsed figures—aways lurking in the shadows, disappearing around the
curve of the next ice corridor—were short and canvas-wrapped rather than tall and blind and carapaced.

But there was definitely something frozen intheice. Savi found it with thirteen days|eft until fina fax.
Something dark but solid, visible about two yards benegth the ice wall in the corridor she had carved
down the natura fissure. She could see the shape of it in her flashlight beam.

Savi was burning new tunnedls daily now—the big-bore burner till worked well—but she hesitated



before burning in to the dark object. It wasroughly pyramida and roughly haf the size of her lost sonie.
But the shape was rumpled, amost random. It disturbed her.

On November 12, 1912, at the gpproach of the next Antarctic high summer, a search party sent out to
determine the fate of Scott’ s polar party found their tent. Apdey Cherry-Garrard, a veteran polar
explorer who had almost accompanied Scott to the pole, was with Atkinson and Dimitri when they found
the Scott desth tent, a“ mere mound” with three feet of bamboo centerpole sticking up from the snow.
They burrowed down.

“Bowers and Wilson were deeping in their bags,” wrote Cherry-Garrard in his diary. Savi had acopy of
thisdiary with her. “ Scott had thrown back the flaps of his bag at the end. Hisleft hand was stretched
over Wilson, hislifelong friend. Benesth the head of hisbag, between the bag and floor-cloth, wasthe
green wallet in which he carried hisdiary. The brown books of diary wereinside; and on the floor-cloth
were some |etters.”

And later:

“We never moved them. We took the bamboos of the tent away, and the tent itself covered them. And
over themwebuilt the cairn.”

The tent had been amost two hundred miles south from the Barrier Edge separating iceshelf from seain
1912. But the ice had been moving out toward McMurdo Sound and the Ross Sea every minute since
the day Atkinson and Cherry-Garrard had collapsed the tent on the three bodies.

Savi laughed doud a what she was thinking. It was absurd. Even without access to amath function, she
knew that the tent must have reached the Barrier Edge many centuries earlier. However degp it had been
buried by accumulating ice and snow, it was long gone—carried north through the South Polar Seaand
then to oblivion. She laughed again.

Somewhere deep in theice tunnels, aman laughed asif in answer.

PINCHA Sand Petra had other things than Savi’ s whereabouts to ponder. The two weeks before final
fax blurred into agauntlet of farewell partiesto avoid, friendsto see, red farewellsto tender, placesto
visit before the end, and emotionsto sort. They did not quit waiting for Savi to reappear—nor did they
give up their amateur deuthing over Savi’ s cryptic notes—but they had little luck on ether front.
“Curiogity,” as Petrasaid only haf ironically, “doesn't seemto bean dai trait.” Perhapsit had been the
“fucking doi” linethat had hurt Pinchas and her and made them less eager to find their former lover.

Graf called them the day after the Mantuadinner. His physicd library turned up nothing on “Voynich ms’
and so—he confessed to them—he had turned to farnet archives. There was nothing there either. But no
jackbooted posts had shown up at his door demanding to know why he wasinterested in these terms.
Theonly reaction. Graf said, had been asincere apology from the librarian construct for not finding his
reference.

With seven days until final fax, Pinchastook Petraon one last sonie flight across the North American
Preserve. They picnicked in the Adirondaks, snapped photos of dinosaursin the Midwest svamplands,
put down to swim in a predator-free area of the Centra Inland Sea, and had dinner near the Three
Heads.

The dayswere very long so they had time to climb Harney Peak from its base. Both were in excdlent
physica condition, but both were panting abit as they reached the rocky summit of the mountain. The
view was very nice. The sun was close to the horizon far to the west. The three surviving heads of Mt.
Rushmore were visble just afew milesto the northeast. Farther to the east, the Badlands burned white,



deep black shadows lengthened between the ridges, and the dark green seagleamed beyond it al.

Pinchas removed bottles of water and some oranges from his pack. Knowing that twilight would linger
long after sunset thistime of the summer, not worried about the descent, they took their time enjoying the
oranges and watching the light deepen to agenera golden glow.

“Y ou know why | wanted to come here?’ said Pinchas.
Petra nodded. “ Center of the universe. Black Elk spoke. Savi brought you here before. Metoo.”

Pinchas |ooked up at the rings moving maestically south and east above the deep blue South Dakota
sky. “Yes” hesad. “ Of course, Black Elk said that wherever you go to find atrue vision can be the
center of the universe.”

Petralicked her sticky fingers and set the orange rinds back in the outside pocket of their pack. Her
brown eyes seemed very deep when she looked at Pinchas. “Have you found atrue vison?’

“Yes,” hesad, and kissed her.

WITHthree days before final fax, several hundred of the old-styles met on the Barrier Reef for afarewel
barbecue on the beach. After the meal, they drifted off to dunes and spurs and private peninsulas to drink
beer and watch the moon rise. Pinchas and Petra found themselvesin agroup of about ten old friends.

“Any regrets?’ said athoughtful man named Abe.

“For us persondly or for the species about to go extinct?’ replied a dark-haired beauty named Barbara.
Her voice waslight, mocking.

“Let’ sstart with species,” Abe said in serioustones.

There was a silence broken only by the wind and crash of white-topped waves. Then laughter came from
agroup afew hundred yards down the beach who were skinny-dipping in the surf while servitors
hovered protectively over the water, watching for sharks. Finally abronze-skinned man name Kile said,
“I’'m sorry that we never went out in space. Y ou know, found life or anything.”

“Maybe the posts did and didn’t tell usabout it,” said Pinchas.

Kile shook hishead. “1 don’t think so. They’ re not interested. | keep looking in the archives, but . . .
nothing. And now we' Il never know.”

A woman named Sarah held up her beer and lightened the conversation. “Maybe the voynix areredly
diens” shesad. “Extraterredrials”

“No, no, no,” said ashort, bearded man named Caeb. “They’ re tempord incongruities and
chronosynthetic artifacts.”

Everyonelaughed and the tension lifted a bit.

“If the posts are tdlling the truth,” she said, “and they bring us back from fax in ten thousand years, what
do you think will be different?’

“Damned near everything,” said afamous athlete named William. “Their god isto diminatedl of the
dementia-year experiments and get back to origind plantsand animals. | think they’ re even going to shift
the climate back theway it was. . . well, whenever. Before dl the shit hit thefan.”



“There go the cycad forests, primitive coniferslikearaucarius, sodalakes, podocarps, tree ferns, turtles
..." began Caeb.

“No,” said Abe. “Theturtles were here before rubicon.”

“. .. hot to mention thetenontosaur uses, microvenatars, camptosaur uses, T-rexes,
hapl ocanthosauruses, ” continued Caleb.

“Bloody good riddance,” said aruddy-faced man named Pol. “Never liked the damned dinosaurs.
Almost got eaten twice. Here sto their quick demise.” Heraised his beer and the othersraised theirs.

“Any other regrets?’ asked Abe.
“Speciesor persond?’ said Sarah.
“Persond thistime,” said Abe.

Therewasasilence. Findly Petrastood. “If we' re going to get into that, we' Il need alot more beer. I'll
be right back.”

ONthe day before the fina fax, Pinchas and Petra faxed to the former coast of Isragl. Pinchas had
ordered alarge, 4-whed drive vehicle and they picked it up a asupply station in the ruins of the old
coadtd city of Caesareaand drove through agap in the tumbled-down Coast Wall and then on down
into the Mediterranean Basin.

“I wonder if the posts are going to get rid of the Dam and al of thisreclaimed land,” said Petraat one
point.
“I would think so,” said Pinchas.

It wasamogtly silent drive. In the rougher basin dopes they zigzagged past boulders, fissures, and
frequent shipwrecks rising from the rocky soil. Lower down, dirt roads ran through the endless
servitor-tended fields and wild cycad forests, but the whole basin had adementia-erafed to it that gave
both of them the cregps. Atlantiswas no better. Driving through the wide streets—empty except for the
inevitable voynix—Petra suggested that the abandoned posthuman city reminded her of a
three-dimensiona version of acircuit board.

“What'sacircuit board?’ asked Pinchas.
“Something that Savi showed me years ago,” said Petra and dropped the subject.

There were several egg-shaped shuttles parked near the city nexus. Pinchas|ooked at the nearest shuttle
and wondered idly what would happen if he and Petra somehow managed to get into one and ordered it
to return to the e-ring with them. Nothing, he was sure. They had dl learned that old-style humans and
posthuman technology did not mix well.

Themain nexusrosein athousand short, irregular dabs, some topped with violet energy or shifting from
phase state to phase state and place to place like the oversized e ectrons they were. It was an impressive
sight, but not pretty to Pinchas or Petra. Alien.

Moiramet them on the irregularly spaced front steps of the structure. *1t was nice of you to come, my
dears” said the post. A few other posts were visible moving in the nexus shadows and walking atop the
airborne bronze conduits beyond it.



“Y our message said that you knew something about Savi’ swheresbouts,” said Petra
Moiranodded. “Would you like adrink first? Lunch?’
Petra shook her head and waited.

“Y our friend was found in a hollowed-out iceberg south of the Falklands,” said Moira. “ She had brought
some life-support equipment there but the iceberg was bresking up—caving—literally falling apart
around her, so it was lucky that we searched for her when we did.”

Pinchas frowned. “What do you mean? Why didn’t she just fax out? Is Savi dl right?’

Moiranodded and wiped swest from her brow. Her gray hair was only an inch or so long but it shined
dlver in the heavy Mediterranean light. “ Physically sheiswell enough,” said Maira, “but she gppearsto
have suffered what used to be called anervous breakdown. A neurological personawavefront collapse.”

“What are you taking about?’ snapped Petra. “ That sort of thing doesn’t happen to us.”

“Of courseit does, my dear,” said Maira. “All of the old-styles are prone to neurologica and
psychological problems. It comes from the extended life span. Stress, tension, and worries can trigger
them and do, more frequently than you know. My dears, you were not designed for such long lives.”

“Whereisshe?’ said Pinchas. “Whereis Savi now?”’

Moiraraised her finger. “In the fax matrix, of course. Undergoing transcription repair. | assure you that
shewill bewd| and happy upon her return.”

Petratook abregth. “Do you keep . . . originas?’
“Origina what, my desr?’
“Y ou know, bodies,” said Petra. “Origind old-styles. Savi. Pinchas. Me.”

Moiralaughed easily. “No, no, my dear. The only origindswe keep arethe origina quantum state
patternsin fax memory. Surely you must understand that. And even those aren't ‘origind’ asyou put i,
since updated memories and persona wavefronts are never the same from microsecond to microsecond,
much less from fax to fax. No, my dear, there are no hidden originas.”

“When will Savi be back?’ said Pinchas. “Can we see her today?’
“I'm afraid not,” said Moira. “Thetranscription repair will not be complete for two or three days.”
“I understood that quantum State dterations were instantaneous,” said Petra, suspicion in her voice.

Moira ssmilewas gentle. “They are, my dear, to dl intents and purposes. But the organic reconstruction
doestaketime. Y our friend will join you in afew days.”

“But wée ll begone inafew days,” said Petra. She had not intended it, but her tone came periloudy close
toawhine.

Moirashook her head. “Not gone, Petramy dear. Merely in modulated quantum state, perfectly safe,

actudly, in the mobius|oop of the neutrino stream. Savi will be there aswell. Certainly you understand
that there will be no sense of time passing. It will be lessthan ablink of an eyefor dl of you—evenif it
entails arather tiresome ten thousand yearsfor the rest of us.”



“Soyou say,” said Pinchas.
“Yes,” said Moira. She smiled at them.
Pinchas and Petra crawled back into their vehicle and drove back to the Isragli highlands.

ONthe morning of the final fax, Petraand Pinchas went scuba diving in the Red Sea, down dong the
great wall. On their dive beltswere pam-sized dissuadersin case the hammerheads or other sharksin the
sun-shafted waters took interest in them, but the only attention they received was from seafansand

softer thingswaving dightly inthe tricky currents.

They made love later, on the soft sand, and then made love again. Lying there afterward, aswastheir
private habit, Pinchas s head on Petra sleft breast, her fingers gently kneading his relaxed penisand
scrotum, they spokein whispers.

“Did you believethepost . . . about Savi, | mean,” said Petra. Her fingers knew him perfectly.

With hiseyes closed, smelling the distant iodine of seaweed and the much closer scent of Petra sskin
and sweet perspiration, Pinchas said, “I don’t know. | don't redlly give adamn.”

“Well,” said Petra, kissing thetop of his head, “we Il know tomorrow.”

Pinchas kissed her nipple. “ Y es. We Il know tomorrow.”

“If thereisatomorrow,” whispered Petra.

“Yes,” said Pinchas and moved his cheek across her breast. His penis stirred and stiffened in her hand.
“Good heavens,” said Petra, grasping him tighter and kissng him ashisface came up to hers.

“Yes,” breathed Pinchasin her ear.

* * %

THEfinal fax was scheduled for just after sunset in the Mid-East. All of the old-styles on Earth would be
faxed away at the same ingtant, of course. Many of them planned fina partiesfor the event, but a
majority chose to meet the event in solitude or—like Petra.and Pinchas—al one with someone they loved.

The two faxed to Jerusalem for dinner. Pinchas had been there before, but Petra had not. The city was
empty except for servitors who prepared them an excellent meal in the King David Hotel west of the
wadls of the Old City. A city empty except for servitors and voynix. There seemed to be alot of voynix
around.

The vegetables were fresh and well-prepared, the mutton very good, and the wine was excellent, but
neither of them took much notice. They held hands from timeto time.

After dinner, with the sun red and low above the trees to the west dong Gaza Road, they strolled hand in
hand through the Jaffa Gate and into the Old City. Avoiding David Street and the other main
thoroughfares, Pinchas and Petramade their way through the souk-vaulted maze of the Former Chrigtian
Quarter and the Former Mudim Quarter. The souks were mostly in deegp shadow, but near the Church
of the Holy Sepulchre they came out of that shadow and crossed an ancient bridge in arush of
rose-colored light.

“Movingin glory, acrossabridge of gossamer,” Petrasaid very softly.



“What isthet?’

“Just some prophecy that Savi told me about decades and decades ago,” said Petra. “ Some entering
Jerusdlem at the End of Days myth. | can’t remember if it was Chrigtian or Mudim or Jewish. It doesn't
matter.” Shetook his hand and they continued walking toward the Haram esh-Sharif.

“We d better hurry,” said Pinchas, glancing up anxioudy between steep sonewalls at the rings meshing
inthe cloudless sky. The orbitd citieswere brightening in the long rays of the setting sun.

There were, redly, an amazing number of voynix in the otherwise empty city. Pinchas and Petrahad to
dodge around their motionless, rusted bulks asthey hurried toward the Western Wall. It was five minutes
until find fax.

Emerging on the raised area just above the plazain front of the Kotel, both of them stopped their jogging
and frozein place, dill holding hands.

The plazalights had come on, even though the twilight was Still bright. Below them, filling dmost dl of the
space between them and the Wall, stood hundreds or thousands of voynix, al of them oriented toward
the Kotel—the Wall itsdlf.

“Comeon,” said Pinchas, astrange, thick urgency filling his chest and throat. He took her hand and
gtarted to lead her down the stepsinto the silent, inhuman throng.

A floating servitor blocked their way. Thething’ s cartoonlike arms and hands tugged insstently at
Pinchas s deeve. Pinchas understood. He took a paper kippafrom the servitor and placed it on his head.
The servitor did aside and | et them pass.

Pinchas stopped again. “Look,” he said, pointing. His voice trembled. 1t was one minute until fina fax.
“I know,” whispered Petra. “ So many of them. I’ ve never seen so many. . .."
“No,” said Pinchas. He pointed again.

The empty Temple Mount was no longer empty. Thelast time he had visited Jerusadlem, there had been
only the rubble of the Dome of the Rock and the Al-Aksa Mosgue on the raised area. Now a heavy
structure of gleaming white Jerusalem stone was in the process of being erected atop the Mount. Voynix
were visble everywhere on the risng wals and readied stones.

“Oh, damn,” whispered Pinchas. “ They're rebuilding the Temple.”
“Who?’ said Petra, totaly confused.

Before Pinchas could answer, every voynix in sight—those thousandsin the Kotel plaza, those hundreds
more huddled at the base of the Wall, the many more spaced aong the new Temple works—turned
toward the two old-style humans.

The sound, when it came, was not an actual noise—certainly not speech or sound as Pinchas or Petra
had ever encountered it—but more amodul ated rumble that moved through their bodies and echoed in
their skullsviasome terrible bone conduction. It was loud enough to be the voice of God, but it was
clearly not the voice of God.

Thirty seconds until final fax and the noise struck Petraand Pinchasto their knees, their hands covering
their earsin ausdess attempt to block out the roaring words, on their knees and screaming inpainin
front of the countless blind but staring voynix as the bone-conducted rumble grew louder and louder in



them and around them.
“|tbah al-Yahud!”

SAVI, ill in her iceberg afew minutes before fina fax, reading the time on the luminous dia of her
watch, decided that it wastimeto act.

She used the big-bore burner to cut her way from the fissure-tunnd to the buried tent, but carefully,
caetuly.

Itwas the tent, of course. It had been collapsed, but the lateral pressure from theice had forced it up
amog into itsorigind pyramida shape and it seemed to expand as Savi finished mdting theice around it.
She drove an ice piton into the roof of her new ice cave and clipped a carabiner onto the apex of the
ancient tent canvas, using the piton to lift it as the bamboo centerpole once had.

Only one halogen stick worked now, but she kept it with her as she dragged her thermoblank and diary
into the black mouth of the tent with her. The pistal lay forgotten in one of the abandoned caves. There
were two minutes left until find fax.

Bowers, Wilson, and Scott were exactly as Cherry-Garrard had described them. Savi knew that thiswas
impossible after dl thistime, but she did not have time to worry about that. Making room between
Bowers sbody and Wilson's, Savi squeezed in and opened her diary to the last page. In such tight
quarters, she subconscioudy expected to be warmer, but the frozen corpses seemed to steal her warmth.
The small space, briefly warmed by the big-bore burner but now cooling rapidly, smdlled like asupply
station meat locker Savi had visited long, long ago. Savi was till historian enough to note that—just as
Cherry-Garrard had said—the rock-hard flesh of Scott, Wilson, and Bowers showed no signs of the
men having taken morphine from Wilson's medica chest at the end. Therewere no dark circles under the
dead, sunken, closed eyes.

Savi’ s hand was shaking with the cold but she managed to steady her styluslong enough to write—" We
were all The Lost Boys. It was never the posthumans. It was always a case of . . .”

She stopped and laughed out loud. Setting her stylus back in her thermsuit pocket, tucking her frozen
handsin her armpits, Savi continued laughing. Who was she kidding? The only old-style she knew who
could read her last note without invoking afunction was a scholar named Graf, and he would be gonein
... thirty-six seconds.

Savi’slaughter echoed in thelightlessice caverns. Suddenly, with thirty seconds until final fax, the
laughter stopped.

Thelast hadogen stick was fading away in Savi’slap, but it still shed asick and dying circle of light inthe
tent. Enough for her to see by.

Wilson, Scott, and Bowers had opened their eyes.

Savi did the only thing that an old-style human being could do under the circumstances. “Fuck it,” she
sad. “Fuck it al.” And shelaughed again.

| ntroduction to “ On K2 with Kanakaredes’

One of the few pieces of conventional wisdom that I’ ve come to believe is the statement that
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people tend to be attracted to either the mountains or the ocean. I’'m a mountain person. My
wife’' s an ocean person.

Thisisn't to say that | don’t love being near the sea, | do, or that my wife doesn’t love the
mountains . . . well, she doesn’'t actually, she'slived in Colorado for twenty-seven years now and
while she appreciates the aesthetics of the high peaks, she certainly hasn’t grown to love them. . .
but | do enjoy the ocean. It’sjust that in most cases one has to choose to live near mountains or
ocean (if one has the luxury of even that choice), and since 1974 I’ ve chosen mountains—the
Colorado Rockies, to be exact.

Both high mountains and ocean, according to Freud, tend to give rise to what he called an
“oceanic” feeling—the sense that one is confronted with something vaster than comprehension,
not bound by human scale, and quite possibly alive, if not sentient. The sea certainly seems more
alive than the high peaks; its most salient feature to me, when | amliving by the shore, isits
constant susurration, its night-whispers and morning declarations, that constant low conversation
that can shift into a scream of wind and surf with almost no notice. The ocean has the potential to
calm or terrify the human spirit, shifting both its mood and oursin a blink of the eye. In that
sense, living near the seaislike living with another human being.

But mountains also speak to us. Windwalkeris the name of my 115 acres of isolated property
situated near Allenspark, Colorado, at 8,400 feet altitude along the base of the Continental
Divide. The name of the place is appropriate, since the wind—often swooping from the jet stream
and being channeled down and off the east side of the Divide through the glacial valley funnel of
Wild Basin directly onto my hillside—walks through the trees and grasses and rock ledges there.
At night, especially in winter, the Douglas fir and lodgepole and ponderosa pines whisper and
shake and sigh, even on the leeward side of the hill where my cabin rocks to the gusts some three
hundred feet above the valley floor. The tall grasses on the south-facing hillside, grasses returning
fromtheir cheatgrass and grazed state to the more-graceful native speciesin the eight years or so
that I’ ve been steward there, also stir and hiss to the movement of the mountain wind, as do the
taller, greener, softer grasses of the wetlands on the east side of the big pond in the valley below.
Sometimes those cattails and marsh grasses ripple to the breezes like a cat’ s hair being stroked
and the sound of the wind’ s passing is as soothing asthe roll of surf.

Watching the ocean change is a lifelong vocation, but so isliving in sight of serious mountains.
The high peaks are never the same from hour to hour, much less from day to day. Fromthe
windows of my full-time home and office in a small town on the high prairie some ten miles from
the foothills, I watch the moods of the mountains. The sunlight is different here in Colorado,
richer, harsher, since even at just my hometown’s altitude of 5,300 feet, we are above almost half
of the Earth’ s atmosphere, and often the light plays pointtillist tricks with the snowfields and
trailing vegetation and gray granite visible above treeline to the west. The forests of pine and fir
below treeline glow lichen-green one second and glower brooding-black the next. Clouds pile
thirty thousand feet high along the line of peaks as they try to carry their weight of moisture from
the west side of the Divide to the dryer east. That cloud-dam accumulates high and white, curling
even higher upon itself in its daylong attempt to spill over the Divide. There's a certain pleasant
tension in waiting for this cloud-tsunami to spill over onto the high plains, and on summer days it
does so almost every afternoon, sending storms dragging along the prairie or simply releasing
herds of puffy cumulus parading eastward like so many sheep against the blue. The Continental
Divideis our weather-maker here in the same way that Lake Erie was when | lived in Buffalo,
New York, responsible for everything fromrare, rainy upslope conditions that leave us entombed
in fog and rain for days, to the snow-eating Chinook winds in the winter that blow down from the
northwest to raise temperatures forty degreesin an hour.



Look once and the high peaks twenty-five miles west are crystal clear, stone-sharp, knife-edge
bold—from my office window | can see from the Mummy Range in Wyoming sixty miles to the
north to Pikes Peak a hundred and twenty miles to the south—but look again a few hours later
and the peaks and foothills are layers of shade, patterns of subtlety, as muted and soft as any
Japanese watercolor.

