Homecoming
by Krigine Kathryn Rusch

I'd been down maybe four hours, long enough to go through the newest version of decon -- aray of light
that poked every part of the body with gentle warmth -- , not long enough to get a sense of this American
89 yearsin my future.

Technology was different -- that seemed obvious; laws were different -- noticed that just afew minutes
ago; but people seemed to be the same, preoccupied with their own agendas, too busy to hear let done
answer questions.

Not that there was anyoneto ask. | was Sitting in what passed for a police precinct interview room, a
windowless square with blank white walls so clean | could dmost see mysdlf, atable (also white) with
tiny fingerprint shaped indentations. No one sat across from me. | got asense they al huddled outside the
room, watching the 100+ year old man who looked like he was thirty-five -- or, depending on your point
of view, the thirty-five year old man who was actudly well over 100.

My stomach wastied in loops -- this certainly wasn't the homecoming I'd been expecting. Not that I'd
been expecting a particularly good one. Hell, anything could have happened -- an asteroid couldve
wiped out dl life on Earth for al we knew -- at least until we reached Earth Central (and managed to
jury-rig our communications equipment so that we could unscramble their messages) somewhere around
the Moon.

Wed been celebrating during our glide from the Moon to Earth, celebrating and trying to figure out how
to land the damn ship, according to the parameters Earth Centra had sent to us. Everything was different,
which we had expected, but we hadn't expected our equipment to be so antique (by Earth's point of
view) asto be nearly non-functiond.

Someone dipped up and told us they thought we were dead. Seemed they never got our transmissions
once we |eft the solar system. Or maybe they'd get them years from now, when it no longer mattered.

Comptin figured they'd upgraded their equipment, forgot al about us, and didn't set anything to receive.
Worthy thought that we just didn't aim the communications equipment right after we'd |eft the solar
sysem.

Me, | was beginning to figure the screw-up was just one of many that was plaguing usin our relationship
with Earth. Or my relationship, anyway. The others seemed just fine. They were heading off toward their
grand homecoming parade, and mediainterviews (in whatever passed for mediain the Americaof 100
yearsin our future).

Wed even practiced those interviewsin the long journey back. How would we describe the ALS drive
to people who had either progressed beyond it or hadn't given space-flight athought at al in during the
time we were gone? | just hoped our trust funds still existed, that some EMP blast hadn't wiped out dl
banking records or something. We al got paid up front, and that money got stashed, untouchable until we
returned.

To behonest, until | got arrested, the return had me the most nervous. | still wasn't sure | wanted to
come back to the land of people. | liked the solitary nature of our journey. Sometimes| didn't interact
with my fellow crew membersfor weeks on end. In fact, the thing that had me the most nervous about
my return to Earth was dedling with large crowds of people. It Smply wasn't something | liked.

Wedidn't know if anyone even cared we were coming back. No one had sounded enthusiastic, at least



not the people we spoke to at Earth Central. We didn't even know if our parent company, Dreamers
dtill existed. They'd developed thefirst space drive that could go -- asthey termed it -- "dmost light
gpeed” (hence ALS drive), and sent us on our merry way.

Weknew therisks. Hell, | knew therisks. | just hadn't expected to be arrested the moment | got back.

Theminute | stepped out of decon and figured out how to work the new clothes someone had
thoughtfully provided, | met up with two officia typeswho dap the 22nd century's version of handcuffs
onme.

Theofficid types muttered something about paternity suits and monetary provisos and skipping out on
obligations, dl of itin alega mumbo-jumbo that made no sense at dl to me. Especidly sncel was
twenty-five and snglewhen | left, and only thirty-five and still snglewhen | got back.

| just figured there was some kind of magor screw up. Maybe officiadom didn't know their history.
Maybeit got logt in the trandation.

Y ou see, our little team of six was chosen out of afield of more than 100 qualified candidates because
we had no surviving family members, and becauise we were single. Sure, we had attachments -- friends,
maybe afew ex-lovers -- but nothing that would make us go bonkers should we discover that everyone
preciousto usdied in our absence.

We expected everyone preciousto usto die. Or at least get older -- like ahundred years older -- and
we had al the battery of psych teststo prove we could handle the changes.