I’ ve written a bit about mountains. In my science fiction novel The Rise of Endymionl have a world
where the lower atmosphere is poisonous and acidic, and the human colonists must live on the
hundreds of high peaks and ridgelines and pinnacles rising above the deadly soup. Theworld is
called T"ien Shan—the Mountains of Heaven—and at one point my narrator-character, Raul
Endymion, lists many of those mountain realms, all named after sacred peaks on Earth or legends
of high peaks and their divine or monstrous inhabitants. The list was fun for me to share—Harney
Peak (Black Elk’ s center of the universe” ), Nanda Devi where the Yellow Goddess of Blissis
said to dwell; Muztagh Alta where thousands of Islam'’ s faithful guard the tombs of Ali and the
other saints of Isam; Chomo Lori, “ Queen of the Show” ; Helgafell—the Mead Hall of the
Dead—shrouded in white glaciers, Demchog, the Buddhist peak, meaning “ One of Supreme

Bliss” —and so on. It was so much fun to list these sacred high places that | was sure that my
editor would round on it, ready to cut it, appalled at its redundancy. She was and did. | didn’t.
What' s the value of being a novelist if one can’'t indulge in such asides from time to time?

The truth is that most real mountains on Earth are sacred to someone—often to many peoples at
once—but those tribes and villagers and holy men who hold the high peaks sacred never climb the
damned things. Too holy. Too far away. Too deadly. Besides, something climbed and * conquered”
loses its aura of sacred power (except to those who have climbed it.)

The oceans of the world are deadly—we have to feed our seasto earn the right to sail on them or
live near them—but one can weave metaphors of a mother’ s warm embrace during a burial at
sea; death in the mountainsisinvariably cold and lonely.

My real reasons for writing “ On K2 with Kanakaredes’ are—as with all works of fiction—varied
and probably neither fully understood nor worth the effort of pursuing, but mymotivefor writing
the story was simple enough. During my teaching stint at the Odyssey Writers' Workshop in the
summer of 2000, | ran across several adult students who could really write. One of them, a former
lawyer named Laura Whitton, had an almost-realized story that | found so compelling |
recommended it to editor Al Sarrantonio, who had recently contacted me about contributing to a
major anthology calledRedshift. | hadn’t planned to write a short piece for Al’s anthology—as
much as | love short fiction, | write little of it because of the deadlines and demands of my novels,
screenplays, and other longer projects—but when he accepted Ms. Whitton's story, “ Froggie
Dreams,” it seemed only polite that | should write a story for him.

K2 has always been known as an especially deadly mountain and I’ ve always wanted to trek in to
the base of it. But the closest I’ ve gotten to the Himalayas or the Karakoram was a nightmare few
days and nightsin Calcutta more than twenty years ago, so | had to resort to research and the
memories of climbers' tales. | set aside a week (well, it was the week before Al’ s deadline) to write
this story, and the first thing | did was to decide on the route up K2 and the mountaineering
techniques my characters would use to climb the peak. The route chosen for the story is common
enough, the techniques less reliant on technology than a lot of Himalayan climbs are today. (This
is the nice paradox about truly advanced technology—it allows outdoors people to get back to
basics.)

The characters use an “ alpine-style ascent,” which is coming more and more into vogue with the



exceptionally bold and fit climbersin the Himalayas and Karakoram at the beginning of the 21st
Century. An alpine ascent is the classic go-for-it climb used on lower peaks—demanding very little
in the way of logistics or materiel or time—as opposed to the more traditional pyramid-style
attempt on an 8,000-meter peak, starting with dozens or even hundreds of |oad-bearers and
climbers, moving up and down the ascent route repeatedly on fixed ropes, establishing camp
above camp while moving materiel ever higher, and finally sending only a few climbers fromthe
highest camp on a dash for the summit. With al pine-style ascents, everyone goes for the top. It's
all or nothing and a few days of storm—being pinned down on a ridge near 24,000 feet—means
death for everyone. Such alpine ascents offer less time to acclimate but also demand lesstime
spent in the Death Zone. Any mountain rising to 8,000 meters or more (you’ |l notice that | mix
both metric units and English unitsin the story, as do many veteran American and English
climbers |’ ve known) demands the mountaineers risk the Death Zone, a hostile, alien region filled
not only with terrible winds, lunar cold, and the wor st objective dangers a mountain can offer, but
also with the inevitability of oxygen-starvation, severely reduced mental capacity, and the
probability of embolisms and blood clots in the lungs. One element common to climbers' tales at
that altitude is the sense that there are other, nonworldly climbers on the rope, ghosts climbing
with you even on a solo ascent. Climber after climber—from Mallory’s day to the present—have
come down to lower camps only to report long conver sations with climbers who were not there,

or who had died days or decades before. Human beings did not evolve to work and function at
such altitude and—as it turns out—neither did the “ mantispid” alienin our tale.

I’ ve rarely used nonhumanoid aliens in my fiction, so it was fun designing both Kanakaredes and
his home world. Somewhere in my stacks and piles of documents here, | have a drawing—a
diagram, really—of Kanakaredes and hisilk, and if I can find it, I'll end thisintroduction with it.
(If I can’t find the sketch, you'll just have to go on imagining Kanakaredes, which— suspect—is
better anyway.)

The Bugs, for their purposesin this story, might just as well have sent their emissary to join three
human friends who were planning to sail around the world in a small boat. The risks would have
been as great. Thetest, if testitis, would beasreal. | wish | could start this story over, or write its
twin, with just that premise, and revel in the research and aesthetics of sailing the open ocean as|
did with the dangers of K2.

As Wordsworth wrote—
Two voices arethere: oneis of the seg,

One of the mountains; each amighty voice.

ONK2WITH KANAKAREDES
The South Col of Everest, 26,200 feet

| Fwe hadn’t decided to acclimate oursalves for the K2 attempt by secretly climbing to the 8,000-meter
mark on Everest, a stupid mountain that no salf-respecting climber would go near anymore, they
wouldn’'t have caught us and we wouldn’t have been forced to make the red climb with an dien and the
rest of it might not have happened. But we did and we were and it did.

What elseisnew? It sas old as Chaos theory. The best-laid plans of mice and men and so forth and so
on. Asif you havetotdlthat to aclimber.

Instead of heading directly for our Concordia Base Camp at the foot of K2, the three of us had used
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Gary’ snifty little sealth CMG to fly northeast into the Himalaya, straight to thebergeschrund of the
Khumbu Glacier at 23,000 feet. Well, flyalmost straight to the glacier; we had to zig and zag to stay
under HK Syndicate radar and to avoid seeing or being seen by that stinking prefab pile of Japanese shit
called the Everest Base Camp Hotel (rooms U.S. $4,500 anight, not counting Himalayan access fee and
CMG limofare)

We landed without being detected (or so we thought), made sure the vehicle was safely tucked away
from the icefalls, seracs, and avalanche paths, |eft the CM G st in conceal mode, and started our
Alpine-style conditioning climb to the South Col. The weather was brilliant. The conditions were perfect.
We climbed brilliantly. It was the stupidest thing the three of us had ever done.

By late on the third afternoon we had reached the South Coal, that narrow, miserable, windswept notch of
ice and boulders wedged high between the shoulders of Lhotse and Everest. We activated our little smart
tents, merged them, anchored them hard to ice-spumed rock, and keyed them white to keep them safe

from prying eyes.

Even on abeautiful late-summer Himal ayan evening such as the one we enjoyed that day, weather on the
South Cal sucks. Wind velocities average higher than those encountered near the summit of Everest. Any
high-climber knows that when you see agtreich of rdatively flat rock free of snow, it means hurricane
winds. These arrived on schedule just about sunset of that third day. We hunkered down in the
communa tent and made soup. Our plan wasto spend two nights on the South Col and acclimate
oursalvesto the lower edge of the Death Zone before heading down and flying on to Concordiafor our
legal K2 climb. We had no intention of climbing higher than the South Col on Everest. Who would?

At least the view wasless tawdry since the Syndicate cleaned up Everest and the South Col, flying off
more than a century’ s worth of expedition detritus—ancient fixed ropes, countless tent tatters, tons of
frozen human excrement, about amillion abandoned oxygen bottles, and afew hundred frozen corpses.
Everest in the 20th Century had become the equivaent of the old Oregon Trall—everything that could be
abandoned had been, including climbers dead friends.

Actudly, the view that evening was rather good. The Col drops off to the east for about 4,000 feet into
what used to be Tibet and falls even more sharply—about 7,000 feet—to the Western Cwm. That
evening, the high ridges of L hotse and the entire visible west Sde of Everest caught the rich, golden sunset
for long minutes after the Col moved into shadow and then the temperature at our campsite dropped
about a hundred degrees. There was not, as we outdoors people like to say, acloud in the Sky. The high
pesks glowed in dl of their 8,000-meter glory, snowfields burning orangein thelight. Gary and Paul lay
in the open door of the tent, still wearing their thermskin uppers, and watched the stars emerge and shake
to the hurricane-wind as| fiddled and fussed with the stove to make soup. Life was good.

Suddenly an incredibly amplified voice bellowed, “Y ou there in the tent!”
| amogt pissed my thermskins. 1did spill the soup, dopping it al over Paul’ s deegping bag.
“Fuck,” | said.

“Goddamnit,” said Gary, watching the black CMG—its UN markings glowing and powerful searchlights
stabbing—settle gently onto smal boulders not twenty feet from the tent.

“Busted,” said Paull.
Hillary Room, Top of the World, 29,035 feet

Two yearsin an HK floating prison wouldn’t have been as degrading as being made to enter that



revolving restaurant on the top of Everest. All three of us protested, Gary the loudest since he wasthe
oldest and richest, but the four UN security guysin the CMG just cradled their standard-issue Uzisand
said nothing until the vehicle had docked in the restaurant airlock-garage and the pressure had been
equalized. We stepped out reluctantly and followed other security guards deeper into the closed and
darkened restaurant even more reluctantly. Our ears were going crazy. One minute we' d been camping
at 26,000 feet and afew minutes later the pressure was the standard airline equivalent of 5,000 feet. It
was painful, despite the UN CM G’ s attempt to match pressureswhileit circled the dark hulk of Everest
for ten minutes.

By thetime we wereled into the Hillary Room to the only lighted table in the place, we were angryand in
pan.

“St down,” said Secretary of State Betty Willard Bright Moon.

We sat. There was no mistaking thetall, sharp-featured Blackfoot woman in the gray suit. Every pundit
agreed that she was the single toughest and most interesting persondity in the Cohen administration, and
thefour U.S. Marinesin combat garb standing in the shadows behind her only added to her aready
imposing sense of authority. Thethree of us sat, Gary closest to the dark window wall across from
Secretary Bright Moon, Paul next to him, and me farthest away from the action. It was our usud climbing

pattern.

On the expensive tegk table in front of Secretary Bright M oon were three blue dossiers. | couldn't read
the tabs on them, but | had little doubt about their contents: Dossier #1, Gary Sheridan, 49, semiretired,
former CEO of SherPath International, multiple addresses around the world, made hisfirst millions at age
seventeen during the long lost and rarely lamented dot-com gold rush of yore, divorced (four times), a
man of many passions, the greatest of which was mountain climbing; Dosser #2, Paul Ando Hiraga, 28,
ski bum, professional guide, one of the world' s best rock-and-ice climbers, unmarried; Dossier #3, Jake
Richard Pettigrew, 36, Boulder, Colorado, married, three children, high school math teacher, a
good-to-average climber with only two 8,000-meter peaks bagged, both thanks to Gary and Paul, who
invited him to join them on internationa climbsfor the Six previous years. Mr. Pettigrew gtill cannot
believe hisgood luck at having afriend and patron bankroll his climbs, especialy when both Gary and
Paul were far better climbers with much more experience. But perhaps the dossierstold of how Jake,
Paul, and Gary had become close friends aswel as climbing partners over the past few years, friends
who trusted each other to the point of trespassing on the Himalaya Preserve just to get acclimated for the
climb of their lives.

Or perhaps the blue folders were just some State Department busywork that had nothing to do with us.

“What' stheideaof hauling usup here?’ asked Gary, hisvoice controlled but tight. Very tight. “If the
Hong Kong Syndicate wants to throw usin the dammer, fine, but you and the UN can't just drag us
somewhere againg our will. We'redill U.S. citizens. . .”

“U.S. citizenswho have broken HK Syndicate Preserve rules and UN World Higtoricd Sitelaws,”
snapped Secretary Bright Moon.

“We have avdid permit . . .” began Gary again. Hisforehead looked very red just below theline of his
cropped, white hair.

“To climb K2, commencing three days from now,” said the Secretary of State. “Y our climbing team won
the HK lottery. We know. But that permit does not alow you to enter or overfly the Himalaya Preserve,
nor to trespass on Mt. Everest.”

Paul glanced at me. | shook my head. | had no ideawhat was going on. We could havestolen Mt.



Everest and it wouldn't have brought Secretary Betty Willard Bright Moon flying around the world to Sit
in this darkened revolving restaurant just to dap our wrists.

Gary shrugged and sat back. “ So what do you want?’

Secretary Bright Moon opened the closest blue dossier and did a photo across the polished teak toward
us. We huddled to look at it.

“A bug?’ said Gary.
“They prefer ‘Ligtener,” * said the Secretary of State. “ But mantispid will do.”
“What do the bugs have to do with us?” said Gary.

“This particular bug wantsto climb K2 with you in three days,” said Secretary Bright Moon. “And the
government of the United States of Americain cooperation with the Listener Liaison and Cooperation
Council of the United Nationsfully intend to havehim . .. or her ... do s0.”

Paul’ s jaw dropped. Gary clasped his hands behind his head and laughed. | just stared. Somehow |
found my voicefirg.

“That'simpossible” | said.
Secretary Betty Willard Bright Moon turned her flat, dark-eyed gaze on me. “Why?’

Normally the combination of that woman's persondity, her position, and those eyes would have stopped
me cold, but thiswastoo absurd to ignore. | just held out my hands, pams upward. Somethings are too
obviousto explain. “Thebugshavesix legs” | said at last. “ They look likethey can hardly walk. We're
dimbing thesecond tallest mountain on Earth. And the most savage.”

Secretary Bright Moon did not blink. “Thebu. . . the mantispids seem to get around their freehold in
Antarcticaquitewell,” she said flatly. “ And sometimes they wak on two legs”

Paul snorted. Gary kept his hands clasped behind his head, his shoulders back, posture relaxed, but his
eyeswereflint. “I presumethat if this bug climbed with us, that you' d hold us responsible for his safety
and well-being,” hesad.

The Secretary’ s head turned as smoothly asan owl’s. *Y ou presume correctly,” she said. “That would
be our first concern. The safety of the Listenersisaways our first concern.”

Gary lowered his hands and shook his head. “Impossible. Above eight thousand meters, no one can help
anyone”

“That’ swhy they call that dtitude the Death Zone,” said Paul. He sounded angry.

Bright Moon ignored Paul and kept her gaze locked with Gary’s. She had spent too many decades
steeped in power, negotiation, and poalitical in-fighting not to know who our leader was. “We can make
the climb safer,” she said. “Phones, CMG’ son immediate cdl, uplinks. . .”

Gary was shaking his head again. “We do this climb without phones and medevac capability from the
mountain.”

“That'sabsurd . . .” began the Secretary of State.

Gary cut her off. “That' stheway itis,” he said. “ That’ swhat real mountaineersdo in thisday and age.



And what we don’t do is come to this fucking obscenity of arestaurant.” He gestured toward the
darkened Hillary Room to our right, the gesture including al of the revolving Top of the World. One of
the Marines blinked at Gary’ s obscenity.

Secretary Bright Moon did not blink. “All right, Mr. Sheridan. The phones and CM G medevacs are not
negotiable. | presume everything dseis”

Gary said nothing for aminute. Findly, “I presumethat if we say no, that you' re going to make our livesa
livinghdl.”

The Secretary of State smiled ever so dightly. “I think that al of you will find that there will be no more
visasfor foreign climbs,” shesad. “Ever. And dl of you may encounter difficultieswith your taxes soon.
Especidly you, Mr. Sheridan, since your corporate accountsare so . . . complicated.”

Gary returned her smile. For aningtant it seemed asif he were actualy enjoying this. “ And if we say yes”
he said dowly, dmost drawling, “what’ sinit for us?’

Bright Moon nodded and one of the lackeysto her left opened another dossier and did adick color
photograph across the table toward us. Again al three of usleaned forward to look. Paul frowned. It
took me aminute to figure out what it was—some sort of reddish shield volcano. Hawaii?

“Mars” Gary sad softly. “Olympus Mons.”
Secretary Bright Moon said, “It ismore than twice astall as Mt. Everest.”

Gary laughed eadily. “Twice astal? Shit, woman, Olympus Mons is more than three times the height of
Everes—more than eighty-eight thousand feet high, three hundred and thirty-five milesin diameter. The
cdderaisfifty-three mileswide. Chrigt, the outward facing cliff ringing the bottom of thething istaler than
Everest—thirty-two thousand eight hundred feet, verticd with an overhang.”

Bright Moon had finaly blinked at the “ Shit, woman”—I wondered wildly when the last time had been
that someone had spoken to this Secretary of State like that—but now she smiled.

Gary said, “ So what? The Mars program is dead. We chickened out, just like with the Apollo Program
seventy-five years ago. Don't tell methat you' re offering to send usthere, because we don’'t even have
the technology to go back.”

“Thebugsdo,” said Secretary Bright Moon. “And if you agreeto let the son of the mantispid spesker
climb K2 with you, the Listeners guarantee that they will transport you to Marswithin twelve
months—evidently the trangit time will be only two weeks each direction—and they’ Il outfit amountain
climbing expedition up Olympus Monsfor you. Pressure suits, rebresthers, the whole nine yards.”

The three of us exchanged glances. We did not have to discuss this. We looked back at the photograph.
Finaly Gary looked up a Bright Moon. “What do we have to do other than climb with him?’

“Keep himdiveif you can,” shesaid.

Gary shook hishead. “Y ou heard Paul. Above eight thousand meters, we can't guarantee even keeping
oursalvesdive”

The Secretary nodded, but said softly, “ Still, if we added asmple emergency calling device to one of
your palmlogs—a distress beacon, as it were—thiswould alow usto come quickly to evacuate the
mantispid if there were aproblem or illness or injury to him, without interfering with the.. . . integrity . ..
of therest of your climb.”



“A red panic button,” said Gary but the three of us exchanged glances. Thisideawas distasteful but
reasonablein itsway. Besides, once the bug was taken off the hill, for whatever reason, the three of us
could get on with the climb and maybe still get acrack a Olympus Mons. “What dse?” Gary asked the
woman.

Secretary Bright Moon folded her hands and lowered her gaze amoment. When she looked up again,
her gaze appeared to be candid. *Y ou gentlemen know how little the mantispids havetaked to us. . .
how little technology they have shared with us. . .”

“They gaveusCMG,” interrupted Gary.

“Yes” said Bright Moon, “CMG in exchange for their Antarctic freehold. But we' ve only had hints of the
other wonders they could share with us—generation starflight technology, a cure for cancer, free energy.
TheLigtenersjust . . . well listen . Thisisthefirst overture they’ ve made.”

Thethree of uswaited.

“Wewant you to record everything this son of the Speaker says during the climb,” said Secretary Bright
Moon. “Ask questions. Ligten to the answers. Make friends with him if you can. That'sdl.”

Gary shook his head. “We don’t want to wear awire.” Before Bright Moon could object, he went on,
“We have to wear thermskins—molecular heat membranes. WEe re not going to wear wires under or
over them.”

The Secretary looked asif she was ready to order the Marines to shoot Gary and probably throw Paul
and me out the window, not that the window could be opened. The whole damned restaurant was
pressurized.

“I'll doit,” | said.

Gary and Paul looked a mein surprise. | admit that | was also surprised at the offer. | shrugged. “Why
not? My folksdied of cancer. | wouldn't mind finding acure. Y ou guys can weave arecording wireinto
my overparka. Or | can use the recorder in my pamlog. I'll record the bug when | can, but I'll
summarize the other conversations on my pamlog. Y ou know, keep arecord of things.”

Secretary Betty Willard Bright Moon looked asif she was swallowing gal, but she nodded, first to us
and then at the Marine guards. The Marines came around the table to escort us back to the UN CMG.

“Wait,” said Gary before we were led away. “ Does this bug have aname?’
“Kanakaredes,” said the Secretary of State, not even looking up at us.
“Sounds Greek,” said Paull.

“| serioudy doubt it,” said Secretary Bright Moon.
K2 Base Camp, 16,500 feet

| guess| expected alittle flying saucer—asmaler version of the shuttle craft the bugs had first landed
near the UN nine years earlier—but they dl arrived in an oversized, bright red Daimler Chryder CMG. |
saw them first and shouted. Gary and Paul came out of the supply tent where they had been
triple-checking our provisons.

Secretary Bright Moon wasn't there to see us off, of course—we hadn’t spoken to her sincethe night at



the Top of the World three days earlier—but the Listener Liaison guy, William Grimes, and two of his
aldesgot out of the CMG, as did two bugs, one dightly larger than the other. The smaller mantispid had
some sort of clear, bubbly backpack aong hisdorsal ridge, nestled in the“V” where its main body
section joined the prothorax.

Thethree of us crossed the boulder field until we were facing the five of them. It wasthefirst timel had
ever seen the aliensin person—I mean, who ever seesabugin person 2—and | admit that | was
nervous. Behind us, above us, spindrift and cloud whirled from the ridges and summit of K2. If the
mantispids smelled weird, | couldn’t pick it up since the breeze was blowing from behind the three of us.

“Mr. Sheridan, Mr. Hiraga, Mr. Pettigrew,” said the bureaucrat Grimes, “may | introduce Listener
Speaker Aduradake and his. .. son. . . Kanakaredes.”

Thetaller of the two bugs unfolded that weird arm or foreleg, swiveled the short forearm thing up likea
praying mantis unlimbering, and offered Gary its three-fingered hand. Gary shook it. Paul shook it. |
shook it. It felt boneless.

The shorter bug watched, its two primary eyes black and unreadable, its smdler sde-eyeslidded and
deepy-looking. It—K anakaredes—did not offer to shake hands.

“My people thank you for agreeing to allow Kanakaredes to accompany you on this expedition,” said
Speaker Aduradake. | don’t know if they used implanted voice synthesizers to speak to us—I think
not—but the English came out as a carefully modulated series of clicks and sighs. Quite understandable,
but strange, very strange.

“No problem,” said Gary.

It looked asif the UN bureaucrats wanted to say more—make some speeches, perhaps—but Speaker
Aduradake swiveled on hisfour rear legs and picked his way across the boulders to the CM G’ sramp.
The humans scurried to catch up. Half aminute later and the vehicle was nothing more than ared speck
in the blue southern sky.

The four of us stood there silent for asecond, listening to the wind how! around the remaining seracs of
the Godwin-Austen Glacier and through nichesin the wind-carved boulders. Finaly Gary said, “You
bring al the shit we e-mailed you about?’

“Yes” sad Kanakaredes. Hisforearms swiveled in their high sockets, the long mantis femur moved up
and back, and the third segment swiveled downward so that the soft, three-fingered hands could pat the
clear pack on hisback. “Brought dl the shit, just asyou e-mailed.” His clicks and sighs sounded just like
the other bug's.

“Competible North Face smart tent?” said Gary.

The bug nodded—or at least | took that movement of the broad, beaked head as anod. Gary must also
have. “ Rations for two weeks?" he asked.

“Yes,” said Kanakaredes.

“We have the climbing gear for you,” said Gary. “Grimes said that you' ve practiced with it
all—crampons, ropes, knots, weblines, ice axe, jumars—that you’ ve been on amountain before.”

“Mt. Erebus,” said Kanakaredes. “| have practiced there for some months.”

Gary dghed. “K2 isalittle different from Mt. Erebus.”



Wewereadl slent again for abit. The wind howled and blew my long hair forward around my face.
Findly Paul pointed up the glacier whereit curved near Base Camp and rose toward the east sSide of K2
and benesth the back side of Broad Pesk. | could just seethe icefal where the glacier met the Abruzzi
Ridge on K2. That ridge, path of the first attempt on the mountain and line of the first successful summit
assault, was our fallback routeif our attempt on the North-East Ridge and East Face fell behind
schedule.

“Y ou see, we could fly over the glacier and start the climb from the base of the Abruzzi at 18,000 feet,”
said Paul, “miss al the crevasse danger that way, but it's part of the climb to start from here.”

Kanakaredes said nothing. Histwo primary eyes had clear membranes but the eyes never blinked. They
stared blackly at Paul. The other two eyes were looking God knows where.

| felt that | should say something. Anything. | cleared my throat.
“Fuck it,” said Gary. “We re burning daylight. Let’sload ’em up and move’ em out.”
Camp One, North-East Ridge, about 18,300 feet

They call K2 “the savage mountain” and a hundred other names—all respectful. It' sakiller mountain;
more men and women have died on it in terms of percentage of those attempting to climb it than on any
other peak in the Himaayas or the Karakoram. It is not malevolent. It issmply the Zen-essence of
mountain —hard, tall, pyramidal when seen from the south in the perfect child’ s-drawing iconic model

of the Matterhorn, jagged, steep, knife-ridged, wracked by frequent avalanche and unearthly storms; its
essentidly airless summit dmost continuoudy blasted by the Jet Stream. No contortion of sentiment or
personification can suggest that this mountain gives the dightest shit about human hopes or human life. In
away tha isimpossible to articulate and paliticaly incorrect even to suggest, K2 is profoundly masculine.
Itiseterndly indifferent and absolutely unforgiving. Climbers have loved it and triumphed oniit and died
on it for more than a century.

Now it was our turn to see which way this particular prayer whedl turned.

Have you ever watched amantispid bug walk? | mean, we' vedl seenthem on HDTV or VirP—there's
an entire satellite channel dedicated to them, for Christ’s sske—but usualy that’ sjust quick cuts,
long-lensimages, or static shots of the bug Speaker and some political bigshots standing around
somewhere. Have you ever watched themwalk for any length of time?

In crossing the upper reaches of the Godwin-Austen Glacier under the eeven-thousand-foot vertica wall
that isthe East Face of K2, you have two choices. Y ou can stay near the edges of the glacier, where
there are dmost no crevasses, and risk serious avalanche danger, or you can stick to the center of the
glacier and never know when the snow and ice underfoot are suddenly going to collgpse into ahidden
crevasse. Any climber worth hisor her sdt will choose the crevasse-route if there' s even ahint of
avaancherisk. Skill and experience can help you avoid crevasses, there’ s not agoddamn thing in the
world you can do except pray when an aval anche comes your way.

To climb the glacier, we had to rope up. Gary, Paul, and | had discussed this—whether or not to rope
with the bug—but when we reached the part of the glacier where crevasses would be most probable,
inevitable actudly, weredly didn't have achoice. It would have been murder to let Kanakaredes
proceed unroped.

One of thefirgt things dl of usthought when the bugs landed almost ten years ago was * Are they wearing
clothes?” We know now that they weren' t—that their weird combination of chitinous exoskeleton on
their main body section and layers of different membranes on the softer parts servewdll inlieu of



clothing—but that doesn’t mean that they go around with their sexud parts showing. Theoreticaly,
mantigpids are sexua creatures—male or female—but I’ ve never heard of ahuman being who' sseen a
bug' sgenitas, and | can testify that Gary, Paul, and | didn’t want to be thefirs.

Stll, the aliensrig themsalves with tool belts or harnesses or whatever when necessary—just as
Kanakaredes had shown up with that weird bubblepack on his back with al of hisclimbing gear in
it—and as soon as we Started the ascent, he removed a harness from that pack and rigged it around that
chunky, amaost armored upper section of himsalf where hisarm and midleg sockets were. He dso used a
regulation-sized metal ice axe, gripping the curved meta top in those three bondessfingers. It seemed
Strange to see something as prosaic as ared nylon climbing harness and carabinersand aniceaxeon a
bug, but that’ s what he had.

When it came timeto rope up, we clipped the spidersilk line onto our ‘ biners, passing the line back in our
usua climbing order, except that thistime—instead of Paul’ sassdowly dogging up the glacier in front of
me—I got to watch Kanakaredes plod along ten paces ahead of me for hour after hour.

“Plod dong” redly doesn’t do bug locomotion justice. We ve al seen the bugs balance and walk on their
midlegs, sanding more upright on those balancing legs, their back straightening, their head coming up until
they' retall enough to stare ashort human maein the eye, their forelegs suddenly looking more likered
arms than praying mantis appendages—but | suspect now that they do that just for that reason—to
appear more human in thelir rare public appearances. So far, Kanakaredes had stood on just two legs
only during the formal meeting back at Base Camp. As soon as we started hiking up the glacier, hishead
came down and forward, that “ V" between his main body section and prothorax widened, those
mantis-arms stretched straight ahead like a human extending two poles ahead of him, and hefdl into a
seemingly effortlessfour-legged mation.

But, Jesus Chrigt, what aweird motion. All of abug'slegs havethreejoints, of course, but | realized after
only afew minutes of following this particular bug up the Godwin-Austen Glacier that those joints never
seem to bend the same way at the same time. One of those praying mantis forelegs would be bent double
and down so that Kanakaredes could plant hisice axe in the dope, while the other bent forward and then
back so that he could scratch that weird beak of asnout. At the same time, the midlegs would be
bending rather like ahorse's, only instead of a hoof, the lower, shortest section ended in those chitinous
but somehow dainty, divided . . . hell, | don’t know, hoof-feet. And the hind legs, the ones socketed at
the base of the soft prothorax . . . those are the ones that made me dizzy as | watched the bug climbing
through soft snow in front of me. Sometimes the dlien’ s knees—those first joints about two-thirds of the
way down the legs—would be higher than his back. At other times one knee would be bending forward,
the other one back, while the lower joints were doing even siranger things.

After awhile, | gave up trying to figure out the engineering of the cregture, and just began admiring the
easy way it moved up the steep snow and ice. The three of us had worried about the small surface area
of abug’ sfeet on snow—the V-shaped hoof-things aren’t even aslarge as an unshod human foot—and
wondered if we' d be tugging the mantispid out of every drift on our way up the mountain, but
Kanakaredes managed quite well, thank you. | guessit was due to the fact that | guessed at that time that
he probably only weighed about a hundred and fifty pounds, and that weight was spread out over
four—and sometimes six, when he tucked the ice axe in his harness and scrambled—walking surfaces.
To tell the truth, the bug had to help me dog clear of degp snow two or three times on the upper reaches
of theglacier.

During the afternoon, with the sun blazing on the reflective bowl of icethat wasthe glacier, it got damned
hot. The three of us humans damped our thermskin controls way down and shed our parka outer layers
to coal off. The bug seemed comfortable enough, athough he rested without complaint while we rested,



drank water from hiswater bottle when we paused to drink, and chewed on something that looked like a
shingle made of compressed dog poop while we munched our nutrient bars (which, | redize now, dso
looked alot like a shingle made of compressed dog poop). If Kanakaredes suffered from overhesting or
chill that first long day on the glacier, hedidn’t show it.

Long before sunset, the mountain shadow had moved across us and three of the four of uswereraising
our thermskin thresholds and tugging on the parka shells again. It had begun snowing. Suddenly ahuge
avaanche calved off the East Face of K2 and swept down the dope behind us, boiling and rolling over a
part of the glacier we had been climbing just an hour earlier.

Weadll froze in our tracks until the rumbling stopped. Our tracks in the shadowed snow—tisingina
more-or-less sraight line for athousand-foot eevation gain over thelast mile or so—looked like they
had been rubbed out by a giant eraser for a swath of several hundred yards.

“Holy shit,” | sdid.

Gary nodded, breathing alittle hard since he had been breaking trail for most of the afternoon, turned,
took a step, and disappeared.

For thelast hours, whoever had been in the lead had probed ahead with hisice axe to make sure that the
footing ahead was red and not just a skim of snow over adeep crevasse. Gary had taken two steps
without doing this. And the crevasse got him.

Oneingtant he was there, red parka glowing against the shadowed ice and the white snow on the ridge
now so close ahead of us, and the next instant he was gone.

And then Paul disappeared aswell.

No one screamed or reacted poorly. Kanakaredes instantly braced himsdlf in full-belay posture,
dammed hisice axe deep into the ice beneath him, and wrapped the line around it twice before the thirty
feet or so of dack between him and Paul had played out. | did the same, digging cramponsin ashard as|
could, fully expecting the crevasse to pull the bug in and then me.

Itdidn't.

The line snapped taut but did not snap—geneticaly tailored spidersilk climbing rope dmost never
bresks—Kanakaredes sice axe stayed firm, as did the bug holding it in the glacier ice, and the two of us
held them. We waited afull minutein our rigid postures, making sure that we weren't dso standing on a
thin crust over a crevasse, but when it was obvious where the crevasse rim was, | gasped, “ Keep them
tight,” unclipped, and crawled forward to peer down the black gap.

| have no idea how deep the crevasse was—a hundred feet? A thousand? But both Paul and Gary were
dangling there—Paul amerefifteen feet or so down, till inthe light, looking fairly comfortable ashe
braced hisback against the blue-green ice wal and rigged his climbing jumars. That clamp and cam
device, infinitely lighter and stronger but otherwise no different than the jumars our grandfathers might
have used, would get him back up on his own aslong as the rope held and as soon as he could get the
footl oops attached.

Gary did not look so comfortable. Almost forty feet down, hanging headfirst under anicy overhang o
that only his crampons and butt caught the light, he looked asif he might bein trouble. If he had hit his
head on the ice on theway down. . .

Then | heard him cursing—the incredible epithets and shouts amost muffled in the crevasse, but il



echoing deep as he cursed straight into the underbelly of the glacier—and | knew that hewas all right.

It took only aminute or so for Paul to jumar up and over thelip, but getting Gary rightside up and then
lifted up over the overhang so he could attach his own jumars, took abit longer and involved some
manhauling.

That'swhen | discovered how goddamned strong this bug was. | think that Kanakaredes could have
hauled dl three of usout of that crevasse if we' d been unconscious, dmost six hundred pounds of
deadweight. And | think he could have doneit using only one of those skinny, amost muscleless-looking
praying mantisforearms of his.

When Gary was out and untangled from hislines, harness, and jumars, we moved carefully around the
crevasse, mein thelead and probing with my axe like ablind man in avale of razor blades, and when
we' d reached agood site for Camp Onejust at the base of the ridge, offering only ashort climb in the
morning to the crest of the northeast ridge that would eventualy take us up onto the shoulder of K2 itself,
we found a spot on the last patch of sun, unhooked the rope from our carabiners, dumped our 75-pound
packs, and just gasped for awhile before setting up camp.

“Fucking good beginning to the goddamned motherfucking expedition,” said Gary between dugson his
water bottle. “ Absolutely bastardly motherfucking brilliant—I walk into goddamned sonofabitching
whoremongering crevasse like some pissant whoreson fucking day tripper.”

| looked over at Kanakaredes. Who could read abug's expression? That endless mouth with al of its
jack-0’-lantern bumps and ridges, wrapped two-thirds around its head from its beaky proboscis almost
to the beginning of its bumpy skullcrest,always seemed to be smiling. Wasit smiling more now? Hard to
tell and | wasin no mood to ask.

Onething was clear. The mantispid had asmdll, clear device out—something very similar to our credit
card palmlogs—and was entering datawith aflurry of itsthreefingers.A lexicon, | thought. Either
trandating or recording Gary’ s outburst which was, | admit, amagnificent flow of invective. Hewas il
weaving abrilliant tapestry of obscenity that showed no Sgn of abating and which would probably hang
over the Godwin-Austen Glacier like ablue cloud for yearsto come.

Good luck using this vocabulary during one of your UN cocktail parties,| thought at Kanakaredes
as hefinished his dataentry and repacked his palmlog.

When Gary findly trailed off, | exchanged grins with Paul—who had said nothing since dropping into the
crevasse—and we got busy breaking out the smart tents, the degping bags, and the stoves before
darkness dropped Camp One into deep lunar cold.

Camp Two, between a cornice and an avalanche slope, about 20,000 feet

I”’m keeping these recordings for the State Department intelligence people and dl the rest who want to
learn everything about the bugs—about the mantispids' technology, about their reasons for coming to
Earth, about their culture and reigions—all the things they’ ve somehow neglected to tell usin the past
nine and ahaf years.

Well, here sthe sum total of my recording of human-mantispid conversation from last night at Camp
One—

Gay:Uh...Kan. .. Kanakaredes? We were thinking of merging our three tents and cooking up
some soup and hitting the sack early. You have any problem keeping your tent separate tonight?
There’ sroom on this snow dlab for both tent parts.



Kanakaredes:| have no problem with that.
So much for interrogating our bug.

WEshould be higher tonight. We had along, strong day of climbing today, but we' re ill on the low part
of the North-East Ridge and we have to do better if we re going to get up this hill and down safely inthe
two weeks dotted to us.

All this“Camp One’ and “ Camp Twao” stuff I'm putting in thispamlog diary are old termsfrom the last
century when attempts at 8,000-meter peaksliterally demanded armies of men and women—more than
two hundred people hauling suppliesfor the first American Everest expedition in 1963. Some of the
peaks were pyramid-shaped butall of thelogisticswere. By that | mean that scores of porters hauled in
uncounted tons of supplies—Sherpa porters and high-climbersin the Himaayas, primarily Bdti porters
here in the Karakoram—and teams of men and women man-hauled these tons up the mountains,
working in relaysto establish campsto last the duration of the climb, breaking and marking trail,
establishing fixed ropes up literaly miles of dope, and moving teams of climbers up higher and higher
until, after weeks, sometimes months of effort, avery few of the best and luckiest climbers—say six or
four or two or even one from the scores who started—were in a position to make an attempt on the
summit from ahigh camp—usudly Camp Six, but sometimes Camp Seven or higher—starting
somewhere in the Death Zone above 8,000 meters. “ Assault” on amountain was a good word then,
gnceit took an army to mount the assaullt.

Gary, Paul, thebug and | are climbing apine style. This meansthat we carry everything we
need—starting heavy and getting lighter and lighter as we climb—essentidly making adirect bid on the
summit, hoping to climb it in aweek or less. No series of permanent camps, just temporary dabs cut out
of the snow and ice for our smart tents—at least up until whatever camp we designate as our
summit-attempt jumping-off point. Then we' |l leave the tents and most of the gear thereand go for it,
hoping and praying to whatever gods we have—and who knows what gods K anakaredes praysto, if
any—praying that the weather won't turn bad while we re up there in the Death Zone, that we won't get
lost coming down to our high camp in the dark, that nothing serious happensto any us of during that fina
attempt sncewe redly can't help each other at that dtitude—essentidly just praying our asses off that
we don't fuck up.

But that isif we can keep moving steadily up thishill. Today wasn't so steadly.

We gtarted early, breaking down Camp Onein afew minutes, loading efficiently, and climbing well—me
in the lead, then Paul, then the bug, then Gary. There’ sabitch of asteep, razor-edge traverse starting at
about the 23,300-foot level—the hardest pitch on the North-East Ridge part of our route—and we
wanted to settle into a secure camp at the beginning of that scary traverse by nightfal tonight. No such
luck.

I’'m sure | have some of Kanakaredes comments recorded from today, but they’ re mostly monaosyllables
and they don’t reved any great bug secrets. They’ re more dong the lines of—“Kana. . . Kanaka. . .
hey K, did you pack the extrastove?’ “Yes’ “Want to take alunch bresk?’ “That would befine.” and
Gary's“ Shit, it sgarting to snow.” Cometo think of it, | don’t believe the mantispid initiated any
conversation. All the clicks and sighs on the palmlog chip are K replying to our questions. All of the
cursing was ours.

It started to snow heavily about noon.

Until then things had been going well. | was till in the lead—burning calories at aferociousrate asl
broketrail and kicked stepsin the steep dope for the othersto follow. We were climbing independently,



not roped. If one of us dipped or caught his crampons on arock rather than ice, it was up to that person
to stop hisdide by sdf-arrest with hisice axe. Otherwise one had just bought aredly great
amusement-park ride of ascreaming dide on icefor athousand feet or so and then alaunch out over the
edge to open space, dropping three or four thousand feet to the glacier below.

The best ideaiis not to think about that, just keep points attached to the snowdope at al times and make
damned sure that no matter how tired you were, that you paid attention to where you kicked your
cramponsinto theice. | have no ideaif Kanakaredes had afear of heights—| made afatigued mental
note to ask him—but his climbing style showed caution and care. His“ crampons’ were customized—a
series of sharp, plastic-looking spikeslashed to those weird arrow-shaped feet of his—but he took care
intheir placement and used hisice axe well. He was climbing two-legged this day, hisrear legsfolded
into his elevated prothorax so that you wouldn’'t know they were there unless you knew where to [ook.

By 10:30 or 11:00A.M. ., we' d gained enough dtitude that we could clearly see Staircase Peak—its
eagtern ridge looks like a stairway for some Hindu giant—on the northeast sde of K2. Themountainis
aso caled Skyang Kangri and it was beautiful, dazzling in the sunlight againgt the till-blue eastern sky.
Far below, we could see the Godwin-Austen Glacier crawling along the base of Skyang Kangri to the
19,000-foot pass of Windy Gap. We could easily see over Windy Pass now, scores of milesto the
browning hills of what used to be Chinaand now was the mythica country of Sinkiang, fought over even
aswe climbed by troops from the HK and various Chinese warlords.

More pertinent to our cause right now was the view up and westward toward the beautiful but amost
laughable bulk of K2, with its wild knife-edge ridge that we hoped to reach by nightfall. At thisrate, |
thought just before looking up at it again, it shouldn’'t be any problem. ..

That was precisely the moment when Gary called up, “ Shit! It's starting to snow!”

The clouds had roiled in from the south and west when we weren't watching and within ten minuteswe
were envel oped by them. The wind came up. Snow blew everywhere. We had to cluster up on the
increasingly steep dope just to keep track of one another. Naturally, at precisdly thispoint in the day’s
climb, our steep but relatively easy snow dope turned into aforbidding wall of ice with aband of brittle
rock visible above for the few minutes before the clouds shut off dl of our view for the rest of the day.

“Fuck me,” said Paul aswe gathered at the foot of the ice dope.

Kanakaredes s bulky, beaked head turned dowly in Paul’ sdirection, hisblack eyes attentive, asif he
was curious as to whether such abiologica improbability was possible. K asked no questions and Paull
volunteered no answers,

Paul, the best ice climber among us, took the lead for the next haf-hour or so, planting hisaxeinto the
near-vertica ice wall, then kicking hard with the two spike points on the front of his boot, then pulling
himsdf up with the strength of hisright arm, kicking onefoot in again, pulling the axe out, dammingitin
agan.

Thisisbascice-climbing technique, not difficult, but exhausting at dmost 20,000 feet—twice the dtitude

where CMG' s and commercia airlines are required to go to pressurized O,—and it took time, especialy
snce we d roped up now and were belaying Paul as he kick-climbed.

Paul was about seventy feet above us now and was moving cautiously out onto the rockband. Suddenly
adew of small rocks came loose and hurtled down toward us.

There was no placefor usto go. Each of us had hacked out atiny platform in the ice on which we could
stand, so al we could do was press ourselves against theice wall, cover up, and wait. The rocks missed



me. Gary had afist-sized rock bounce off his pack and go hurtling out into space. Kanakaredes was hit
twice by serious-sized rocks—once in his upper left leg, arm, whatever it is, and again on his bumpy
dorsal ridge. | heard both rocks strike; they made a sound like stone hitting date.

“Fuck me,” K said clearly as more rocks bounced around him.

When thefusillade was over, after Paul had finished shouting down apologies and Gary had finished
hurling up insults, | kick-stepped the ten or so pacesto where K ill huddled against theicewall, hisright
mantisforearm raised, theice axe and histoe points fill dug in tight.

“You hurt?’ | said. | wasworried that we' d have to use the red button to evacuate the bug and that our
climb would be ruined.

Kanakaredes dowly shook his head—not so much to say “no” but to check things out. It was almost
painful to watch—his bulky head and smiling beak rotating dmost 270 degreesin each direction. Hisfree
forearm unlimbered, bent impossibly, and those long, unjointed fingers carefully patted and probed his
dorsd ridge.

Click. Sgh. Click—*I'madl right.”
“Paul will be more careful on therest of therock band.”
“That would be good.”

Paulwas more careful, but the rock was rotten and there were afew more landdides, but no more direct
hits. Ten minutes and sixty or seventy feet later, he had reached the crest of the ridge, found agood belay
stance, and called us up. Gary, who was still pissed—he liked few things less than being pelted by rocks
st loose by someone dse—started up next. | had Kanakaredes follow thirty feet behind Gary. The

bug’ sice technique was by the book—not flashy but serviceable. | came up lagt, trying to stay close
enough that | could see and dodge any loosened boulders when we al reached the rock band.

By thetimewe were all on the North-East Ridge and climbing it, the visibility was closeto zero, the
temperature had dropped about fifty degrees, the snow was thick and mushy and treacherous, and we
could hear but not see avalanches roaring down both the East Face of K2 and this very dope
somewhere both ahead of us and behind usin the fog. We stayed roped up.

“Welcometo K2,” Gary shouted back from where he had taken the lead. His parka and hood and
goggles and bare chin were ascary, icicled mass mostly obscured by horizontaly blowing snow.

“Thank you,” click-hissed K inwhat | heard asamoreformal tone. “It isagreat pleasureto be here.”

Camp Three—under a serac on the crest of theridge at the beginning of the
knife-edge traver se, 23,200 feet

Stuck herethree full days and nights, fourth night approaching. Hunkered here uselessin our tents, eating
nutrient bars and cooking soup that can’t be replaced, usng up the heating charge in the sove to melt
snow into water, each of us getting weaker and crankier due to the atitude and lack of exercise. The
wind has been howling and the storm raging for three full days—four daysif you count our climb from
Camp Two. Y esterday Gary and Paul—with Paul in the lead on the incredibly steep ridge—tried to
force theway acrossthe steep climbing traverse in the storm, planning to lay down fixed rope even if we
had to make the summit bid with only whatever string remained in our pockets. They failed on the
traverse attempt, turning back after three hoursin the howling westher and returning ice-crusted and near
frogthitten. It took more than four hoursfor Paul to quit shaking, even with the thermskins and regul ated



smart clothing raising his body temperature. If we don’t get across this traverse soon—storm or no
storm—we won't have to worry about what gear and supplieswill beleft for the summit bid. There
won't be any summit bid.