Only | wasn't so sure, four hoursinto my return to American the Beautiful -- which gtill existed, thank you
very much, as afree and independent State, areluctant signer (or so they told me) of the Treaty for
Globa Unification, and so-far, the only mgor hold-out from the Globa Economic Union -- that | could
handle those changes.

| spent the first part of that conversation staring at the handcuffs which, in my day (feds strangeto say "in
my day" when you're only 35) had been made of metal and unlocked with akey, just like they had for
God, who knows, maybe ahundred years before that. These things they had on my wrists were made of
aplastic o thin that it seemed sheer and so light to the touch that it felt like nothing held me at dl.

Until | tried to move, of course. Then the damn things tightened, and caused shooting pains to course up
my arms. The cuffs cut off circulation to my hands, making them swell, and findly one of the arresting
officers (I guessthat's what these folks are called) took pity on me and loosened the restraints.

"Better if you don't struggle,” shesaid.

_Thanks , | wanted to say to her. _Would've been nice of you to tell me that before you dapped the
damn thingson my wridts._

But | was quiet. | figured justice in the 22nd wasn't too different from justicein late 2030s. After Sitting
doneinthisal whiteinterview room for the last hour, | wasn't so sure | wasright. But then -- dl of four
hours ago -- | had this confidence that | could figure out what mistake had been made, and could fix it.

They hauled mein here, after driving me across town (and I'm not even sure what town I'min -- we left
from Cape Canaveral in Florida, but Earth Central told usto dock -- Dock! -- in aplace called
CCNXY 5. Tucker thought maybe there was so much space flight that |anding areas have designations
now, likeairportsdid in our time. But that was aquestion we didn't even have time to ask).

Anyway, they drove me across town or what seemed like across town in something that resembled a



cross between acar and abullet train. 1t was deek and sophisticated, and moved so fast that everything
outside my grimy plastic window was ablur of light and sound and color.

We docked or landed or drove -- & that point, | wasn't sure how to label anything -- into some kind of
parking structure, next to other car/bullet train hybrids, and | got hauled through aback eevator (yes, an
elevator and | was glad to seeit) to the interview room.

Alone. Despite my repeated requests for an attorney.

That was the other thing that differed, of course. It looked like they weren't going to let me have counsel
even though | asked for it haf adozen times, until | finaly got med.

"Look," | said to the arresting officers, "1 don't understand what you're charging me with. When | |eft
Earth, | wasalaw-abiding citizen. Had to be or | wouldn't have gotten the mission. | never committed a
crime. Hell, | don't think | even considered it, not once. | never married, had only afew girlfriends, and
can guarantee that | don't have kids. Or didn't have kids. Or whatever. So throwing around the paternity
whichinmy day -- " (and there it was, used in conversation for the first time, that awful phrase) -- "meant
| had fathered achild. | haven't. Case closed. Let me go.”

These two -- Frick, Frack, whatever the hell their names were (they never told me) -- stared at melike
my head had exploded, then started talking about the charges dl over again.

| kicked the table leg, causng everyone but me to jump (don't know if | activated something or darmed
something or if these folks just weren't used to sudden eruptions of anger), and Frickety-Frackety, the
arreting officers shut up. Findly.

"Look," | said. "We can go over thisand over this, me saying you two redly have the wrong guy, or you
trying to explain, yet again, ahundred years of changesthat I'm probably not going to understand. Or you
can get mealawyer, wholl figuredl thisout, talk to you nicely and in language you understand and who
should, God willing, be able to talk to mein some sort of language I'll understand.”

| looked at them, clean cut, athletic in abeefy way and humor-impaired just like generations of officids
before them, and got the sense that no one had ever spoken like that to them.

They leaned together like parents figuring out how to discipline arecdcitrant child, and findly they left me
aone.

For at least an hour, maybe more. | honestly couldn't tell. Time -- the way it felt, the way it passed --
was somehow not something | had a sense of any longer.

Findly -- findly! -- the stupid little white door that disappeared into the wall when closed burst open and
thiswoman strodein. | gottafigure she'salawyer, not just because of the business-like
don't-fuck-with-me attitude, but aso because she wasn't wearing the green and gold clothes the other
two had on, which, I'm findly beginning to redize, was some kind of uniform.

She was wearing a variation on the business suit. It had alonger coat than | was used to, but the lapels
were double-breasted. Underneath the coat, she wore avest and awhite shirt that looked like it was
made of some hard unmalleable materid. Her pants were creased and long, covering apair of shiny
black shoesthat -- in my day (dammit!) -- would have been called men's shoes.

She didn't have abriefcase or even aPam. Instead, she sat across from me, touched a button on her
wrist and asmall dightly see-through image appeared between us. It seemed to be some sort of lega
document.



"Youreinalot of trouble,” she said without a how-do-you-do.

| wastired of peopletdling mel wasintrouble. | wastired of them treating melikeacrimind. And |
redly hated the way they all looked a me, like | was pond scum instead of one of five people who took
(at thetime [note | avoided the dreaded "in my day]) one of the riskiest jobs ever offered.

| leaned back in my chair, careful not to twist my handcuffed wrists. "How about an introduction before
andyzing my lifesincel returned to Earth?

Sheflushed, which | didn't expect, and then she gave me a shegpish smile. The flush highlighted her skin,
which had some flaws benesth the surface, not readily noticeable.

"I'm Alison Yog," she said. "Sixth Star Media Incorporated hired meto be your attorney.”
"Sixth Star Media?"' | asked. "Who are they?'

She blinked twice, asif I'd asked who God was, then took a deep breath. "We have some catching up to
do, Mr. Fortan."

"_|_have some catching up to do. A wholelot of it. That'swhy | had the cops send for you.” | couldn't
keep theirritation from my voice.

"The 'cops asyou so quaintly call them did not send for me." Y ost touched her wrist again and the
see-through dip of paper disappeared. "I came because of Sixth Star.”

"Okay. Now we're back to my question. Who is Sixth Star?"

"They might be your salvation, Mr. Fortan. Or not. | suspect you'll see awhole battery of lawyersfroma
variety of different mediaoutlets. Y ou'll haveto choose one.”

| shook my head. "Don't people hire their own lawyers any more?'

"Rich people do. And the poor till get the dregs from the court gppointments. But people in your
Stuation, Mr. Fortan, often get amedia company'slawyer, for aprice.”

"So| dill haveto pay you,” | said.

She shook her head, touched her wrist, and adocument appeared in her hand. The document had the
same see-through qudity asthe one before, only thisone lay flat on the table. She pushed the document
toward me.

"Thisisastandard agreement,” Y ost said. "In return for al your court costs, attorney's fees, and
incidenta s before, during, and in the days after thetrid -- "

"Trid?' My voicerose.

" -- you agreeto give Sixth Star Media I ncorporated, which includes net-tech, downloads, airweb, TV,
books, DV D, and any technology that has or will be developed, an exclusive right to the story of your
lega entanglements, Sarting from this moment, and terminating no less than one week after your trid is
completed.”

"How cantherebeatrid?' | asked, still stuck on that point, "when | haven't been charged with
anything?'
"Y ou're charged and booked, Mr. Fortan. Didn't the officers explain that to you?'



"They tried to explain something, but it wasn't registering. Maybe no one's gotten the memo, but I've
been _off the planet_ for about 100 years. Incommunicado. In deep fucking space. Or can't you people
figurethat out?'

Shesmiled & me. "I had forgotten how colorful our language waswhen | was akid.”
A kid?| frowned at her. There was no way she was over forty.

"We're alot more polite now," she said. "Pendulum swings, | think, athough it might smply be that there
are more of usthan ever. The Moon colony failed, you know."

No, I didn't know. | had no ideathere had been aMoon colony and | certainly didn't care about its
falure. "Maybe I'll be polite when this Kafka-esque nightmare ends.”

Sheraised her eyebrows.

"Y ou have no ideawho Kafkais, do you?' | snapped, shaking my head. What €l se do you do for ten
years besides read every classic in the database? Davidon learned four languages so he could reread
booksin theorigind.

"I read Kafkain college,” shesad. "l wasalit mgor.”

"And now | know alot more about you than | want to know, and still nothing about the so-called charges
that 1've been asking about.”

Y ost nodded once. "L et me put thisin non-lega terms, Mr. Fortan, something the police are no longer
required to do. Y ou've been charged with child abandonment, failure to provide for your family, and
familid neglect. Y ou have eighteen years of child support payments due, aswell as one hdf of acollege
education -- fortunately for you, completed roughly eighty years ago, so the cost was low --
compounded by interest on al of that money -- and, well, were talking a substantial sum here, Mr.
Fortan."

"It be easy tofight," | said. "I never married. | never had children. | was dways careful. | used birth
control and | made sure that no woman | ever dept with concelved. So there's no way thiskid could be
mine"

"Thiskid," shesaid, "isdead."
| let out asmall sigh and stared at her, feeling even more confused.

"But heleft afamily -- three children of hisown, dl of whom have children, and those children have
children, and they have an attorney who is continuing the fight against your estate.”