I’'m not even sure now how we managed the climb two days ago from Camp Two to this narrow patch
of chopped out ridgecrest. Our bug was obvioudy at the edge of his skill envelope, even with hisextra
legs and greater strength, and we decided to rope together for the last few hours of climbing, just in case
K peded loose. It wouldn't do much good to push the red panic button on the palmlog just to tell the
arriving UN CMG guys that Kanakaredes had taken a header five thousand feet straight down to the
Godwin-Austen Glecier.

“Mr. Alien Speaker, sir, we sort of lost your kid. But maybe you can scrape him up off the glacier ice
and clone him or something.” No, we didn’t want that.

Asit was, we ended up working after dark, headlamps glowing, ropes ‘ binered to our harnesses and
attached to the dope viaice screwsjust to keep us from being blown into black space, using our ice axes
to hack a platform big enough for the tent—there was only room for amerged cluster of the smart tents,
wedged ten feet from avertica drop, forty feet from an avaanche path, and tucked directly beneath an
overhanging serac the size of athree-story building—a serac that could give way any time and take us
and the tent with it. Not the best pot to spend ten minutesin, much lessthree days and nightsduring a
high-dtitude hurricane. But we had no choice; everything ese here was knife-ridge or avalanche dope.

Asmuch as| would have preferred it otherwise, we finaly had time for some conversation. Our tents
were joined in the form of asquished cross, with atiny centra area, not much more than two feet or so
across, for cooking and conversation and just enough room for each of usto pull back into our smal
nacelles when we curled up to deep. The platform we' d hacked out of the dope under the overhanging
serac wasn't big enough or flat enough to serve dl of us, and | ended up in one of the downhill segments,
my head higher than my feet. The angle wasflat enough to dlow meto doze off but still stegp enough to
send me frequently lurching up from deep, fingers clawing for my ice axeto stop my dide. But my ice axe
was outside with the others, sunk in the degpening snow and rock-hard ice, with about a hundred feet of
gpidersilk climbing rope lashed around it and over the tent and back again. | think we aso used twelve
ice screws to secure usto thetiny ice shelf.

Not that any of thiswill do usadamned bit of good if the serac decides to go or the dope shiftsor the
windsjust make up their minds to blow the whole mass of rope, ice axes, screws, tent, humans, and bug
right off the mountain.

We'vedept alot, of course. Paul had brought a softbook |oaded with adozen or so novelsand abunch
of magazines, so we handed that around occasionaly—even K took histurn reading—and for the first
day we didn’t talk much because of the effort it took to speak up over thewind howl and the noise of
snow and hail pelting the tent. But eventually we grew bored even of deeping and tried some
conversation. That firgt day it was mostly climbing and technicd talk—reviewing the route, listing points
for and against the direct attempt once we got past this traverse and up over the snow dome at the base
of the summit pyramid—Gary arguing for the Direct Finish no matter what, Paul urging caution and a
possible traverse to the more frequently climbed Abruzzi Ridge, Kanakaredes and me listening. But by
the second and third days, we were asking the bug personal questions.

“SOyou guys came from Aldebaran,” said Paul on the second afternoon of the storm. “How long did it
takeyou?’

“Five hundred years,” said our bug. To fit in his section of the tent, he’ d had to fold every appendage he
had at least twice. | couldn’t help but think it was uncomfortable for him.



Gary whistled. He d never paid much attention to al the media coverage of the mantispids. “Are you that
old, K? Five hundred years?’

Kanakaredes let out asoft whistle that | was beginning to suspect was some equivaent to alaugh. “I am
only twenty-three of your yearsold, Gary,” he said. “1 was born on the ship, as were my parents and
their parents and so on far back. Our life span isroughly equivaent to yours. It wasa. . .
generation-ship, | believeisyour termfor it.” He paused as the howling wind rose to ridiculous volume
and velocity. When it died abit, hewent on, “I knew no other home than the ship until we reached
Eath.”

Paul and | exchanged glances. It wastime for meto interrogate our captive bug for country, family, and
Secretary Bright Moon. “Sowhy didyou . . . the Listeners. . . travel dl theway to Earth?’ | asked. The
bugs had answered this publicly on more than one occasion, but the answer was always the same and
never made much sense.

“Because you were there,” said the bug. It wasthe same old answer. It wasflattering, | guess, sncewe
humans have adways consdered oursalves the center of the universe, but it still madelittle sense.

“But why spend centuriestraveling to meet us?’ asked Paull.
“Tohdpyoulearntoligen,” sad K.

“Ligentowhat?’ | sad. “Y ou? The mantispids? We reinterested in listening. Interested in learning.
Well ligento you.”

Kanakaredes dowly shook his heavy head. | redized, viewing the mantispid from this close, that his head
was more saurian—dinosaur/birdlike—than buggy. “ Not listen to us,” click, hiss. “To the song of your
ownworld.”

“To the song of our world?" asked Gary amost brusquely. “Y ou mean, just appreciate life more? Sow
down and smell the roses? Stuff like that?” Gary’ s second wife had been into transcendental meditation. |
think it was the reason he divorced her.

“No,” said K. “I mean listen to the sound of your world. Y ou have fed your sess. Y ou have consecrated
your world. But you do not listen.”

It was my turn to muddle things even further. “ Fed our seas and consecrated our world,” | said. The
entire tent thrummed asagust hit it and then subsided. “How did we do that?’

“By dying, Jake,” said the bug. It wasthefirst time he’ d used my name. “By becoming part of the sees,
of theworld.”

“Does dying have something to do with hearing the song?” asked Paull.

Kanakaredes s eyes were perfectly round and absolutely black, but they did not seem threatening as he
looked at usin the glow of one of the flashlights. “'Y ou cannot hear the song when you are dead,” he
whistle-clicked. “But you cannot have the song unless your species has recycled its atoms and molecules
through your world for millions of years”

“Canyou hear the song here?’ | asked. “On Earth, | mean.”
“No,” said the bug.

| decided to try amore promising tack. “Y ou gave us CM G technology,” | said, “and that’ s certainly



brought wonderful changes.” Bullshit, | thought. I d liked things better before cars could fly. At least the
traffic jams aong the Front Range where | lived in Colorado had been two-dimensiond then. “But we're
sortof ... wdll . .. curious about when the Listeners are going to share other secrets with us.”

“We have no secrets,” said Kanakaredes. * Secrecy was not even a concept to us before we arrived here
on Earth.”

“Not secretsthen,” | said hurriedly, “but more new technologies, inventions, discoveries. . .”
“What kind of discoveries?’ sad K.
| took a breath. “A cure to cancer would be good,” | said.

Kanakaredes made a clicking sound. “Y es, that would be good,” he breathed at last. “But thisisa
disease of your species. Why have you not cured it?’

“We vetried,” said Gary. “It' satough nut to crack.”
“Yes,” said Kanakaredes, “it isatough nut to crack.”

| decided not to be subtle. “ Our species need to learn from one another,” | said, my voice perhaps a
shade louder than necessary to be heard over the storm. *But your people are so reticent. When are we
redly going to sart talking to each other?’

“When your specieslearnstoligen,” said K.
“Isthat why you came on this climb with us?” asked Paull.

“I hopethat is not the result,” said the bug, “but it is, dong with the need to understand, the reason |
came”

| looked at Gary. Lying on his ssomach, his head only inches from the low tent roof, he shrugged dightly.
“Y ou have mountains on your home world?’ asked Paull.

“| was taught that we did not.”

“So your home world was sort of like the South Pole where you guys have your freehold?’

“Not that cold,” said Kanakaredes, “and never that dark in the winter. But the atmospheric pressureis
smilar”

“ S0 you' re acclimated to about—what>—seven or eight thousand feet dtitude?’
“Yes” sad the mantispid.
“And the cold doesn't bother you?’ asked Gary.

“Itisuncomfortable at times,” said the bug. “But our species has evolved a subcutaneous layer which
serves much asyour thermskinsin regulating temperature.”

It was my turn to ask aquestion. “If your world didn’t have mountains,” | said, “why do you want to
climb K2 with us?’

“Why doyou wish to climb it?’ asked Kanakaredes, his head swiveling smoothly to look at each of us.



Therewas sllencefor aminute. Well, not really silence since the wind and pelting snow made it sound as
if wewere camped behind ajet exhaust, but at least none of us humans spoke.

Kanakaredes folded and unfolded hissix legs. It was disturbing to watch. 1 believethat | will try to deep
now,” he said and closed the flap that separated his niche from ours.

The three of us put our heads together and whispered. “He sounds like a goddamned missionary,” hissed
Gary. “All this‘ligen to the song’ doubletalk.”

“Just our luck,” said Paul. “ Our first contact with an extraterredtria civilization, and they’ re freaking
Jehovah' s Witnesses.”

“He hasn't handed us any tractsyet,” | said.

“Jugt wait,” whispered Gary. “ The four of us are going to stagger onto the summit of this hill someday if
thisfucking storm ever lets up, exhausted, gasping for air that isn't there, frostbitten to shit and back, and
thisbug' s going to haul out copies of the MantispidWatchtower .”

“Shhh,” said Paul. “K’ll hear us”

Just then the wind hit the tent so hard that we dl tried digging our fingernails through the hyper-polymer
floor to keep the tent from diding off its precarious perch and down the mountain. If worse cameto
worse, we' d shout “Open!” at the top of our lungs, the smart tent fabric would fold away, and we' d roll
out onto the dopein our thermskins and grab for our ice axesto self-arrest the dide. That wasthe
theory. Infact, if the platform shifted or the spidersilk snapped, we' d aimost certainly be airborne before
we knew what hit us.

When we could hear again over thewind roar, Gary shouted, “If we unped from thisplatform, I’'m going
to cuss afucking blue streak all the way down to impact on the glacier.”

“Maybe that' s the song that K’ s been talking about,” said Paul, and sealed hisflap.
Last note to the day: Mantispids snore.

ONthe afternoon of day three, Kanakaredes suddenly said, “My creche brother isaso listening to a
storm near your South Pole at this very moment. But his surroundings are . . . more comfortable and
Secure than our tent.”

| looked at the other two and we all showed raised eyebrows.

“I didn’t know you brought a phone with you on thisclimb, K,” | said.
“I did not.”

“Radio?’ sad Paul.

“No.”

“Subcutaneous intergaacticStar Trek communicator?’ said Gary. His sarcasm, much as his habit of
chewing the nutrient barstoo dowly, was beginning to get on my nerves after three daysin thistent. |
thought that perhaps the next time he was sarcastic or chewed dowly, | might just kill him.

K whigtled ever so dightly. “No,” he said. “I understood your climbers’ tradition of bringing no
communication devices on this expedition.”



“Then how do you know that your . . . what wasit, créche brother?. . . isin astorm down there?’ asked
Peul.

“Because heismy créeche brother,” said K. “We were born in the same hour. We are, essentidly, the
same genetic materid.”

“Twins” | said.
“So you have telepathy?” said Paul.

Kanakaredes shook his head, his proboscis almost brushing the flapping tent fabric. “Our scientists think
that thereis no such thing astelepathy. For any species.”

“Thenhow . .." | began.

“My créeche brother and | often resonate on the same frequencies to the song of the world and universe,”
said K inone of the longest sentenceswe' d heard from him. “Much as your identical twins do. We often
share the same dreams.”

Bugs dream.| made amental note to record thisfactoid later.

“And does your créche brother know what you' re feding right now?’ said Paul.
“| believeso.”

“Andwhat’sthat?" asked Gary, chewing far too dowly on an n-bar.

“Right now,” said Kanakaredes, “it isfear.”

Knife-edge ridge beyond Camp Three—about 23,700 feet
The fourth day dawned perfectly clear, perfectly calm.

We were packed and climbing across the traverse before the first rays of sunlight struck the ridgeline. It
was cold asawitch’stit.

| mentioned that this part of the route was perhaps the most technically chalenging of the climb—at least
until we reached the actual summit pyramid—abut it was adso the most beautiful and exhilarating. Y ou
would have to see photos to appreciate the dmost absurd steepness of this section of the ridge and even
then it wouldn't dlow you tofeel the exposure. The North-East Ridge just kept climbing in a series of
swooping, knife-edged snow cornices, each side dropping away almost vertically.

As soon as we had moved onto the ridge, we looked back at the gigantic serac hanging above the
trampled area of our Camp Three perched on the edge of the ridge—the snow serac larger and more
deformed and obvioudy unstable than ever after the heavy snows and howling winds of the last four days
of storm—and we didn’'t have to say aword to one another to acknowledge how lucky we had been.
Even Kanakaredes seemed grateful to get out of there.

Two hundred feet into the traverse and we went up and over the blade of the knife. The snowy ridgdline
was so narrow here that we could—and did—straddleit for aminute asif swinging our legs over avery,
very steep roofline.

Some roof. One side dropped down thousands of feet into what used to be China. Our |eft legs—three
of Kanakaredes s—hung over what used to be Pakistan. Right around this point, climbersin the 20th



Century used to joke about needing passports but seeing no border guards. In this CMG-era, a Sianking
HK gunship or Indian hop-fighter could float up here anytime, hover fifty yards out, and blow usright off
theridge. None of uswere worried about this. Kanakaredes s presence was insurance against that.

Thiswasthe hardest climbing yet and our bug friend was working hard to keep up. Gary and Paul and |
had discussed thisthe night before, whispering again while K was adegp, and we decided that this
section was too steep for al of usto be roped together. We' d travel in two pairs. Paul was the obvious
man to rope with K, although if ether of them came off on thistraverse, odds were overwhelming that the
other would go all the way to the bottom with him. The same wastrue of Gary and me, climbing ahead of
them. Still, it gave avery dight measure of insurance.

The sunlight moved down the dope, warming us, as we moved from one Side of the knife-edge to the
other, following the best line, trying to stay off the sections so steep that snow would not stick—avoiding
it not just because of the pitch there, but because the rock was dmost aways |oose and rotten—and
hoping to get asfar as we could before the warming sun loosened the snow enough to make our
cramponsless effective.

| loved the litany of the toolswe were using: deadmen, pitons, pickets, ice screws, carabiners, jumar
ascenders. | loved the precision of our movements, even with the labored bresthing and dull minds that
were acomponent of any exertion at most 8,000 meters. Gary would kick-step hisway out onto the
wall of ice and snow and occasiond rock, one cramponed boot at atime, secure on three points before
didodging hisice axe and damming it in afew feet further on. | stood on atiny platform I’ d hacked out of
the snow, belaying Gary until he’d moved out to the end of our two-hundred foot section of line. Then
he' d anchor hisend of the line with adeadman, piton, picket, or ice screw, go on belay himsdlf, and |
would move off—Kkicking the crampon pointsinto the snow-wal risng amost verticaly to blue sky just
fifty or sixty feet dbove me.

A hundred yards or so behind us, Paul and Kanakaredes were doing the same—Paul in thelead and K
on belay, then K climbing and Paul belaying and resting until the bug caught up.

We might aswell have been on different planets. There was no conversation. We used every ounce of
breath to take our next gasping step, to concentrate on precise placement of our feet and ice axes.

A 20th Century climbing team might have taken days to make thistraverse, establishing fixed lines,
retreating to their tents at Camp Three to eat and deep, alowing other teamsto bresk trail beyond the
fixed ropes the next day. We did not have that luxury. We had to make thistraversein one try and keep
moving up the ridge while the perfect westher lasted or we were screwed.

| lovedit.

About five hoursinto the traverse, | redlized that butterflies werefluttering al around me. | looked up
toward Gary on belay two hundred feet ahead and above me. He was also watching butterflies—small
motes of color dancing and weaving twenty-three thousand feet above sealevel. What the hell would
Kanakaredes make of this? Would he think thiswas an everyday occurrence at this atitude? Well,
perhapsit was. We humans weren't up here enough to know. | shook my head and continued shuffling
my boots and damming my ice axe up theimpossibleridge.

Theraysof the sun were horizonta in late afternoon when dl four of us came off the knife-edge & the
upper end of thetraverse. The ridge was till heart-stoppingly steep there, but it had widened out so that
we could stand on it as we looked back at our footprints on the snowy blade of the knife-edge. Even
after dl these years of climbing, | ill found it hard to believe that we had been able to make those
tracks.



“Hey!” shouted Gary. “I’m afucking giant!” He was flgpping hisarms and staring toward Sinkiang and
the Godwin-Austen Glacier milesbelow us.

Altitude’ s got him,| thought.We'll have to sedate him, tie himin his sleeping bag, and drag him
down the way we came like so much laundry.

“Comeon!” Gary shouted to mein the high, cold air. “Be agiant, Jake.” He continued flgpping hisarms.
| turned to look behind me and Paul and K arakaredes were aso hopping up and down, carefully so as
not to fal off the foot-wide ridgeline, shouting and flapping their arms. It was quite asight to see K
moving his mantisy forearms Six ways at once, joints swiveling, bondessfingerswaving like big grubs.

They' ve all lost it,| thought. Oxygen deprivation lunacy. Then | looked down and east.

Our shadows leaped out miles across the glacier and the neighboring mountains. | raised my arms.
Lowered them. My shadow atop the dark line of ridge shadow raised and lowered shadow-arms that
must have been ten milestall.

We kept this up—jumping shouting, waving—until the sun set behind Broad Peak to the west and our
giant selves disgppeared forever.

Camp Six—narrow bench on snow dome below summit pyramid, 26,200 feet

No conversation or talk of listening to songs now. No jumping or shouting or waving. Not enough
oxygen hereto bresthe or think, much lessfuck around.

Almost no conversation the last three days or nights as we climbed the last of the broadening North-East
Ridge to where it ended at the huge snow dome, then climbed the snow dome itself. The weather stayed
cam and clear—incredible for thislate in the season. The snow was deep because of the storm that had
pinned us down at Camp Three, but we took turns breaking trail—an exhausting job at 10,000 feet,
literally mind-numbing above 25,000 fedt.

At night, we didn’t even bother merging our tents—just using our own segments like bivvy bags. We only
heated one warm meal a day—super-nutrient soup on the single stove (we' d left the other behind just
beyond the knife-edge traverse, dong with everything else we didn’t think we' d need in the last three or
four days of climbing)—and chewed on cold n-bars a night before drifting off into ahaf-doze for afew
cold, restless hours before stirring at three or fourA.M. to begin climbing again by lamplight.

All of us humans had miserable headaches and high-dtitude stupidity. Paul wasin theworst
shape—perhaps because of the frosthite scare way down during hisfirst attempt at the traverse—and he
was coughing heavily and moving duggishly. Even K had dowed down, climbing mostly two-legged on
this high stretch, and sometimes taking aminute or more before planting hisfeet.

Most Himalayan mountains have ridges that go al the way to the summit. Not K2. Not this North-East
Ridge. It ended at a bulging snow dome some 2,000 feet bel ow the summit.

We climbed the snow dome—dowly, stupidly, duggishly, separately. No ropes or belays here. If anyone
fell to hisdeath, it was going to be asolitary fall. We did not care. At and above the legendary 8,000
meter ling, you moveinto yoursdf and then—often—Iose even yoursdf.

We had not brought oxygen, not even the light osmosis booster-mask perfected in the last decade. We
had one of those masks—in case any of us became criticdly ill from pulmonary edema or worse—but
we d |eft the mask cached with the stove, most of the rope, and other extra supplies above Camp Four.
It had seemed like agood idea at the time.



Now al | could think about was bresthing. Every move—every step—took more bregth than | had,
more oxygen than my system owned. Paul seemed in even worse shape, athough somehow he kept up.
Gary was moving steadily, but sometimes he betrayed his headaches and confusion by movement or
pause. He had vomited twice this morning before we moved out from Camp Six. At night, we startled
awake after only aminute or two of half-degp—gasping for air, clawing at our own chests, feding asif
something heavy was lying on us and someone was actively trying to suffocate us.

Somethingwas trying to kill us here. Everything was. We were high in the Desth Zone and K2 did not
care one way or the other if welived or died.

The good wesather had held, but high wind and ssorms were overdue. It wasthe end of August. Any day
or night now we could be pinned down up here for weeks of unrelenting ssorm—unableto climb, unable
to retreat. We could starve to death up here. | thought of the red panic button on the palmlog.

We had told Kanakaredes about the panic button while we heated soup a Camp Five. The mantispid
had asked to see the extra palmlog with the emergency beacon. Then he had thrown the palmlog out the
tent entrance, into the night, over the edge.

Gary had looked at our bug for along minute and then grinned, extending his hand. K’ sforeleg had
unfolded, the mantis part swiveling, and those three fingers had encircled Gary’ s hand and shakenit.

| had thought thiswas rather cool and heroic at the time. Now | just wished we had the goddamned
panic button back.

We tirred, got dressed, and started heating water for our last meal shortly after 1:30A.M. None of us
could deep anyway and every extra hour we spent up herein the Death Zone meant more chanceto die,
more chanceto fail. But we were moving so dowly that tugging our boots on seemed to take hours,
adjusting our crampons took forever. We moved away from the tents sometime after threeA.M. We left
the tents behind at Camp Six. If we survived the summit attempt, we' d be back.

It was unbelievably cold. Even the thermskins and smart outer parkas failed to make up the difference. If
there had been awind, we could not have continued.

We were now on what we called Direct Finish—the top or bust—although our original fallback plan had
been to traverse across the face of K2 to the oldest route up the northwest Abruzzi Ridgeif Direct Finish
proved unfeasible. | think that al three of us had suspected we d end up on the Abruzzi—most of our
predecessors climbing the North-East Ridge had ended up doing so, even the legendary Reinhold
Messner, perhaps the greatest climber of the 20th Century, had been forced to change hisroute to the
easer Abruzzi Ridge rather than suffer failure on the Direct Finish.

Wéll, by early afternoon of what was supposed to have been our summit day, Direct Finish now seems
impossible and so does the traverse to the Abruzzi. The snow on the face of K2 is so deep that thereis
no hope of traversing through it to the Abruzzi Ridge. Avaanches hurtle down the face severd timesan
hour. And above us—even degper snow. We're fucked.

The day had started well. Above the almost vertical snowdome on which we' d hacked out awide
enough bench to lodge Camp Six, rose a huge snowfield that snaked up and up toward the black,
gar-filled Sky until it becameawall. We climbed dowly, agonizingly, up the snowfield, leaving separate
tracks, thinking separate thoughts. It was getting light by the time we reached the end of the snow ramp.

Where the snowfield ended avertical ice cliff began and rose at least ahundred and fifty feet straight up.
Literaly fucking vertica. The four of us stood there in the morning light, three of us rubbing our goggles,
looking stupidly at the cliff. We' d known it was there. We' d had no ideawhat abitch it was going to be.



“I'll dothelead,” gasped Paul. He could barely walk.

He free-climbed the fucker in less than an hour, damming in pitons and screws and tying on the last of
our rope. When the three of us climbed dowly, stupidly up to join him, me bringing up the rear just
behind K, Paul was only semiconscious.

Above the ice cliff rose astegp rock band. It was so steep that snow couldn’t cling there. The rock
looked rotten—treacherous—the kind of fragile crap that any sane climber would traverse half aday to
avoid.

There would be no traverse today. Any attempt to shift laterally on the face here would amost certainly
trigger an avaanchein the soft dabs of snow overlaying oldice.

“I'll leed,” said Gary, till looking up &t the rock band. He was holding his head with both hands. | knew
that Gary always suffered the worst of the Death Zone headaches that afflicted dl three of us. For four or
five days and nights now, | knew, every word and breath had been punctuated by divers of stedl pain
behind the eyesfor Gary.

| nodded and hel ped Paul to hisfeet. Gary began to climb the lower strata of crumbling rock.

We reached the end of the rock by midafternoon. Thewind isrisng. A spume of spindrift blows off the
near-vertical snow and ice above us. We cannot see the summit. Above anarrow coloir that riseslikea
chimney to frigid hell, the summit-pyramid snowfield begins. We re somewhere above 27,000 feet.

K2is28,250 feet high.
That last twelve hundred feet might aswell be measured in light-years.

“I'll' break trail up the coloir,” | hear mysalf say. The others don’t even nod, merely wait for meto begin.
Kanakaredesis|eaning on hisice axe in aposture |’ ve not seen before,

My first step up the coloir sends me into snow above my knees. Thisisimpossible. | would weep now,
except that the tears would freeze to the insde of my goggles and blind me. It isimpossibleto take
another step up this steep fucking gully. 1 can’'t even bresthe. My head pounds so terribly that my vison
dances and blurs and no amount of wiping my goggleswill cleer it.

| lift my ice axe, dam it three feet higher, and lift my right leg. Again. Again.
Summit pyramid snowfield above the coloir, somewher e around 27,800 feet
Late afternoon. It will be amost dark when we reach the summit. If we reach the summit.

Everything depends upon the snow that rises above us toward the impaossibly dark blue sky. If the snow
isfirm—nowhere as mushy and deep asthe thigh-high soup | broke trail through al the way up the
coloir—then we have a chance, athough we' |l be descending in the dark.

Butif it sdegp snow . . .

“I'll lead,” said Gary, shifting his smal summit-pack on his back and dogging dowly up to replace mein
thelead. Thereisarockband here at the top of the narrow coloir and he will be stepping off it either into
or onto the snow. If the surfaceisfirm, we'll moveonto it, using our crampons to kick-step our way up
thelast couple of hours of climb to the summit—although we sill cannot see the summit from here.,

| try to look around me. Literdly beneath my feet isadrop to the impossibly distant knife-edge, far



below that the ridge where we put Camp Two, miles and miles lower the curving, rippled river of
Godwin-Ausgten and adim memory of Base Camp and of living things—lichen, crows, aclump of grass
where the glacier was melting. On ether Sde Stretches the Karakoram, white peaks thrusting up like
fangs, distant summits merging into the Himalayan peaks, and one lone pesk—I’ m too stupid to even
guess which one—standing high and solitary againgt the sky. Thered hills of Chinaburnin the thick haze
of breathable atmosphere a hundred milesto the north.

“Okay,” says Gary, stepping off the rock onto the snowfield.
He plungesin soft snow up to hiswaist.

Somehow Gary finds enough breath to hurl curses at the snow, at any and al gods who would put such
deep snow here. He lunges another step up and forward.

The snow is even deeper. Gary founders almost up to hisarmpits. He dashes a the snowfield with hisice
axe, battersit with his overmittens. The snowfield and K2 ignore him.

| go to both knees on the pitched rock band and lean on my ice axe, not caring if my sobs can be heard
by the others or if my tearswill freeze my eydids open. The expeditionisover.

Kanakaredes dowly pulls his segmented body up the last ten feet of the coloir, past Paul where Paul is
retching against a boulder, past me where | am knedling, onto the last of the solid surface before Gary’s
diding snowpit.

“I will lead for awhile,” says Kanakaredes. He sets hisice axeinto his harness. His prothorax shifts
lower. His hind legs come down and out. His arms—forel egs—rotate down and forward.

Kanakaredes thrusts himself into the steep snowfidd like an Olympic swimmer diving off the starting
block. He passes Gary where Gary lies armpit-deep in the soft snow.

The bug—our bug—flails and batters the snow with hisforearms, partsit with his cupped fingers,
smashesit down with hisarmored upper body segment, swims through the snow with al six legs

paddling.

He can't possibly keep thisup. It'simpossible. Nothing living has that much energy and will. It isseven
or eight hundred near-vertica feet to the summit.

K swims-kicks-fights hisway fifteen feet up the dope. Twenty-five. Thirty.

Getting to my feet, feding my temples pounding in agony, sensing invisible climbers around me, ghosts
hovering in the Death Zone fog of pain and confusion, | step past Gary and start postholing upward,
following K’ slead, struggling and svimming up and through the now-broken barrier of snow.

Summit of K2, 28,250 feet

We gep onto the summit together, armin arm. All four of us. Thefinal summit ridgeisjust wide enough
todlow this.

Many 8,000-meter-peak summits have overhanging cornices. After dl this effort, the climber sometimes
takes hisor her fina step to triumph and falsfor amile or so. We don't know if K2 iscorniced. Like
many of these other climbers, we' re too exhausted to care. Kanakaredes can no longer stand or walk
after breaking trail through the snowfield for more than six hundred feet. Gary and | carry him, the last
hundred feet or S0, our arms under his mantisarms. | am shocked to discover that he weighs dmost
nothing. All that energy, dl that spirit, and K probably weighs no more than a hundred pounds.



The summit is not corniced. We do not fall.

The wesather has held, although the sun is setting. Itslast rays warm us through our parkas and
thermskins. The sky is ablue deeper than cerulean, much deeper than topaz, incomparably deeper than
aquamarine. Perhaps this shade of blue has no word to describeit.

We can seeto the curve of the earth and beyond. Two peaks are visible above that curving horizon, their
summit icefields glowing orange in the sunset, agreat distance to the northeast, probably somewherein
Chinese Turkestan. To the south liesthe entire tumble of overlgpping pesks and winding glaciersthat is
the Karakoram. | make out the perfect peak that is Nanga Parbat—Gary, Paul, and | climbed that six
years ago—and closer, the Gasherbrums. At our feet, literdly at our feet, Broad Peak. Who would have
thought that its summit looked so wide and flat from above?

Thefour of usareall sprawled on the narrow summit, two feet from the sheer dropoff on the north. My
arms are gill around K anakaredes, ostensgibly propping him up but actudly propping both of us up.

The mantispid clicks, hisses, and squeeks. He shakeshisbeak and triesagain. “l am . . . sorry,” he
gasps, the ar audibly hissing in and out of hisbeak nogtrils. “I ask . . . traditiondly, what do we do now?
Isthere aceremony for thismoment? A ritua required?’

| look at Paul, who seemsto be recovering from his earlier inertia. We both look at Gary.

“Try not to fuck up and die,” says Gary between breaths. “More climbers die during the descent than on
theway up.”

Karakaredes seemsto be consdering this. After aminute he says, * Y es, but here on the summit, there
must be someritud . . .”

“Hero photos,” gasps Paul. “Gotta. . . have. . . hero photos.”
Our diennods. “Did. . . anyone. . . bring an imaging device? A camera?| did not.”

Gary, Paul, and | look at each other, pat our parka pockets, and then start laughing. At this atitude, our
laughter sounds like three Sick sedl's coughing.

“Wl, no hero photos,” says Gary. “Then we have to haul the flags out. Always bring aflag to the
summit, that’ s our human motto.” This extended speech makes Gary 0 light-headed that he hasto put
his head between hisraised kneesfor aminute.

“I haveno flag,” says Kanakaredes. “ The Listeners have never had aflag.” The sunis setting in earnest
now, the last rays shining between aline of pesksto the west, but the reddish-orange light glows brightly
on our stupid, smiling faces and mittens and goggles and ice-crusted parkas.

“Wedidn't bring aflag ether,” | say.
“Thisisgood,” saysK. “So thereis nothing else we need to do?’
“Jugt get down dive,” saysPaul.

We rise together, weaving abit, propping one another up, retrieve our ice axes from where we had thrust
them into the glowing summit snow, and begin retracing our steps down the long snowfield into shadow.



Godwin-Austen Glacier, about 17,300 feet

It took us only four and ahaf daysto get down, and that included aday of rest at our old Camp Three
on the low side of the knife-edge traverse.

The weather held the whole time. We did not get back to our high camp—Camp Six below theice
wall—until after threeA.M. , after our successful summit day, but the lack of wind had kept our tracks
clear evenin lamplight and no one dipped or fdl or suffered frosthite.

We moved quickly after that, leaving just after dawn the next day to get to Camp Four on the upper end
of the knife-edge before nightfal . . . and before the gods of K2 changed their minds and blew up a
storm to trap usin the Death Zone.

The only incident on the lower dopes of the mountain happened—oddly enough—on arelatively easy
stretch of snowdope below Camp Two. The four of uswere picking our way down the dope, unroped,
lost in our own thoughts and in the not-unpleasant haze of exhaustion so common near the end of aclimb,
when K just came loose—perhaps he tripped over one of his own hindlegs, although he denied that
later—and ended up on his ssomach—or at least the bottom of his upper shell, al six legs spraddled, ice
axeflying freg, sarting adide that would have been harmless enough for thefirst hundred yardsor so if it
had not been for the drop-off that fell away to the glacier still athousand feet directly below.

Luckily, Gary was about a hundred feet ahead of the rest of usand he dug in his axe, looped aline once
around himsdlf and twice around the axe, timed K’ s dide perfectly, and then threw himsalf on hisbelly
out onto the ice dope, hisreaching hand grabbing Kanakaredes sthreefingersas dick asapair of aeria
trapeze partners. The rope snapped taut, the axe held its place, man and mantispid swung two and a half
times|like the working end of a pendulum, and that was the end of that drama. K had to make it the rest
of the way to the glacier without an ice axe the next day, but he managed al right. And we now know
how a bug shows embarrassment—his occipital ridges blush adark orange.

Off theridge at last, we roped up for the glacier but voted unanimoudy to descend it by staying closeto
the East Face of K2. The earlier snowstorm had hidden all the crevasses and we had heard or seen no
avalanchesin the past seventy-two hours. There were far fewer crevasses near the face but an avalanche
could catch us anywhere on the glacier. Staying near the face carried its own risks, but it would also get
us down theice and out of avalanche danger in half the time it would take to probe for crevasses down
the center of the glacier.

We were two-thirds of the way down—the bright red tents of Base Camp clearly in sight out on the rock
beyond the ice—when Gary said, “Maybe we should talk about this Olympus Monsded, K.”

“Yes,” click-hissed our bug, “1 have been looking forward to discussing this plan and | hope that perhaps

We heard it then before we saw it. Severa freight trains seemed to be bearing down on us from above,
from the face of K2.

All of usfroze, trying to see the snowplumetrail of the avalanche, hoping against hope that it would come
out onto the glacier far behind us. It came off the face and across thebergeschrund a quarter of amile
directly above us and picked up speed, coming directly at us. It looked like awhite tsunami. The roar
was desfening.

“Run!” shouted Gary and we al took off downhill, not worrying if there were bottomless crevasses
directly infront of us, not caring a that point, just trying againg al logic to outrun awall of snow andice
and bouldersroiling toward us a sixty miles per hour.



| remember now that we were roped with the last of our spidersilk—sixty-foot intervals—thelines
clipped to our climbing harnesses. It made no difference to Gary, Paul, and me since we were running flat
out and in the same direction and at about the same speed, but | have seen mantispids move &t full speed
sncethat day—using al six legs, their handsforming into an extrapair of flat feest—and | know now that
K could have shifted into high gear and run four times asfast asthe rest of us. Perhaps he could have
beaten the aval anche since just the south edge of its wave caught us. Perhaps.

Hedid not try. He did not cut the rope. He ran with us.

The south edge of the avalanche caught us and lifted us and pulled us under and snapped the unbreskable
spiderslk climbing rope and tossed us up and then submerged us again and swept usdl down into the
crevassefield at the bottom of the glacier and separated usforever.

Washington, D.C.

Sitting herein the Secretary of State' s waiting room three months after that day, I’ ve had time to think
about it.

All of us—everyone on the planet, even the bugs—have been preoccupied in the past couple of months
asthe Song has begun and increased in complexity and beauty. Oddly enough, it's not that distracting,
the Song. We go about our business. Wework and talk and eat and watch HDTV and make love and
deep, but dways there now—aways in the background whenever one wantsto listen—is the Song.

It sunbdievable that we ve never heard it before this.

No one cdlsthem bugs or mantispids or the Listeners any more. Everyone, in every language, cdlsthem
the Bringers of the Song.

Meanwhile, the Bringers keep reminding usthat they did notbring the Song, only taught us how to listen
toit.

| don’t know how or why | survived when none of the others did. The theory isthat one can swim aong
the surface of asnow avalanche, but the redity was that none of us had the dightest chanceto try. That
half-mile-wide wal of snow and rock just washed over us and pulled us down and spat out only me, for
reasons known, perhaps, only to K2 and most probably not eventoit.

They found me naked and battered more than three-quarters of amile from where we had started
running from the avalanche. They never found Gary, Paul, or Kanakaredes.

The emergency CM G’ swere there within three minutes—they must have been poised to intervene all
that time—but after twenty hours of degp-probing and sonar searching, just when the Marines and the
bureaucrats were ready to lase awvay the whole lower third of the glacier if necessary to recover my
friends bodies, it was Speaker Aduradake—K anakaredes s fatherand mother, it turned out—who
forbadeit.

“Leavethem wherever they are,” he ingtructed the fluttering UN bureaucrats and frowning Marine
colonels. “They died together on your world and should remain together within the embrace of your
world. Their part of the Song isjoined now.”

And the Song began—or at least was first heard—about one week | ater.

A maeaideto the Secretary comes out, apologizes profusdy for my having to wait—Secretary Bright
Moon was with the President—and shows me into the Secretary of Stat€' s office. Theaideand | stand



therewaiting.
I’ve seen football games played in smaller areas than this office.

The Secretary comesin through a different door aminute later and |eads me over to two couchesfacing
each other rather than to the uncomfortable chair near her huge desk. She seats me acrossfrom her,
makes surethat | don't want any coffee or other refreshment, nods away her aide, commiserates with me
again on the death of my dear friends (she had been there at the Memorid Service a which the President
had spoken), chats with me for another minute about how amazing lifeis now with the Song connecting
al of us, and then questions me for afew minutes, senstively, solicitoudy, about my physical recovery
(complete), my state of mind (shaken but improving), my generous stipend from the government (dready
invested), and my plansfor the future.

“That' sthe reason | asked for thismeeting,” | say. “ There wasthat promise of climbing Olympus Mons.”
Shestaresa me.
“OnMars” | add needlesdly.

Secretary Betty Willard Bright Moon nods and sits back in the cushions. She brushes someinvisiblelint
from her navy blue skirt. “Ah, yes,” she says, her voice il pleasant but holding some hint of that
flintiness| remember so well from our Top of the World meeting. “ The Bringers have confirmed that they
intend to honor that promise.”

| wait.

“Have you decided who your next climbing partnerswill be?” she asked, taking out an obscenely
expendgve and micron-thin platinum pamlog asif sheisgoing to take notes hersdf to hep facilitate this
whim of mine.

“Yeah,” | said.
Now it was the Secretary’ sturn to wait.
“I want Kanakaredes s brother,” | say. “His. . . creche brother.”

Betty Willard Bright Moon's jaw almost drops open. | doubt very much if she’ sreacted thisvisibly toa
statement in her last thirty years of professiond negotiating, first as atake-no-prisoners Harvard
academic and most recently as Secretary of State. “ Y ou're serious,” she says.

“Ves”
“Anyone e se other than thisparticular bu . . . Bringer?’
“Noonedse”

“And you're sure he even exigts?’

“I'msure”

“How do you know if hewantsto risk hislife on aMartian volcano?’ she asks, her poker face back in
place. “Olympus Monsistaler than K2, you know. And it's probably more dangerous.”

| dmogt, not quite, smile a thisnewsflash. “He |l go,” | say.



Secretary Bright Moon makes a quick notein her palmlog and then hesitates. Even though her expression
is perfectly neutrd now, | know that sheistrying to decide whether to ask aquestion that she might not
get the chance to ask later.

Hell, knowing that question was coming and trying to decide how to answer it isthereason | didn’t come
to visit her amonth ago, when | decided to do thisthing. But then | remembered Kanakaredes s answer
when we asked him why the bugs had come all thisway to visit us. He had read hisMadlory and he had
understood Gary, Paul, and me—and something about the human race—that this woman never would.

She makes up her mind to ask her question.
“Why . ..” shebegins. “Why do you want to climb it?’

Despite everything that’ s happened, despite knowing that she'll never understand, despite knowing what
an asshole she'll dways consider me after this moment, | haveto smile.

“Becauseit’sthere”

|ntroduction to “ The End of Gravity”

Thefinal story in this collection is not exactly a story, or rather it is notjusa story. The subheading
for “ The End of Gravity” is*” a story for the screen” and it was written for this purpose—to serve
asa literary equivalent to a film treatment. (If you know the format for a formal film treatment
you know that some of the protocols are followed here—the use of present tense, for
instance—while others, such as the capitalization of characters names the first time they
appear—are not used. You' | have to trust me that this was out of choice, not ignorance, on my
part.)

Most novelists have a love-hate relationship with Hollywood and the movies. That is, they love
feeling that literature is superior to movies; they hate being ignored by Hollywood; they love it

when they get a shot at writing for the silver screen; they usually hate the experience (or love it
and lose themselvesin it so that they' re frequently ruined as literary writers); they love to bitch
about it.

| suppose that my experiences and reactions fall into some or all of the love-hate categories listed
above, but the truth isthat | love movies. | met my wife while shooting filmsin inner city
Philadelphia in the winter of 1969. | got into teaching through filmmaking and earned my
master’ s degree in education while doing research on the effect of television and films on
children’slearning and perception. When | finish a long day and evening of writing, | prefer to
watch a movie on DVD before reading again at bedtime.

Unlike most readers | know, much less most writers, | have a list of films that | think are superior
(or at least equal) to the books upon which they' re based. (Jawsis a good example. The book, a
first effort by Peter Benchley, has its characters having sex in motels half the time. Benchley

hel ped write the screenplay, but by then, Spielberg and others had convinced him that the story
was about a big, scary fish so lose the adultery. The English Patientis a more complicated example
of a beautifully written, lyrical piece of writing that fails on several levels as a hovel—contorted
plot, lumpy expositions, unbelievable coincidences, too many authorial games going on—but
which was turned into a fine (and logical!) equivalent movie. To Kill aMockingbirdis a brilliant
novel, but the film—even with events and subplots missing—is a brilliant work in its own right,
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brought to life by the performances of Gregory Peck, young Mary Badham, and a fine supporting
cast. And I'll stop here before | get carried away with my list.

Many of my novels and stories have been optioned for film, but as of this writing none have been
produced. I’ ve adapted two of my own short stories as teleplays that were produced for the old,
ultra-low-budgetMonsterssyndicated TV series, and however modest the results, the process was
enjoyable. As| writethis, I' ve recently received word that a recent novel of mine—Dawin’sBlade
—has been “ greenlighted” as an episodic TV serieson TV for the fall 2002 season. (I'll believe it
when | seeit.) | once was hired to adapt my thousand-page horror novel Carrion Comfortinto a
treatment for a two-hour feature film and thatwas an education. (Unlike most novelists, who try to
keep the bulk of their novel in a screenplay whether it works for the movie or not, | kept trying to
throw out the bulk of the plot, subplots, and characters to whittle the story down to feature-film
size, while the producers kept insisting on keeping the novel’ s huge scale and complexity. It didn’t
work. As a mini-series, yes. As a feature, never.)

More recently, I’ ve spent the last three year s—between novels and other projects—doing five
drafts of a screenplay adaptation of my 1992 novel Children of the Night. This wasn’t for
Hollywood, but for a German film production company new to the feature film business. Twice,
the project came close to beginning principal photography in both the United States and
Romania, but each time the project collapsed because of the inability of the European producers
to get their act together . . . to get their ducksinarow. . . to get their shit together. Thiswas a
more common movie experience for a novelist—a three-year roller coaster ride of high hopes and
thwarted compromises resulting in . . . nothing. In the end, the company owns a very fine
screenplay which will never be worth a cent to them because—finally disgusted by their
ineptitude— will never option or sell the novel rights to them.

But, again, the process of writing the screenplay was not painful. | loved deconstructing the
novel—not just truncating or altering it, but trulydecongructingit in the literal sense, finding the
core of it and shaping the new entity of the film around that core. In many places, the film script is
superior to the novel—tighter, more focused, more exciting. And as a real bonusin this three-year
effort, | became good friends with the young German film director, Robert Sgl, whose dream of
makingChildren of the Nightstarted the whole project. It wasn’'t Robert’ s fault that the production
finally toreits hull out on the coral reef of funding and production mismanagement and—knowing
Robert’ s determination and my own Irish stubbornness— suspect that Children of the Night: The
Moviemay yet get made some day.

All of which has nothing to do with the following story, “ The End of Gravity,” except to illustrate
why | was extremely skeptical about one year ago when European film producer Andrei Ujica
(bornin Romania, living in Berlin, often working in Russia) contacted me and asked meto write a
movie that was to be shot, in part, aboard the International Space Sation.

“ Aboard the space station, huh?” was my response on the phone. “ Uh-huh. Yeah. Right.”

But | soon learned that Andrei Ujica had already shot one documentary filmin space—Out of the
Present, filmed by his cosmonaut friends aboardMirin the early 1990s. Now Andrei wanted to do a
nondocumentary film, a feature, filmed in Russia and aboard the station, which would include
homages to2001: A Space Odysseyand Solariswhile dealing with deep psychological and
philosophical issues surrounding mankind’ s evolutionary leap into the cosmos.

“Uh-huh,” | said suspicioudly. “ Why me?”

Again, serendipity, for good or ill, had stepped in. A few years ago, the Fondation Cartier (a



foundation for modern art) in Paris had asked me to do some catalog copy for a display of
millennial art they were putting on, including an essay on a collection of toy robots and another
essay about SF thoughts about the future and the art that’ s inspired. | looked at the photographs
of the toy robot collection and the amazing art gathered for the show—it was a huge show with
wonderful art—and wrote the essays, but because of one thing and another, my wife and | were
unable to be their guests at the month-long show and their international receptions. I'll always
regret missing that. As for my “ catalog copy” —well, | half-imagined the catalog as a |oose-|eafed
or stapled-together thing, but it turns out that both essays (trandlated into French, of course, as
well asin the original English) were released in beautiful, expensive hardcover books that would
grace any coffee table.