"My estate?' | said. "How can | have an estate? I'm not dead yet."

"Any living person with money has an estate, Mr. Fortan, or didn't they explain that to you in astronaut
school 7!

"Thereis-- was-- is-- was -- dammit -- no such thing as astronaut school .

"I remember, Mr. Fortan. | even remember when the L ong Day's Journey _took off, and al the hopes
for it. | wasten yearsold at thetime."

"And what, they kept you in sasis?'



She amiled. "Very kind of you, Mr. Fortan. Y ou've missed some developments while you were gone.”
"No kidding," | muttered.

"Weve managed to dow the aging process and now most people have alife expectancy of 150 years.
By today's standards, I'm till inmy late middle age.”

"Oh," | said, because how el se could you respond to something like that? We'd al known it was coming
-- dl the breakthroughs before | left showed that. But | just hadn't expected it to be so soon.

Which, if | realy thought about it, it wasn'.
Soon, that is.

"Okay," | said, shaking off the mind-numbing thoughts of dl the changesthat had occurred while | was
gone. "If we've managed to retard aging and add yearsto normd life expectancy, then | figureit would
be smpleto prove that I'm not the dead kid's dad. Hell, DNA tests were so sophisticated when | |€eft that
you should be able to prove beyond areasonable doubt -- that is still the standard, right? -- ™

"Incrimind cases" shesad. "Incivil -

" -- beyond areasonable doubt that | am childlessand that | anwho | say | am. Besides, I've only been
in the company of two women in the past ten years -- one hundred years -- whatever -- and | know
neither of them got pregnant. We'd have noticed if akid were born on _The Long Day's Journey. "

Y ost threaded her fingers together and peered at me over them. Now that | was concentrating on her
face, | did seeaweb of tiny lines near her eyes.

When she seemed certain that | was done, she said, "Do you remember a Janet Delancy, Mr. Fortan?"

Of course | remembered Jannie. We'd hooked up about aweek before my quarantinein SpaceTech, a
bar that catered to scientists and tech geeks. She'd been long-legged and pretty, with thick black hair that
fell around her shoulders, and matching black eyesthat snapped with intelligence. | bought her adrink,
and she propositioned me, wanting -- or so she said -- to give me something to remember Earth by.

Which she did too, nearly adozen times over the next Six days, and | relieved each of those times during
my ten celibate years aboard _The Long Day's Journey.

But | didn't tell Yost that. | didn't trust her. | didn't trust anyone I'd met since I'd come home.
"Why should | remember a Janet Delancy?" | asked.
"Because," Yo said, "she's the mother of your son.”

| didn't have ason. | knew that without adoubt. But | wasn't going to Sit here and argue semantics with
her. Not until | got afew things straight.

"Youre_my_lawyer, right?’ | asked.
"Hired by -- "
"Yeah, | know. Some media company.”

"My loydtieswill beto themif you agreeto their terms.”



"Not to me?' | asked
"Not entirely.” She nodded toward the document before me, which | still hadn't read.
"So confidentidity -- that's athing of the past too?"

"For the duration of thetrid, no. But if you agreeto my representation, then | may, when dl chargesare
discharged, dropped, served or commuted, release my notes -- audio, video, and written -- to Sixth Star
Mediafor use asthey seefit.”

"What if | hireyou?'

"That would beirregular, Mr. Fortan.”

"l don't care."

"I doubt you can afford me," shesad. "Especidly if welose"
"Why especidly if welose?" | asked.

"Y our fundswill be dispersed to your family -- "

"You people act like | haveafamily.”

"You do, Mr. Fortan. That's proven.”

"Not tome," | said. "And not by any definition | know."

She stood, sighed, and said, "L ook. | used to give free introductory consults. I'll do that now. Y ou clearly
need someone to explain what's going on here.”

"Y ouretaking pity on me?'

Shetilted her head. "Yes" Then she paused. "I'm waiting for the lawyer joke."
" figured they were out of fashion.”

She shook her head. " Some things never change.”

We amiled a each other then. | kindaliked her. She had ahuman side, which | hadn't expected and
which | appreciated.

"After thisfirst hour, though,” she said, "we go back to the origind arrangement. I'm going to be working
for Sixth Star first, and you second. Agreed?’

"Agreed," | said. "I'd shake onit, but I'm alittle tied up at the moment.”
Y ost didn't smile at that joke.

"So now we have confidentidity?" | asked.

"Yes" shesad.