The SF-sees-the-future essay was in a book that included an interview with filmmaker Andrei
Ujica. | couldn’t read the interview with Andrel because my French is essentially nonexistent, but
Andrei read my essays, thought that | might be the one to write his movie, went on to read several
of my novels. . . . voilal

For some months, Andrei and I communicated only via e-mail and occasional telephone calls. His
interests and ideas for the film—The End of Gravityis his suggested title despite the fact that | once
wrote a hovel calledPhases of Gravity—were philosophical and complex, ranging from thoughts on
human evolution to theories of Heidegger and Wittgenstein. To these suggestions, during these
satellite phone calls, | would make comments such as—* Yeah, yeah, Heidegger isgood . . . but
what we really need is some sex. A love interest. And maybe an explosion or two.”

Andrei was very patient with me. In the end, he paid me to go off and write whatever | damned
well pleased. So | did.

Andrei loves the treatment-story and my next step, scheduled for next month as | write this
introduction, isto turn it into the final screenplay. He wants Dustin Hoffman as “ Norman Roth.”

We'll see. As| tend to say to friends or interviewers who ask about Smmons's prose appearing on
the screen—"I'll believe it when I’ m eating popcorn in the theater and watching the final credit
cram.”

Adigression here.

A few years ago Karen and | were hanging out with Sephen and Tabby King at their rented house
in nearby Boulder when a funny little thing happened. King was doing his ABC mini-series remake
of TheShiningthat spring, shooting at the Stanley Hotel in Estes Park only a few miles from my
cabin, and he and Tabby had leased a home in Boulder for several months and they' d invited us
over to watch some video dailies—including a wonderful scene, edited out of the final cut, where
Seve, in white tie and tails as the dead and rotting ghostly bandleader, has his rotted face literally
fly apart, but not fast enough for the makeup man, whose fingers reach in on camera and begin
clawing at the makeup, sending great gouts of blood and tissue everywhere.

In the middle of this—while we all chomped on popcorn and laughed—Steve and | exchanged big
grins (his more maniacal than mine, | confess).

“Damn,” | said, “ don’t we have the greatest job in the world?”
“ And they let us get away with it,” said King.
Exactly.



We knew exactly what the other meant. We weren't talking about writing for filmor TV at that
moment, but just about being writers. About making a living as a writer. About being paid to
create this stuff and have other people read it, much less have carpenters build sets and actors
learn lines and makeup people do their gory best to realize the images that had hatched in our
imaginations, our dreams, our fears. We both knew that we had taken the thing we most |oved
from childhood—exploring our fears and interests by telling stories, by playing games, by getting
the other kids to play in the woods with our war games and story lines and characters as a guide
asthey ran and shot and fell and died and rose again—and now we got paid for doing exactly
what we loved to do as kids. It’ s the greatest job in the world.

| suspect that William Shakespeare—a serious and ambitious man, by all accounts, although a
hardy-party sort, if Ben Jonson is to be believed—had times when he just had to grin to himself
that they (Queen Elizabeth, James |, the patrons, the groundlings, the actors) allowed himto get
away with it.

Yale professor and critic Harold Bloom has been my literary mentor in recent years, my Virgil to
guide me through not just the glorious maze of Shakespeare and the Western Canon, but also
through the concentric circles of confusion that this Age of Resentment—in politics and academic
ideologies—has insisted on turning into either hell or an intellectual wasteland. Thistoo shall
pass—this age of semiotic deconstructive assaults on both the tale and the teller, this age of
immature feminist fury and new-historicist contempt and post-Marxist vandalism aimed at any
excellence that piques their political resentment.

Back through the lonely voice of Harold Bloom to sound Romantic criticism of Harold Goddard
and A. C. Bradley, then back further to that always-enjoyed voice of William HaZitt, and we
realize that even Shakespeare had his pets. Shakespeare—that master of what John Keats called

“ Negative Capability” —will never let us know his own thoughts on palitics, or religion, or

royalty, or madness, or love, or despair—but his characters encompass the most brazen and subtle
facets of all those human emotions (I agree with Bloom's Bardol otous premise that Shakespeare,
inavery real sense,inventedthe modern human concept of personality)—and some of his
characters must represent the creative singularity that was William Shakespeare more than
others.

Falstaff does not embody vitality; heis vitality. Hamlet does not reflect depths of personality; he
redefineshuman personality. lago does not play at being a villain; he out-Satans Satan in villainous
creativity. Rosalind does not just exercise her wit; she extends new frontiers of joyous wit. King
Lear does not encounter nihilism; he fallsinto a black hole of it and pulls usin with him.

| plan to spend however many decades or years that are |eft me rereading and rediscovering
Shakespeare (along with a very finite number of my other favorite authors), but | already know
the sad truth. As one scientist described quantum physics and another scientist described the
workings of ecology—" It is not more complicated than we think; it is more complicated than we
canthink.”

We don’t really know diddly-squat about the man who was William Shakespeare and we never
will if we search for himthrough his characters. Was he as self-conscious as Hamlet? As
ambitious as MacBeth? As wise as Rosalind? As anti-Semitic as his portrayal of Shylock would
have us believe? As contemptuous of the idea of redemptive love as so many of his plays would
have us believe? Or asin awe of the destructive power of unleashed love as so many of his plays
would have us believe? Or as bisexual as the Sonnets would have us think?

Why am | talking about Shakespeare? Or about Stephen King?



While I’m not trying to hobnob with either man, | share the same union card with them. While our
abilities are light-years apart, we three have the same concerns. And sooner or later—sooner for
us, later for those who read us after we're dead (so few of us are read after we're dead!)—those
who look for uswill have to look in the tidepools of energy we leave behind in our characters.

As | write these words in the early hours and months of the 21st Century, the great, grinding,
resentful machinery of academic criticismis being run by the dead hands of a few French midgets
with names like Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida. France—a nation that most probably has
given us no great writersor great literaturein all of the 20th Century—nonethel ess controls the
discussion of literature at the beginning of the 21st Century by the simple sophistry of denying the
centrality of writers or the reality of characters or of the transcendent power of language and
literature itself. As Tom Wolfe put it in a recent essay—"They[ Foucault and Derrida and their
lycanthropic legions since] began with the hyperdilation of apronouncement of Nietzsche' sto the
effect that there can be no absolute truth, merely many ‘truths,” which are the tools of various groups,
classes, or forces. From this, the deconstructionists proceeded to the doctrine that language is the most
insgdioustool of al. The philosopher’ s duty was to deconstruct the language, exposeits hidden agendas,
and help save the victims of the American ‘ establishment’ : women, the poor, nonwhites, homosexuals,
and hardwood trees.”

Shakespeare seems to have | eft behind no opinion on hardwood trees (although his favorite larks,
such asAsYou Like ltand A Midsummer Night's Dreamwere set in lovely forests, dark and deep).
What Shakespeare did |eave behind was a sense of his unique consciousness, as well as hisown
intellectual preoccupations and human appetites—preserved in the time capsule of his playslike a
multifaceted mirror that gives us (and gave him) our glimpses of human potential named Haml et
and lago and Falstaff and Cleopatra and Rosalind and Lear.

My own characters, dear to me only, may be—must be—wildly lesser in degree and kind, but they
are still made central to me by the very similarity of their varied distortions, and that cracked
mirror of my own invention shows me people—(all right, characters, not people, but never just
words or the spent social energies Foucault would have us substitute for humanity)—shows me
characters with the names of Richard Baedecker and Melanie Fuller and Joe Lucas and Jeremy
Bremen and Duane McBride and Cordie Cooke and Paul Duré and Raul Endymion and Aenea and
Dale Sewart and Robert C. Luczak.

And now Norman Roth.

Samuel Johnson once gave a simple recipe for clear thinking that servesjust as well for clear
seeing—" First, clear your mind of can’t.”

What Norman Roth seesin “ The End of Gravity” —what he tries to see, what he fails to see and
yet intuits as truth through his own failure to see—may not be a compelling vision in any sense of
that word “ compelling,” but it is an attempt, by a dying man at the end of one short human era,
at clear sight, at Rembrandt’ s fierce gaze across worlds and time, at whole sight.

Wholesight; or dl the rest is desolation.

THEEND OFGRAVITY
A Story for the Screen

THIRTY -EIGHTthousand feet above the northern polar ice, Norman Roth dreams about floating.
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Heisfour, perhapsfiveyears old, and hisfather isteaching him how to swim in the ocean near their
summer rentd cottage on Long Idand. Roth lies on his back in the salty water and forces himself to relax
inthefirm cradle of hisfather’sarms. The waves break against the shore and the boy forces his nervous
breathing to match the cadence of the surf. “Relax,” says hisfather. “ Just float. Let the ocean do the
work. I’'mgoing tolet go.”

Hisfather releases him, keeping his arms ready to support the child if he goes under. He does not go
under. The smdll boy floats, risng and dropping on the long waves, eyesfiercely closed, skinny arms
firmly extended, skinny legswide on the water. Eyes ill closed, the child smilesinterror and joy. The
noise of the surf isvery loud.

Roth opens hiseyes. The sound of the surf becomes the sound of the air moving through the ventilator in
the darkened firgt-class cabin of the747 and Norman Roth isno longer achild, but atired, middle-aged
man. He rubs his eyes, adjusts the ventilator above him, and closes hiseyes again.

A darkened hospital room. Roth, apparently the same age as on the plane, is Sitting next to hisfather’s
deathbed in the darkest hours of the night. The old man has been in acomafor days now. Exhausted,
adoneinthedark, Roth ligtensto hisfather’ slabored breathing—not so different from the sound of the
surf diding onto the long-forgotten Long Idand beach. Roth glances a hiswatch in thedim light.

Suddenly hisfather sits straight up in bed. The old man’ s eyes are open and staring at something beyond
thefoot of the bed. His gazeis not frightened, but interested—very, very interested.

Startled, Roth leans closer and puts his arm around the older man’ s cancer-sharpened shoulders. “Dad?’

Hisfather ignores him and continuesto stare. Sowly, hisfather’ sright arm comes up and he points at
something beyond the foot of the bed.

Roth looks. Thereis nothing there. The sound of the surf is very loud.

ROTHis met at Moscow’ s Sheremetyevo Airport by an attractive woman who identifies hersdf asDr.
Vadlisalvanova, hisliaison and interpreter during his stay. In the middle of shaking hands, she seeshis
expresson freeze. “Isthere something wrong, Mr. Roth?’

“No, no. .. nothing. It sjust that you remind me of someone.” Roth has never said that to awoman.
Vadlisagmilesdubioudy.

“Y ou remind me strongly of someone but | can’t think of who,” continues Roth with arueful smile. * Jet
lag, perhaps. Or just age.”

“Perhaps,” saysVasllisa. “At any rate, it isan honor to have such an esteemed author to visit and write
about our program. The winner of the American Pulitzer Prize and someone who came closeto winning
the Nobdl Prizein Literature. We are honored.”

“Close only countsin horseshoes and hand grenades,” Roth saystiredly.
“Pardon me?’

“A dupid Americanidiom,” says Rath. *Y our English isexcdlent. Are you from Energiaor the Russian
Space Agency’s public relations?’

ItisVadlisa sturn to smile without humor. “Actudly, | wasaflight surgeon a TSUP. AfterMir was
brought down the number of surgeons was reduced in the Russian Space Agency and | moved to



adminigtration rather than be forced to leave the program. | volunteered for this chance to show you
around.”

“Soup?’ saysRoth.

“TUP,” she says, explaining the acronym for the Russian Space Agency’ s mission control center.
They come out into the blowing snow where a Mercedes and driver wait for them.

“Y ou have been to Russia before, Mr. Roth?’

“Cdl me Norman. Yes, once. Inthe early eighties. For aliterary conference.”

“It has changed to your eye?’ asksVaslisaasthe car carriesthem out into traffic.

Roth looks at the traffic—so much more traffic than during hisfirst visit dmost twenty years ago,
Mercedeses and other foreign luxury cars cutting each other off in the high-speed lanes—and then looks
beyond the highway at the Stalinist gpartment buildings and frozen fields and abandoned congtruction
beyond. “ Changed? Yesand no,” he says.

“Wewill go to the Hotel National and get you—how do you say it?—settled into your suite,” says
Vaslisaasthey approach the city. “ Y ou aretired? Y ou would like to deep?’

“I amtired, but | will not be ableto deep. It smorning here. I'll wait for tonight to try to get on aregular
schedule”

“Then perhaps you would like to see TSUP?’
“By dl means,” says Roth. “Let’s see soup.”
ROTHin the brightly lighted office of hiseditor & The New York Times Magazine.

“Norman, we' re excited about you doing this piece for the magazine, but | feel bad about asking you to
spend your Christmas vacation in Moscow.”

Roth shrugs. “What do | know about Christmas vacations?’

“If it'sany consolation,” says feature editor Barney Koeppe, “you end the week with abig-deal New
Y ear’ s Eve party at one of the cosmonaut’ s dachas. Everybody you need to talk to is going to be there.
They say that Gorbachev ison the guest list.”

“Whoopee,” says Roth. “I’d like to know why you thought of mefor this piece, Barney. | don’t givethe
dightest shit about the space program and | know even less. Y ou' re sending a humanist and a Jew and
an anti-businessliberal and atechnologicd illiterate into this den of post-marxist hyper-capitdist possibly
anti-Semitic techno-weenies. Why?’

“Remember Mailer’ s book about the moon landing—Of a Fire on the Moon?’
“Vagudy. That wasthirty years ago.”

“Wdll, Mailer didn’t know athing about the space program either, but he was a brilliant writer and the
book was abrilliant piece of reportage.”

“Yeah,” says Roth, “but peoplecared about the moon landing. No one gives a damn about the
International Space Station or the Russian Space Agency.”



“That’ swhy this piece isimportant, Norman. It’ stime to see this space-exploration thing from adifferent
angle—or giveit up dtogether. NASA’sfunding is getting cut again and it’ s reviewing everything,
including Russia’ s part in this space station project. Plusthe Russians are sulkier than ever after they had
to dumpMir into the ocean last year. Everybody’ s pissed at everybody and now the Russian Space
Agency is planning to send another paying space tourist up and NASA adminigtrators have their panties
inabunch about it.”

“I can’t even remember the name of the first tourist the Russians sent up,” admits Roth.

“DenisTito,” saysthe editor. “He paid twenty million bucks. One of your jobsisto find out how much
thisnew guy ispaying.”

“He' sdso American?’

“Y eah. Some Wall Street wiinderkind with a background in mathematics. The word isthat he'safew
fries short of aHappy Mead—certifiably crazy. He wants to watch cloud tops the whole time he' sup
there”

Roth shrugs again. “ Sounds like agood plan to me. It’ s better than torturing fruit flies or whatever the hell
the astronauts do up there.”

The editor puts hisarm around Roth. “Areyou dl right, Norman?’
“Surel’madl right. What do you mean?’

“I mean—firgt that long siege with your dad dying last month. And your bypass operationin August. |
know from John that you haven't been deeping well for along time, even before the heart surgery. |
mean, this damned sory isn’t worth killing yoursdf for.”

“I’'m not volunteering to fly to the goddamned space station, Barney. I’'m just getting paid to go to Russia
to tak to theidiotswho do.”

THERuss an Space Agency headquartersis a hulking mausoleum of abuilding in anorthern suburb of
Moscow. The Mercedes carrying Roth and Vasilisa bounces over deep potholes and hasto skirt
stretches of real chasms where roadwork has been started and then abandoned on the dreary sidestreet
leading to the center.

Theinterior of TSUPisdrafty, dank, labrynthine, echoing, and dark. Vasilisaexplainsthat most of the
lights are kept off to save money. The few technicians and administrators they passin the wide hallways
wear heavy sweseters or overcoats. Asthey enter the Mission Control room itself, two cats rush by
Roth'slegs.

“You dlow catsin here?’
“How eseto control themice?” saysVasilisa

Roth isintroduced to flight directors, deputy flight directors, flight surgeons, ground controllers,
cosmonauts, former cosmonauts, Energia executives, TSUP adminidirators, several chain-smoking
engineers, and ajanitor. No one, not even the janitor, spares Roth more than afew seconds for a cursory
handshake before turning back to their conversations or cigarettes. No one seems to be working. On the
largest screen againgt the far wall, aground track shows the space station’s dow progress around the
Earth. It isover the South Pacific. Thereisalarge modd of the late, lamentedMir station atop one of the
consoles. Thereisno mode of the ISS.



“The American team is currently controlling the station from Houston' s Mission Control,” saysVadlisa.
“TsUPwasin charge of the first mission when there was only one module. Since the second and later
modules were added, most of the space station operation is handled from Houston.”

“What exactly do the Russian ground controllers do then?” asks Roth.

Vadlisamakes agraceful gesture with her hands. “Provide comm support. Plan for the next Soyuz launch
and Progress robot resupply mission. Communicate with the Russian cosmonaut onboard. Oversee some
of the science experiments.”

Roth looks at her and waits.
“WemissMir, ” Vadlisasaysat last.
ASdawn approaches, Norman Roth liesin his chilly Moscow hotel room and dreams aboutMir.

He seesit asif from a degp-diving submersible approaching a sunken wreck, theTitanic perhaps. The
water is black and the submersible s spatlights throw only thin beams through the cold currents,
illuminating seaweed, schools of ugly fish, shifting silt. The only sound isthe microphone-rasp of Roth's
breathing. Suddenly thereisMir looming out of the darkness. Transparent sea creatures float in front of
the wreck’ sairlocks, its docking ports, its darkened solar panels.

Roth moves his submersible closer to the hulk, floating in past the damaged Spekir science module,
drifting past theKvant module, pausing close to the core module where the cosmonauts and astronauts
had lived and dept and eaten. Thereisaround porthole there and the submersible sbeamsilluminate it
and stab into the darkness within.

A whiteface stares out. A young girl’ sface. The sound of Roth’s breathing haltsin shock. The girl opens
her eyes. Suddenly thereis a second face in the porthole, eyes staring but not at Roth—at something
beyond. It is Roth’ sfather.

Roth gasps awake in his hotel room, holding his chest.

THEflight south to Baikonur takes alittle more than two hoursin the Tupolev Tu-134 jet and there are
only three passengers besides Dr. Vadlisalvanova and Norman Roth. Heis surprised to learn that
Russid slaunch center isnot in Russia, but in the nation of Kazakhstan, perched on the edge of the dying
Ara Sea. Hisguide and interpreter explainsthat after the fal of the Soviet Union, Boris Y eltsin had been
lucky to negotiate alease for the isolated military base and adjacent city that had been the top-secret
launch center and Site of the USSR’ s space glories for more than three decades.

At firg Vadlisaisreticent to talk about hersdlf, but Roth draws her out. Her parents were academics: her
mother a mathematician, her father a philosopher. She had earned her medical degreeand thena
doctorate in orbital mechanics a avery young age and been sdlected for the space program by one of
the leading members of the Science Academy.

“Y ou wanted to be aflight surgeon,” says Roth.

“Ah, no, no,” saysVadlisa “Fromthetimel amachild, | want to be acosmonaut. But dthough | have
my degree in space medicine, enter training, learn to pilot high-performance aircraft, achieve mastery a
parachute schooal, it isnot possible for meto fly in space. It istrue that we Russians have sent only four
doctorsinto spacein forty yearsof flight, but fill I might have had chanceto fly toMir or Internationa
Space Station except for onefact. Thisisthat | cannot urinate—isthisthe right word, Mr. Roth?—I
cannot urinate on whee of bus.”



Roth looks at her, trying to divine the joke.

Vadlisamakesthe graceful shrugging gesture with her handsagain. “Thisistrue. It isametaphor, but
true. Y ou see, when cosmonauts fly in space, toMir, inSoyuz, on any mission, thereisabig send-off—is
thisthe right word? Y es? A big send-off outside the hangar where they get into their space suits. A
general makes speeches. Technicians and reporters cheer. Then the astronauts board the transfer bus for
the ride to the launch pad.”

“Yes” saysRoth, “I think it works pretty much the same at Cape Canavera, minusthe generd’s
Speeches.”

Vadslisanods. “Wéll, after the big ceremony, the reporters and VIPs jump into one bus and drive to
launch pad to have more celebration when cosmonauts arrive, but the cosmonauts' transfer bus, it ops
halfway and al cosmonauts step out and piss—thisis correct vulgar dang for urinate, yes? They all
fumblein space suits and then piss on right rear tire of bus.”

“Why?" asks Roth. The Tu-134 is banking over the Ard Seaand beginning its descent toward Baikonur.
“Some sort of superdtition?”

“Yes, precisaly,” saysVadlisa “Our annointed saint of space, Y uri Gagarin, did this back in 1961 before
world sfirgt orbita flight, and al cosmonauts must do same before launch.”

“But there have been fema e cosmonauts.”

Vaslisamakes that graceful gesture with her hands. “Y es. There have been three Russan women in
gpace—V aentina Tereshkovain 1963, Svetlana Savitskayawho flew twice to theSalyut sation in the
1980s, Elena K ondakovawho was flight engineer onMir in 1994 and who flew later on your shuttle.”

“Three women in more than forty years,” says Roth. “I wonder how many women we Americans have
launched . .

“Thirty-two,” Vaslisasays quickly. “Including Eileen Callins, who commanded the shuttle. No Russian
woman has ever been command pilot on mission. Tereshkova, the first, was sent up in space so that she
couldbe. . . bred, | think isright word . . . with male cosmonaut so Soviet space officials could seethe
effects of cosmic radiation on offspring. She could not even fly an airplane, much less a spacecraft. She
wasjust biologicd payload.”

“But the other two Russian women must have played amore activerole,” says Roth, amiling despite
himsdf.

Vaslisasmiles sadly. “Have you, perhaps, read Vdentin Lebedev’ s book, Diary of a Cosmonaut ?
L ebedev was commander of 1982 mission toSalyut space station where Svetlana Savitskaya was flight

enginesr.”
“Ah, no,” says Rath, till smiling. “ That book ison my nightstand, but | haven't got to it yet.”

Vadlisanods, missng Roth'smild attempt at irony. “ Commander Lebedev wrote—' After a
communication sesson we invited Hight Engineer Savitskayato the heavily laden table. We gave Svetaa
blueflora print gpron and told her, * ‘Look, Sveta, even though you are a pilot and cosmonauit, you are
gtill awoman first. Would you please do us the honor of being our hostesstonight? *

“Ouch,” says Roth.

“What doesthismean,” saysVaslisa “ ‘Ouch’?’



“It means something ispainful.”

She nods. “ Perhaps | am sounding too much like American feminist. What would American femae
astronaut do if American mae astronaut gave her aflord print gpron in space shuttle or space station?”’

“Punch himinthenose” saysRoth.

“In zero-gravity, this punch would be. . . an interesting problem in Newtonian action-reaction balitics”
saysVadlisa “But yes, thisis adifference between American and Russian women. We Russian women
do not like feminism so much here. But then we Russian women aso do not fly so much in space here.”

“What about this last woman cosmonaut you mentioned—Kondakova? Y ou say she went toMir. ”
“Yes” saysVadlisa “After shewasHight Director Vaery Rumin's secretary and then hiswife.”
“Ouch.”

“Thisouch, itisavery useful word,” notesVasilisa

Roth nods and rubs histired eyes. The Tu-134 pilot isannouncing in laconic Russian that tray tables and
seatbacks should bein afull, upright position. Or so Roth guesses. For al he knows, the pilot might be
announcing that both wings have just fallen off. To Vaslisahe says, “ Y ou're saying that there’ sa sexist
Old Boy Network here that made it impossible for you to become a cosmonaut.”

“Yes” saysVadlisa, pulling her hair back over her right ear in agesture that Roth is beginning to grow
familiar with. “1 am saying that about Old Boy Network. All cosmonauts are old boys. And | am aso
saying that | wish | could urinate ontire of buswhile wearing space suit.”

BAIKONURSpace City and launch center—V asilisa explains that the worker’ s city adjoining the missile
baseis4ill cadled Leninsk by most Russians despiteits officid renaming and that the actua Baikonur was
afarming village more than ahundred and fifty kilometers northeast, atypica Cold War ruse by
Khrushchev, Vasilisaexplains further, to tell the world that the USSR was building arocket base on the
outskirts of Baikonur and then go nowhere near Baikonur. Pre-spy-satellite strategy of misdirection from
1955.

Roth'sfirst impression isthat whatever their names are, both base and city are cold, desolate places,
unsheltered by trees or hillsfrom the wind that blows across a thousand kilometers of steppe. The city
itself seems strangely empty, its apartment buildings dark, its streetslargely devoid of traffic. When Roth
comments on the brownish-red powder thet is blowing across vacant lots with the spindrift, Vasilisa
explainsthat thisis dust blown from the frozen shores of the Aral Sea, dugt rife with the pesticide that has
killed theseaand itslife.

“The inhabitants and workers of Leninsk think that the dust iskilling them and their children,” she says.
“Isit?” asksRoth.
“I think, yes”

The launch center itsdlf strikes Roth as much more of amilitary base than had been hisimpression of the
Kennedy Space Center during his one vist there years before. Actualy, the Cape Canavera complex
had made Roth think more of Disney World—atourigt attraction complete with audio-animatronic
mannequins standing in for long-departed flight controllersin some of the rebuilt blockhouses—than of a
serious spaceport. Baikonur is no-nonsense and real enough, but it isaso depressing in afrozen,
ninth-circle-of-hdl sort of way.



Guards escort them from the well-guarded gate to a Russian mgjor’ s office. The mgor shakesRoth's
hand, speaks rapidly to Vaslisain Russan—Roth discovers that the officer speaks no English—and then
conducts them down to an unheated sedan and they take awhirlwind tour of the complex. An enlisted
man drives. The mgor sits up front and continues a running narrative which Roth—sitting in the back with
Vasliss—hears only fragments of in trandation. There are many satisticsand at first Roth attemptsto
make notesin hislittle notebook, but he can’t keep up—the major does not pause for questions—and
eventualy Roth puts away the notebook and watches the progession of hangars, adminigtrative buildings,
grim barracks, and aging launch pads with cracking concrete and rusted metal gantries. Roth is surprised
to see piles of junk—space junk—rpiled here and there in empty lots between the buildings and dongside
the streets: old fudl tanks, payload shrouds, and large rocket sectionsthat Vasilisa explains were stages
of the oldN-1 moon rockets. Even therail linesthat run to the cracked-concrete launch aprons are
coated with athick layer of rudt.

They pull up to abuilding which Vadlisatdlshimisthe Hotel Cosmonaut where theMir andSalyut crews
used to stay immediately before aflight. The car parks, the enlisted man holds the door, and they walk
into the building behind the mgor in his forest-green military greatcoat. Cold wind whistlesthrough the
cracks around the windows in the empty lounge on thefirst floor. The mgjor shows them amedica

center that reminds Roth of thelittle infirmary he’ d spent aweek recovering from diphtheriain at Harvard
too many decades ago. Finaly they reach a second-floor lounge that seemsto be their destination. The
walls are covered with photographs of serious men with five-o’ clock shadow—cosmonautsal, Vaslisa
explains—but it is not the photographs that the mgjor has brought them hereto see.

Both sides of the door, from floor to ceiling, are covered with signaturesin felt-tip pen. Roth Stares at the
Cyrillic scrawls and triesto look interested. The mgor speaks in reverent tones. Vasilisatrandates some
of the cosmonaut names. Roth has never heard of any of them, but he dutifully liftshislittle digital camera,
snaps afew pictures, and nods. The mgjor aso nods, they return to the car, drive to the administration
building, and the tour isover.

The enlisted man isdriving them to the gate when Vadlisasays, “Would you like to see anything else? As
aTsUP administrator | am allowed to show you afew things on the base. What do you need to see, Mr.
Roth? Norman?’

“A philosopher, | think,” says Roth.
Vadlisalooksat him quizzicdly. “ A philosopher?’

“I'm trying to understand the reasons behind dl this,” says Roth, sweeping his hand toward the complex
of pads, hangars, engineering centers, railroads, runways, snowy fields, and dormitories. “Not the
space-race reasons. Not the national reasons. Not even the cosmonauts reasons—but thehuman
reasons. | think 1’1l need a philosopher even to come close to understanding.”

“A philosopher,” repests Vasdlisa Then she amiles.

THEold manisin his seventies, Roth thinks, and he livesin asingle supply room in the basement of a
bunker under the shattered concrete of an abandoned launch pad.

Theroom iswindowless and heated by ajury-rigged kerosene heater that dso serves asthe old man's
stove. There are hundreds of bookslining thewalls. A section of fud tank has been hammered into a
table; the chairs are modified cosmonaut couches from oldSoyuz capsules; aradio cobbled together from
gpare ectronic parts sits on ameta workbench and plays classical music.

The old man’ sface and arms have been badly burned, one ear is shapeless and he has no hair except for
the gray stubble on his scarred cheeks, but the scar tissueis old and integrated into the wrinkles and lines



of age. Heis missing more teeth than he has kept, but he smiles repeatedly during introductions and while
pouring vodkafor his guests.

The old man’snameis Viktor but Vasliss—whom herefersto ashis“Firebird princess’ while patting

her cheeks—explainsthat for decades he has been known asNichevo. Roth is surprised by the nickname
because he remembers thisword from hisvisit to the Soviet Union dmost twenty years earlier; meaning,
literdly, “nothing,” nichevo summed up anationd attitude then that suggested “never mind” and “there's
nothing to be done” and “leave me done.” The day that Roth had shown up at the airport years ago to fly
home he' d found that there were no flights leaving that afternoon. The ticket agency and airline and the
Writers' Union had issued him aticket for the wrong day. “ Nichevo” had been the only comment from
theairline people.

Now thiselderly Nichevo poursvodkafor al three of them. Roth has been ordered by his heart surgeon
to avoid dl dcohal, but he knowsthat seemingly every socid interaction in Russiais|ubricated by vodka,
30 he drinks two glasses before the conversation can start.

The old man'svoiceisthick, fluid, gentle, and Vasilisa s soft, S multaneous trand ation becomes part of
the warm glow from the kerosene heater and the vodka:

“Y ou wonder perhaps about these scars,” says Nichevo, holding up hiswelted hands to touch hisface
and neck and melted ear. “| received these afew hundred meters from here in October of 1960. | was
thirty-two years old and working for the glory of therodina under the leadership of Premiere Khrushchev
and under the command of Marsha Mitrofan Nedelin and through the brilliance of Chief Designer
Korolev.

“Today | amajanitor . . . no, lessthan ajanitor, a scavenger and scrapmonger for Energia. . . but then |
was a sergeant in the Rocket Forces and atechnician. Itwas aglorioustime. . . no, do not smile, my
darling Vadlisa. . . it wasaglorious time. Does your American writer friend know our phraseNasha
lusche ?‘Oursisthe best.” Well, ourswasthe best then, it istrue. We were thefirst to launch an Earth
satdlitein 1957. Thefirst to send a probe around the moon and to photograph the mysterious back side,
yes? Thefirst to orbit adog. Thefirst to orbit aman. Thefirst to orbit awoman. Thefirst to land on
Mars. Thefirst toland on Venus. Thefirst to walk in space. Thefirst to put up a space station—the old
Salyut stations, beforeMir, my darling—and the first to keep a manned presence in space for months, for
years!

“But the scars. Yes, | promised to tell of the scars.

“It was October, 1960, and the Chief Designer had produced a huge rocket—a monster of a
rocket—that was designed to go to Mars, to take a payload to Mars, to send a piece of the USSR to
Mars, even before aman had ever flown in Earth orbit. Liquid fuel. Many stages. Huge motors. The
VIPsarrived from the Politburo and from the Red Army. The countdown was exciting, asal countdowns
are. .. seven, six, five, four, three, two, one. . . and then . . . nothing.

“The rocket did not ignite. The Chief Designer conferred with the engineers. The engineers conferred
with the technicians. The technicians conferred with God. It was decided by the generas that the rocket
was safe but that it must be defueled and broken down and the problem fixed and prepared later for
launch.

“The conscripts and the technicians refused to return to the pad. | did not refuse, but my peers refused.
They thought the rocket would blow up during the tricky defueling. | thought they were cowards. So did
the Chief Designer and the generdls. To show that it was safe, Marsha Neddlin ordered that folding
chairs be set up on the launch pad itsdlf, in the shadow of the Marsrocket. The Marsha himsdlf, along



with hisfellow generals and rocket engineers and administrators—all but the Chief Designer who wastoo
busy—went and sat in the folding chairs by the fins of the tall rocket. It was my job to ferry the van back
and forth from the blockhouse, bringing these dozens of important people to the pad so that the
technicians and workers would see that there was no danger and return to their job. Which they did. The
ground crew returned to their pumps and to their stations and to their work, defueling the gigantic rocket,
pumping the nitrous oxide and hypergolic fuesinto holding tanks.

“It exploded, of course. If you Americans had had the spy satellites above us then that you have today,
you would have thought an atomic bomb had gone off. Marsha Neddlin and the generals and 160 others
died instantly, vaporized, reduced to something less than ashes, lifted into the aimosphere likefire, like
plasma, like smoke, like avapor of souls.

“| waslessthan half akilometer away, driving avan, driving toward the rocket, carrying the last gaggle of
VIPsto ther folding chairs, to their death chairs at the pad. The explosion drove the glass of the
windshield into my face and then melted the glass and blew the bus off the access road into a holding
pond and then vaporized much of the water of the pond into steam and melted the tires and killed most of
the people on my bus”

Nichevo smiles, showing hisfew remaining teeth, and pours more vodkafor them al. They drink. He
continues.

“But sx monthslater, my darling Vaslisa, in April of 1961, we launched Comrade Gagarin into space
from apad till burned by that blast and we have never |ooked back—we have had human beingsin
space, or waiting to go into space, ever sincethat April day.

“Now, darling Vasilisa, your American friend looks likeun maladietz —*a good boy.” “
Roth smiles at being cdled aboy.

“Tell him that we may now talkdusha-dushe, ” adds Nichevo.

Because Vasllisa has not interpreted the phrase, Roth asks her to clarify it.

Shetucks her hair behind her ear in that gesture Roth has grown to love. “ Dusha-dushe,” she says,
“means heart to heart. We a so sometimes say po-dusham —soul to soul.”

Nichevo nods and smiles and pours them each another glass of vodka.

* % %

Rothiscamly drunk on the flight back to Moscow. He looks at Vasilisailluminated by moonlight through
the aircraft window and he thinks about what the old man had said.

His question to Nichevo had been: “Why do humans go up there? What’ swaiting for usin space? Other
than greed, glory, adventure and nationalism, why go?’

Vaslisahad interpreted dowly, carefully, obvioudy taking care in trandferring the meaning of Roth's
question.

Nichevo had nodded and poured more vodka.

“All the reasons we go are not the reason we must go,” said the old man. “ Things are ending here. We
must go.”



“What isending here?” asked Roth, worried that the old man would give him some nonsense about the
Earth’ senvironment being used up, of humans having to find anew planet. Bullshit like that.

Nichevo had shrugged with hishandsin amotion not dissmilar fromVaslisas.

“We came from the seato the land but have been stranded on land for too long. We dream of the sea.
We have memories of our new seg, of floating, of true freedom, of who we were before we were exiled
to dust. We are ready to return to the sea.”

“To the sea?’ repeated Roth, wondering if the old man was more drunk than he looked. Or senile.

Nichevo raised a hand palm up toward the roof of his bunker. “The greater sea. The true ocean of the
cosmos. The childhood of man isended here. . . the small nations, the smal wars, the smal hatreds, the
smdl dictators, the small freedoms. . . dl ended.”

Nichevo smiled. “Therewill be nations and wars and hatreds and dictators and freedomsthere. . . up
there. . . but larger. Much larger. Everything will be greater when our species entersthis new sea, never
toreturn.”

“What do you mean ‘we have memories 7" asked Roth. “How can we have memories of aplace most of
us have never been? Will never be?’

“The cosmos, the universe of no gravity beyond our dim, heavy shod of stone, isthetruerodina, ” sad
Nichevo, not smiling now. “Thereal Motherland. The USSR isa sad memory, but ourrodina liveswithin
us. Just asthe memory of therodina of the cosmos perssts—we dream of floating in the womb, of our
mother’ s heartbeat surrounding us, of the freedom before birth and perhaps after death. Our species
waitsto swiminthisnew sea.”

Nichevo gestured upward again.

“Itisall there, thisnew seg, the ocean cosmos. A few have crossed the beach of flame and terror and
svuminit. . . afew have drowned on the way to it or upon the return fromit . . . but most have returned
safely. Safe but mute. We have sent no poets. No artists. No philosophers.” He smiled again. “No.. . .
scrapmongers.” The smile faded. “But we must feed our sess”

“Feed our seas?’ asked Vasilisa, trandating her question for Roth.

“Feed our seas,” repeated the old man. “When the first man and woman of our raceis buried in this new
sea of the cosmos, then we can say that we have come home, hometo our newrodina. ”

They had thanked him, Vasilisa had hugged him, and they moved to the corridor of the bunker, late for
therr flight home. Roth himsdlf thanked the old man repeetedly, using thelittle Russian he knew.

“Itisnothing,” said the old man, waving good-bye with his burned and scarred fingers.” Nichevo.”
“I know who you remind me of now,” Roth tells Vasilisathe next morning at breskfadt.

That night his chest had pained him from the travel and vodka and tension and he had awakened from a
dream, gasping and reaching for his nitroglycerine tablets, wondering if thiswas the hour when his heart
would stop forever. It had not. But in the shock of his awakening, he had remembered his dream, his
dream-memory, and in the morning hetedllsit to Vaslisa

* % %



When Norman Roth iseleven yearsold, hisfamily rents—as they had rented every summer since his
birth—asmall cottage on the quiet side of Long Idand. It isamiddle-class Jewish summer community
and the boy has aways played aone therein the surf, but this year the neighboring cottage had been
rented by anew family—the Klugmans—and they have atwelve-year-old girl.

Normally young Norman would ignore agirl, but none of the other guys are around here on theidand
and heislonely, so he spends his days with her—with Sarah—at first grudgingly and then with the
anticipation of redl friendship.

Boy and girl, just on the cusp of puberty for her, afew yearsaway for him, playing together in faded
swimsuits and shorts, swimming together, bicycling together, hunting shellstogether, sailing together on
thegmdl Sunbird boat Norman' sfather lets them use, going to movies at the small village thester
together, drawing in empty boathouses together on rainy days, lying in the dunes and watching the stars
together on the nights the sky is clear. The swimming raft twenty meters out from the beach istheir
mesting place and their clubhouse and their summer home together.

By the middle of August, with the school year looming like adark cloud just rising above the horizon,
Norman and Sarah are inseparable.

On the beach that last night before both families head back to their respective cities, their disparate
neighborhoods, their different and separate schools, Sarah takes Norman' s hands in hers and they kneel
together on the cool sand. The moon isfull above the lighthouse. The surf makes soft |gpping noises. The
cowbdlls on smal boats and the deeper bells on channel buoys ring and clank to the shifting of the waves.

Shekisses him. Heis so surprised that he can only stare. She takes hisface in her wave-cool hands and
kisseshim again.

Serious, not laughing, she stands and wiggles out of her sun-faded swimsuit. She turns—the twin stripes
of white skin across her shoulder blades and backside glowing paldy in the moonlight—and wadesinto
the water and swims out toward the raft.

The boy hesitates only a second before standing and pulling off his swimsuit. The moon paintsthe
uninterrupted smoothness of his skin. He swvimsto theraft.

Aboard the gently bobbing raft, they lie on their backs, feet in opposite directions, the crowns of their
wet heads touching. Asif floating above, the man, in memory, can see the nude boy and girl—he more
child than she—her breast buds pae swdlingsin the moonlight, the glaring absence of her groin dusted
with dark stipple.

Thetwo do not talk for some time. Then the girl raises both arms, bends back her hands blindly, likea
ballerinagesturing. The boy raises hisarms over his own head, his eyes on the moon, and hisfingersfind
hers and interlock.

“Next summer,” she says, her voice bardly audible above the surf.
“Next summer,” he promises.
“MR. Roth,” saysVaslisaat breskfast. “ Y ou are aromantic.”

“If you have read my novels, or heard about my three ex-wives,” says Roth, “you would know that | am

“I haveread your novels” saysVaslisa Shesmilesdightly. “And | have heard stories of your three
ex-wives.” After amoment she says, “If this childhood story were Russian, it would not have a happy



ending.”
“It doesnot,” promises Roth.

Hetells her about the boy’ s winter—the children have not exchanged addresses, have not promised to
write, have decided to keep their friendship for the summer and the beach and the wate—and hetdlls
her about the months of waiting, the literally painful expectation that built to near insanity in the weeks and
then days before the families were both scheduled to return to their summer cottages on theidand.

The boy racesto the Klugman cottage the minute he is released from the family station wagon. He
pounds on the screen door. A strange woman comes to the door—not Sarah’s mother.

“Ah, the Klugmans,” saysthe woman. “They gave ustheir summer leasefor thisplace. They had a
tragedy thiswinter and will not be coming back to the cottage. Their daughter died of pneumonia.”

“Very Russan,” saysVadlisa “But why do | remind you of thisgirl? Do | ook like her?’
“Not at al,” saysRoth.

“Do | spesk like her?’

“No.”

“Isit that you imagine that Sarah would have become adoctor if she had lived? Or would have wanted
to be acosmonaut?’

“No. | don't know.” Roth raises hishandsin what heredizesisaclumsy imitation of Vasilisa's graceful
shrug gesture.

When he sets his hand back on the breskfast table, VVasilisa reaches across and sets her hand on top of
his

“Then | undergtand,” she says.

ONthe day beforethe big New Y ear’ s Eve party, two days before Roth’' s scheduled departure, they are
driven an hour northeast of Moscow to the TsPK—the Gagarin Cosmonaut Training Center, home of the
cosmonaut corps—which everyone at TSUP and NASA calls Star City.

“Norman,” says Vadilisaasthey leave the main highway and drive through athick forest of pine and birch
on an empty two-laneroad, “1 have read your books. They are very dark. One of our reviewers called
your last book ‘a Kabballaabout death.” Perhapsthat darkness is why your fiction has aways been
popular in Russa”

Roth laughs softly. “Maybe they like the books because they’ re the life-statement of an athelst, Dr.
Ivanova. I'm aJew, but I’'m an atheist. The novds are ascream at the heart of an insensate universe,
nothing more.”

Vasllisa shakes her head. “ The Soviet regime might have alowed them to be published because of the
atheist sentiment, but they are more popular now than ever and Russia stinks of incense these days.”

Roth laughsagain. “Y ou' re not accusing me of being aclosat sentimentdit, areyou, Vasilisa? Or of
harboring a hidden spiritudity?’

“Sentimentdigt, no. Spiritudity, | think, yes.”



Roth only shakes his head and looks past the driver asthey approach the main gate of Star City.

PASTthe guards and through thetall, silver gate, the forest continues and then opens onto acity square
watched over by alarge statue of Gagarin. Beyond the square, there risesa cluster of curioudy
American-looking townhouses—V asilisa says that the American-looking townhouses are, indeed,
American, built to house the astronauts who trained here forMir —and then they pass a humpbacked
building holding the world' s largest centrifuge, glimpse the Avenue of Heroes (astrangely modest
greenway, white with snow today, with no statues) and pull up to the Cosmonaut Museum.

Vadlisapoints out parked cars with government plates with numbersfrom 1 to 125, indicating both the
officia numbers of their cosmonaut owners and the order in which that cosmonaut flew into space.

The driver holds the door while Roth and Vasilisamove quickly through the snow and into the dim
museum, where they check their coats, glance up a alarge mura of Y uri Gagarin, and climb aflight of
gairsto the main Gagarin exhibit where abust of the dead cosmonaut seemsto stand guard over
well-dusted cases of memorabilia Vaslisatrandates the various placards and captions, explaining that
the lagt series of items had been taken from the wreckage of hisaircraft on the day he had died, during a
routine training mission, in March of 1968, seven years after his 108-minute orbitd flight. Roth can seea
burned photograph of Chief Designer Korolev, Gagarin’s burned wallet that had carried the photo, the
cosmonaut’ ssinged driver’ slicense, even avia of dirt and ashes from the wreckage.

“Don’'t you think thisisdl abit ghoulish?’ asks Roth.
“I do not know thisword, Norman—what is‘ ghoulish’ ?’
“Never mind.”

They move down the hdl to a case holding the jumpsuits and photographs of the first three cosmonauts
to live aboard the first Soviet space station— Salyut—in 1971.

“Salyutmeans‘salute,” doesn't it?” asks Roth.
“Precisdy.”

“Who or what was theSalyut ation sluting?’
“Yuri Gagarin, of course.”

Vaslisareads the inscription next to the men’ s photographs. Cosmonauts Georgi Dobrovolskiy's,
Vladidav Volkov's, and Viktor Patsayev’ smission toSalyut had been wildly successful, their
zero-gravity exploits and good humor broadcast to the Russian people every night viateevison. Their
reentry into the atmosphere seemed uneventful, their landing on the Russian steppe according to plan
except for an unexplained failure in radio communication. But when the recovery crews opened their
capsule, dl three cosmonauts were dead. A vave had broken during reentry, their air had rushed into
gpace, and al three men had asphyxiated in their couches.

“We havefed our sess,” saysVasllisa

Roth shakes hishead. “I think Nichevo meant that we must leave our dead there, in space, before the
new seaistruly fed.”

“ FthSH

Beyond this exhibit iswhat appearsto be an ordinary office but is actualy aprecise replicaof Y uri



Gagarin'soffice, just as heleft it on the morning of hisfateful flight on March 27, 1968. The hands of the
clock are stopped at 10:31, the moment of impact. His day calendar lies open on his desk. Lettersand
memoslieunfinished.

Vadlisapointsto the desk. “ Each cosmonaut or crew of cosmonauts signs his namein that large brown
book on the day of their flight into space,” she says softly, whispering in this hallowed space. “ Even our
cosmonauts who fly to the International Space Station.”

Roth glances a her. Vasilisa s eyes are brimming as she looks at the book. She catches him looking at
her. “Youthink that | am sentimentd, yes?’

“No,” saysRoth. “ Spiritud.”

ROTHdreamsthat he is aboard the Internationa Space Station, floating in dim light. Another astronaut, a
man, isdesping, rigged in some sort of thin deeping bag contraption that holds him seemingly upright,
arms protruding and floating in front of him, wrists bent, fingers moving like seaweed in acurrent.

Roth is surprised how loud the ventilator fan is, how stark and functional and sharp-edged the interior of
thismodule of the gtationis. The air smells vaguely of ozone and sweet and machine ail. Hefindsthat he
can move slently by kicking off some solid object and he floats head-first without even raising hisarms,

moving through ahatch into an adjoining module. There is a porthole here and Roth floats over to it and

looks out. The Earth hangs above him, beyond the dark exclamation mark of a solar pandl.

The station is approaching the sunrise terminator. The limb of the planet sharpensin acrescent of brilliant
sunlight. For asecond, Roth can see the thin line of amosphereitsef illuminated like a backlighted,
inverted miniscus, then the sun clears the curve of the world and ignites thousands of cloud tops above a
dark sea.

Suddenly Roth redizesthat heis having trouble breathing. Theair istoo thin. Whirling in microgravity, he
redizestha he can hear a constant and ominous hissing, rising in pitch but descending in volume asthe air
thinsfurther. Theair isrushing out of the station module.

Gasping, Roth spinsin space but he has pushed away from the bulkhead, istoo far from anything solid,
and he can only pinwhed hisarms and legs without effect, tumbling in the thinning air and unableto swim
hisway to safety.

* * %

Roth awakes at the touch of acool hand on his bare chest. He blinks away the after-images of the dream
and looks around the hotel room. It is dark except for divers of moonlight coming between the heavy
curtains. Vasilisa, dressed only in Roth’sextrapair of blue pgjamas, sits on the edge of the bed, a
stethoscope around her neck, her hand on Roth's chest.

“What?’ Hetriesto St up but she pushes him back with her surprisingly strong fingers.

The stethoscopeis cold againgt his chest. Vadlisa setsthe ingrument on the nightstand but touches his
chest again, running two fingers along the large cross-shaped scar on his bare chest, then reaching down
to fed thelong scar on hisleft leg where they had taken avein during hislast surgery.

“Do you remember dinner?’ she saysvery softly. The clock says 3:28.

“No,” whigpers Roth, but then he does. They had been having alate dinner in the National dining room
when the chest pains started. He had fumbled for his nitroglycerine tablet, held it under histongue, but the
usud ingant relief had not come. Roth dimly remembers her helping him out of the cavernous dining



room, holding him upright in the elevator, opening the door to hisroom for him, and then . . . confused
images. . . the cool prick of aneedle, adim recollection of her dipping between the sheets next to him.
“Ah, Chrigt,” saysRoth. “Thisisn't theway | would have chosen for usto go to bed together.”

Vaslisasmiles and buttons his pgamashirt. “Nor I, Norman. | had considered transporting you to
hospital, but | am sure thiswas just a severe episode of angina, not another heart attack. Y our heart
sounds good, your blood pressure stabilized, your pulse has been strong.” Shelifts the sheets and blanket
and dipsinnext to him again. 1 think you woke becauise you were having anightmare.”

Heturnstolook at her in the moonlight. “ Just adream.” Then he remembersthe terrible hiss of the
oxygen rushing out of the space station. “ A nightmare,” he acknowledges. He looks at the glowing clock
faceagain.

“ItisNew Year' sEve” whispersVaslisa “You know, | think, how important the holiday isin
Russia—a combination of your Christmas and New Y ear’ sand other holidays aswell.”

113 Ya”
“Y ou remember | said that my parents were academics—a philosopher and a research mathematician?’
[1] Ya”

“But like most Russians, they were superdtitious. My mother taught me the old custom of putting three
dips of paper under my pillow on New Y ear’ s Eve. One would read—Good Y ear. One would
read—Bad Y ear. Thelast would read—Medium Y ear. After midnight, | would reach under the pillow
and draw one.”

Roth smiles at this. He reaches across her to pick up the small notebook on the nightstand and hissilver
pen. Thelast filled page of the notebook is covered with notes about Gagarin's office. He takes an empty
page, tearsit into three strips, and writes on the first scrap—Y ear with Vasilisa; on the second

strip—Y ear without Vasilisa; the third he leaves blank.

“Y ou tempt fate, Norman.”

Roth folds the three scraps and puts them under the pillow they now share. “Y ou are supertitious, Dr.
Ivanova” Hekisses her very dowly.

When the kissisfinished, she pulls her head back just far enough to be able to focus on hisface. “No,”
shewhispers. “ Spiritual . And sentimentd.”

THENew Year’ s Eve party isat cosmonaut Viktor Afanasiev’ s dachaoutside of Moscow. Vasilisa
explainsthat Afanasev wasthe last commander of aregularMir crew and that he had been the man who
literdlly switched off the station’ slights on August 28, 1999.

“Viktor isafriend of mine,” she says. “Hetels methat he has had strange dreams sinceMir deorbited.”
“What kind of dreams?’ asks Roth.

Vadlisaopens her hands. “Dreams of encountering theMir station underwater, asif it wastheTitanic or
some other sunken ship from the past. Sometimes, Viktor says, he dreamsthat he sees the faces of dead
people he has known looking out fromMir. ”

Roth, who has never told her of his own dream, can only turn and stare at her asthey drive down the
narrow road through the trees and the snow.



Roth and Vasilisaarrive early, fiveP.M. , but it is already dark and dozens of people are already there.
Even though tables inside the spacious, beautifully decorated dacha are groaning with food—kielbasa,
cheeses, vegetables and dip, diversof fish, hegps of caviar, variouszakuski —hors d' oeuvresthat leave
no need for entrees—soups, salads, and strips of beef, al surrounded by countless bottles of vodka and
champagne—Roth and Vasilisafind the cosmonaut host and friends outside by the barbecue, ignoring the
temperature that Roth estimates to be at |east ten degrees below zero Fahrenheit, grillingshashlyk
—mutton shish kebabs—telling jokes, laughing in the cold air and drinking vodka.

In the next few hours, Roth will be introduced to more than a hundred people and he makesthetypica
American mistake of trying to remember first names rather than the first name plus patronymic that would
have made some sense out of the avalanche of names and faces. Still, Roth sorts some of the people
out—thereisthe cosmonaut Sergel and hiswife Y elena; Tamara, the attractive Moscow psychic who
had predicted the near-catastrophic problems on Vasily Tsbliyev’ sMir mission (being specific to
foretelling the day of the collision betweenMir and its supply rocket, according to Vasilisd); Viktor, the
chain-smoking deputy flight director with white hair; flight engineer Pavel (“Pasha,”) cosmonaut
Aleksandr (* Sasha’) and hiswife Ludmillaand daughters Natashaand Y evgeng; flight director Viadimir;
TSUP psychologist Rotidav whom Vasilisaand others call “ Steve’; the cosmonaut team of Yuri and Y uri;
cosmonaut Vasly (“Vasya’) and hiswife Larissa; and so on and so forth.

In addition to the cosmonauts and their families and the TSUP flight controllers and directors, there are
famous faces at the party—important Russian politicians, an American congressman whom Roth knows
to be acomplete asshole, severa NASA people, two astronauts and aformer astronaut (none with their
wives but one with aRussan girlfriend), some Russan poets and writers (al of whom are blind drunk by
the time Roth isintroduced to them), a second psychic—not nearly as dttractive as Tamara, the first
psychic Roth had met—an American film director |obbying for aflight to the ISS, a Russian film producer
who glowersalot, aGerman film director who seemsto know everyone at the party, a Russian actress
who is staggeringly beautiful and amazingly stupid, and a dog with the most sympathetic eyes Roth has
ever s:;enon aliving cresture.

A largeplasma TV screen has been set up in theliving room and images comein through the evening of
preparationsin Red Square for the New Y ear’ s celebration aswell as CNN updates on revelry in
China s Tiananmen Square and elsewhere.

Occasondly touching his aching ches—when Vaslisais e sewhere or not looking—Roth wanders
through the house and evening, carrying the same unconsummated glass of vodka, shaking hands,
chatting with those people who speak English, listening to Vasilisa s whispered trandation of songsand
conversations.

The night grows darker and the party louder asthe clocks crawl toward midnight.

THREEcosmonauts are on the glassed-in porch, arguing earnestly in Russian about the experience of
launch and entering low-earth-orbit. Roth remembers Vasilisal swhispered capsule history of each of the
men:

Anatoli Argtebarski had flown in space only once, asuccessful flight, before pursuing amore lucrative
profession; Sergel Krikaev was perhaps the most successful cosmonaut now working, having flown on
Mir, the International Space Station, and on the shuttle; Viktor Afanasiev, their host this evening and the
lastMir commander, is the man with the occasional bad dreams, the man whom Roth thinks of asthe
captain of the spaceTitanic. Roth holds his glass of vodka and listens to the degp ma e voices punctuated
by Vasilisa s soft whisper as she rushesto interpret.

Anatoli: “Itislikebirth. Thereisthelong wait, the claustrophobia, the darkness, the distantly heard



noises—the gurgle of glycol pumps, the hum and tick of power units, the whisper of half-heard voices
from the world without—and then the trauma, the pain of g-forces, the terrible vibration and sudden
noise, followed by the entry into light and the cosmos.”

Sergei: “Nonsense. Itislike sex. Thereisthe long anticipation—sometimes so much more exciting than
thered event. The foreplay—the endless, frustrating smulations. Then the preparation on the pad. The
lying down on the form-fitting couches. The tease of the countdown. The pulse accel erating, the senses
finely tuned. Then the explosion of release. An gaculation of energy . . . thrust, thrust my friends. Itisal
about thrust. After the rel ease and the straining and the criesaoud—oh, God . . . Go! Go! . . . thereis
the silence and the cool embrace of space. And then, as soon asit isfinished, onewantsit to start all
over agan.”

Viktor : “What tota bullshit. Launchislike dying. Ignition isthe casting free from the body, the separation
of spirit from matter. We claw toward the fringes of atmosphere like adrowning man fighting hisway to
the surface of the seg, like asoul flying free from its burden of flesh. But once to this surface, we find only
vacuum. Everything and everyone we know and have known or ever could know isleft behind. All of life
is abandoned for the cold, silent serility of the cosmos beyond. When the engines shut down, the ordedl
and pain over, the barrier between life and death has been breached, the spirit is become one with the
cosmos, but lonely . . . oh, so londy.”

The three cosmonauts are silent for aminute and then start laughing together. Viktor pours more vodka
for everyone.

ROTH, standing donein the suddenly vacated enclosed porch, sees an old man crossing the dacha's
snowy lawn in the moonlight. Seen through the rim of frost on the glass panes, the old manismore
gpparition than redity—white clothes, white hair, white stubble, and white face glowing—armsraised like
someiconic Chrigt. The figure shuffles through the snow, palms and face raised toward the night sky.

Roth sets hisdrink down on atable, ready to go out and fetch the old man—or at least seeif thevisonis
resl—when Viktor Afanasiev, Sergel Krikaev, and Vasilisacome out to the porch.

“Ah, itisOld Dmitry Dmitriovitch, Viktor' s neighbor,” says Sergel, whose English isexcellent. The
cosmonaut hastrained in Houston, flown on the shuttle, and spent months on the ISS. “Helivesin the
caretaker’ s house at the neighboring dacha and wanders over hereregularly. It isnot aprobleminthe
summer, but Viktor worries that the old man will freeze to death on such nights asthis.”

“What ishe saying to the sky?” asksVaslisa. “Is he senile?’

“Perhaps,” says Viktor, pulling on agoosedown jacket and fur hat that he keeps on a peg near the back
door. “He criesto the sky because his son isacosmonaut who has not returned from space.”

Roth looks surprised. “ Someone who is up there now? Or someone who died?”’

Viktor grins. “Old Dmitry’ s son isabusinessman in Omsk. The old man dreams and walksin hisdreams.
Please excuse me.” He goes outside and through the haloed glass, Roth, Sergel, and Vasilisawatch as
Viktor leads the old man back acrossthe lawn and out of sight through the bare trees.

A casstte recorder is playing loud martia music and thirty or forty Russiansin the overheated main room
are sSnging the words to the song. Vasilisa crosses the room to stand next to Roth. “It isthe unofficia
cosmonaut anthem,” she whispers and then interprets softly asthe Russans sing.

The Earth can be seen through the window



Like the son misses his mother

We miss the Earth, thereis only one

However, the stars

Get closer, but they are till cold

And likein dark times

The mother waits for her son, the Earth waits for its sons.
We do not dream about the roar of the cosmodrome
Nor about thisicy blue

We dream about grass, grass near the house

Green, green grass.

The Russians gpplaud themsalves when the song is done.

ANhour before midnight, Roth meets an American millionaire—Tom Esterhazy—who is scheduled to be
the next paying “tourist” that the Russanswill send to the internationd stetion. Esterhazy, who isdrinking
only bottled water, explains that he was aresearch mathematician at Los Alamos and at the SantaFe
Complexity Ingtitute before he made his millions by applying new theoremsin chaos mathematicsto the
stock market.

“The market isjust another complex system constantly teetering on the edge of chaos,” says Esterhazy,
speaking softly but closeto Roth's ear to be heard over the rising noise of the crowd. “Like the moon
Hyperion. Liketheripple dynamicsof aflaginthewind or therising curl of cigarette smoke.” The
younger man gestures toward the cloud of smoke that hangsin the room like a smog bank.

“Only you can’'t make hundreds of millions of dollars analyzing flag ripples or cigarette smoke,” says
Roth, who has heard of the man.

Egterhazy shrugs. “If you' re smart enough you could.”

Roth decidesto play reporter. “So how much are you paying Energia and the Russian Space Agency to
get thisride?’

The young millionaire shrugs again. “ About what Denis Tito paid, | guess. It doesn't matter.”

It must be nice,thinks Roth,to be able to think that twenty million dollars doesn’t matter. He says
instead, “What are you going to do during your four days up there?’

“Look at clouds.”

Roth gartsto laugh—hisNew York Times editor had made some joke about this guy looking at cloud
tops—but stopswhen he redlizesthat the millionaireis serious. “Y ou're paying al that money just to look
at clouds?’

Esterhazy nods, il serious, and leans closer to talk. “My expertiseisin fractal analyses of the edges of
destabilizing complex systems. Clouds are the ultimate example of that. When | was aresearcher in New
Mexico, | used to set up tripsto conferencesjust so | could look down on clouds from the planes. |



never went to the conferences themselves, | just wanted the plane ride. When the Los Alamos lab found
out, they turned down my conference requests. Later, when | made the money on Wall Street, | bought a
Learjet just so we could fly above the clouds.”

Roth nods, thinking, This man is certifiable. No wonder the Russians are contemptuous of us. He
says, “Will it be that much better to look down at clouds from the space station rather than from ajet?’

Egterhazy looksat him asif it is Roth who is crazy. “Of course. I'll be able to look at cloud patterns
covering tens of thousands of square miles. I’ll be able to see cirrus and Stratocirrus across huge swaths
of the South Pecific, watch cumulus build twenty kilometers high acrossthe Uras. Of course it will be
better. I1t'll be unique.”

Roth nods dubioudly.

Edterhazy takeshisarm in atight grip. “1’m serious. Imagine being a mathematician trying to understand
the universe through the study of waves—regular waves, ocean waves—but your only chance of seeing
the waves was from five hundred feetunder water. Nuts, right? But that’ swheat fractal complexity sudies
of cloud patternsis like from insgde the atmosphere, from the surface. We live at the bottom of awell.”

“But you have westher satdllites. . .” begins Roth.

Egterhazy shakes hishead. “No, no, no. All mathematics, much less complexity/chaos math, is about
Seventy percent intuitive. It wasn't some sort of plodding, successive gpproximation that alowed meto
understand the wavefront dynamic of the stock market. | was there on the floor with abroker friend one
day, just gawking, looking at the computer displays and the big board and the numbers crawling and the
scribbles of the guysin the pit, when | got the fracta repetition function | needed. Now to understand the
fractal dynamics of cloudsthat way, to be able to predict the chaos a their fringes, | have tosee the
clouds. All of them. Get agedtalt view.Fed the dynamic of it dl. Justlook. Four dayswon't be enough,
butit'll beadart.”

“Y ou have to become God for awhile,” says Roth.
“Yeah,” says Esterhazy. “ That won't be enough, but it'll be agtart.”

I Tisafew minutes before midnight when Roth goes aone to the cold sunroom porch to fetch his glass of
vodka and sees the old man wandering on the snowy lawn again.

Roth goesto the door to call Vaslisaor hishost, but hesitates; the guests are gathered around Viktor in
the crowded main room, singing together in the last minutes before the New Year, and Vaslisais
nowherein Sght.

Roth goes to the double door—it works like aglass airlock againgt the lunar cold outsde—ypulls on the
fur hat Viktor hasleft hanging there, and walks out into the frigid night air.

Moonlight sparkles blue on the broad hillside that |eads down to afrozen lake. The clouds and snow
flurries are gone, leaving asky so moonfilled and star-broken that Roth looks up for along minute before
searching for Old Dmitry again.

There heis, twenty meters downhill from the house, awhite figure near the edge of the birch forest. The
snow fractures and cracks under Roth’s city shoes.

He opens his mouth to shout the old man’s name but the air is so cold that it cutsinto his chest like
vacuum rushing in. Roth gasps and holds his chest. He concentrates on bresthing as he crossesthe last
blue-glowed space to where the old man stands, back turned toward Roth, staring up through the birch



branches at the night sky. Old Dmitry had been wearing baggy pants and asweater earlier in the evening,
but now he wearslong white robes that remind Roth of ashroud.

Roth pauses an arm’ slength from the old man and looks skyward himsdlf. Something—a satellite
perhaps or ahigh-flying military plane or perhaps the space station itsalf, Roth does not know if one can
see it from Moscow—cuts across the starfield like athrown diamond.

Roth looks down again just asthe old man turnstoward him.
It isRoth’ sfather.

Roth liftsahand to hisown chest. Asif in response, hisfather liftsahand—at first Roth is sure that his
father isgoing to touch him, touch hisface, touch his son’ s aching heart—but the arm and hand continue
risng until the long finger is pointing a something in the sky behind and above the writer.

Roth gtartsto turn to look when the great roar and brightnessfillsthe air around him, surrounding him and
entering him likefire. He clenches his eyestightly shut and clasps his hands over hisears, but the flare of
light and roar of noise bresk through and overwhelm him.

Flames. Theflames of hypergalic fues mixing, of solid-fuel boogters lighting off, of the shuttle smain
enginesfiring and theSoyuz ’ s tripartate boosters exploding in energy.

Sound. Theroar of millions upon millions of ergs and jules and footpounds of energy exploding into the
night in asecond, in amillionth of asecond. A Saturn V roar, five engines bellowing flame a once. An
Energiaroar, Mars-rocket explosion roar, controlledN-1 moon rocket three-stage bellow-roar.

He hasfallen but does not fall. Roth floats Ssdewaysin the air, ameter and a half above the ground. His
father holdshim, cradling him.

“Relax,” says hisfather, holding him under the shoulders and legs. “ Just float. Let the ocean do the work.
I’'m going to let go.”

Hisfather rdleaseshim gently.

Theroar and flame and vibration surround him again. Roth clutches hisleft arm with hisright hand, fedling
the roar as condtriction, the flame as pain, but then he obeys his father’ s command and relaxes, opening
hisarmswide, lying back, feding gravity relent.

Roth letsthe engine roar carry him skyward, seeing Baikonur fal far below like a snowy chessboard,
watching Horidafal below like atrailing finger and seeing the green of the coastal waters give way to the
ultramarine blue depths of the deeper sea.

He riseswith the roar and on the roar, flashing through high wisps of clouds, fedling the pressure of air
and gravity lessen asthe sky darkensto black and the stars burn without twinkling.

“Norman. Norman!”

He hears the voice through the roar and knowsit is Vadlisa, distantly feels her knee under his head and
her hands ripping open his collar buttons but then the voice is gone, lost in the roar and the glow.

The solid rocket boostersfall away.

Thefirs stage separates, fdls away, ablack and white metal ring rich in solid sunlight, tumbling back
toward the blue and scattered white curve of Earth below.



The limb of hisworld becomes curved, ascimitar of blue and yellow benegath the black cosmos. Roth
hears distant voices like whigpered commands or entreaties through poorly tuned earphones and knows
that he must keep hiseyesclosed if heisto seedl this, but just as he is about to open his eyes anyway,
the second stagefires, the flame returns and he is pressed back by g-forces again as he continuesto
climb into the blackness.

“Bring my bag from the car. Hurry!”

Roth hearsthisin Russan but understandsiit perfectly. How strange it was when languages were like
walls, separating understanding. Now that heisthis high, he can look over any wall.

The noise and flame and compression end as suddenly as they began.

Roth isfloating now, arms out, legs extended. He twists his upper body and rotates fregly in space,
looking down at where he has been. Where he has alway's been.

Hefliestoward sunrise. The white clouds movein procession far below him like a sheep moving acrossa
blue meadow. A peninsula of land extends toward the sunrise like agod' sfinger parting the green sea.
Onthe night Sde of the terminator, stratocumulus twenty kilometers high pulse with their own interna
lightning.

“Stand back . . . theneedle. . . into the heart.”

Roth fumbles away the invisible earphones, tired of the insect buzz of the distant voices. Let TSUP and
Houston give their commands. He does not haveto listen. Silence rushes around him like water flooding
into acompartmen.

The sunfillsthe curve of theworld, fires rays across the thin sheen of aimosphere like a stiletto fissure of
gold flame, and breaksfree of Earth, risng into black space like the broiling thermonuclear explosonitis.
Space, he discovers, isnot silent. Stars hiss and crackle; Roth has heard this before through recordings
from radio telescopes, but they also sng—a chorus of perfect voices Singing in alanguage not unlike
Latin. Roth strainsto hear what they are saying, thislovely chorus of unearthly voices, but the meaning
dides away just beyond the cusp of his understanding. But now Roth risesinto the rush and roar of the
surf of the blazing sun itsdlf, fedsindividua photons asthey drike hisbare skin and seesthe curl and
wave-crash of the solar wind asit dashes against the pulsing, breathing folds of the Earth's
magnetosphere. Space, he redizes, isnot empty at dl; it isfilled with tidal waves of gravity, great shock
waves of light, the braided, living and congtantly moving lines of magnetic force, dl set againgt thevisble
and audible chorus of the sars.

Somewhere, very, very distantly, there is a countdown again—five, four, three, two, one. . . in Russan
and English . . . now people are Singing and crying and laughing. Roth hearsmusic. It isthe New Y ear.

He openshisarms and isamost ready to let the solar wind carry him farther away, higher, deeper into
the singing cosmos, forever beyond the gravity of Earth, but he has something he hasto do.

“Breathe, Norman. Norman!”

He shakes the voice out of hisears again, but reaches back, under his pillow. The three folded dips of
paper are till there. He chooses one. He raises his clenched fist, openshisfingers.

Toread it, he hasto open his eyes. He weeps, eyes clenched shut, at the thought of no longer seeing this
glory of thereceding Earth, of fegling the fatherly embrace of the risng sun, of touching the cool orb of
moon, of hearing and understanding the chorus of the blazing stars Singing in their X-ray frequencies.



But he has to know which future he has chosen.

Norman Roth opens his eyes.
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