"For how long?'

"Until youwaiveit," shesad.



"Okay," | said. | wasready to proceed. "I knew Janet Delancey. | even dept with her. Even though |
wasn't dlowed to have a birth control shot for more than six months before the mission, | used condoms,
and | used them right. They didn't break. | never reused one, and we put them on long before they were

necessary."

Y ost sat down, her eyebrows raised. "Y ou remember al that after 100 years? That must have been some

"I remember al that after ten years, and it wasn't some sex,” | said. "It wasthe last sex I've had -- at least
with apartner -- since | left Earth. Little thingslike that add some significance to amemory.”

She touched her wrist, accessed another document, shoved the first one aside, and set the second one
before me. "I don't expect you to read this," she said, "but you can if you want. It'sasummary of dl the
DNA testing done in your case over all theyears. Thereisno doubt that Charles Fortan Delancy was
your son. So thereisno doubt that dl of his children are your grandchildren, and his grandchildren are
your great-grandchildren”

Gresat-grandchildren, at thirty-five. That made my stomach hurt. "No doubt &t al?"

"Stop the games, Mr. Fortan. DNA testing was accurate in 2039. Imagine how accurate it is now.”
"Using what samples?’ | asked. "From me, | mean."

" Dreamers_released some of your records when it disbanded.”

"It what?" | had wanted the company to remain. Not because | loved Dreamers -- | didn't. Itwasa
corporation -- but because | hoped itsingtitutional memory might give us a safe haven should there be
trouble.

Like now.

"Long story.” Shesmiled at me. "Y ou'velost alot of time."

| leaned back, beginning to fed dl thelosses. "What about Janet? What did she say?'
"That the child isyours." Y ost studied me for amoment. ™Y ou know she's dead now too."

| had expected that. Jannie and | knew we'd never see each other again, and | hadn't minded. | hadn't
been inlove with her. She'd been agood time, and, it seemed then, that was dl she'd been offering.

"l don't undergtand,” | said. "If everyone'sdead -- "
"Everyone but your grandchildren and great-grandchildren.”
" --why am | here? In handcuffs, no less”

"Let meseeif | can untangle ahundred years of legd messfor you. First, Janet Delancy sued your estate
in the name of her son Charlesfor child support payments. Then -- "

"What aminute,” | said. "l have atrugt, not an estate. Everything | own was being managed for meinside
of atrust until | returned. Nothing could be touched. All my billswere current, and dl the trust was
supposed to do was earn income so | had something to live on when | returned. My feefor thistrip went
into thet trust.”

"l know," Yost said.



"So it's not an estate. Even if they wanted to, the trust couldn't have paid out.”
"We know that too,” Y ost said.
"Then how could she sue?*

"Y ou can suefor anything,” Y ost said, and the answer sounded reflexive. "However, you signed an
agreement with_Dreamers _ guaranteeing that you did not have family or spouse left behind who would
have access to that trust. Shetried to show that you signed the agreement in bad faith.”

"Wdl, | didn't,” | said.

"Apparently, the attorney for your trust figured that out, smply by using your son's birthdate. Y ou would
have had no way of knowing that Janet was pregnant because you were incommunicado when she took
her first pregnancy test.”

"Off the planet,” | said.
"Actualy, you were dtill in quarantine, but the records show she didn't try to contact you.”
| frowned. "Why not?'

"l suspect, she feared you would have asked her -- on the record, one hopes -- to get rid of the child. If
you had done that, there would have been no case.”

"So you can establish that | didn't know about the kid. Why should | be charged with dl these thingsif |
didn't even have achance to do what the law demanded?”

Y ost gave me alook filled with pity. "The fact that you didn't know is not an excuse, according to most
of the caselaw I've seen. Apparently men are supposed to think about the consequences of their actions,
and make sure -- "

"I did think!" | stood up, jerking my wrists and the damn cuffstightened again. "'l used precautions. We
were clear on the fact that thiswas fun only. And there was no way | could have made sure. | was gone
for ten years. She knew 1'd be gone. She knew that when she met me.”

"One hundred years," Y ot corrected me.
"Widl, from her perspective, yeah."
"Which made you a perfect victim."

"What?' | sank back into my chair again. Then | raised my arms. "Can you get them to take these things
off? Or at least |oosen them?”

"They think you'reaflight risk."

"Oh, redly? Wheream | going to go? Mars? | have no friends here. | don't even know what city I'min."
"All fathers who've been charged with abandonment are assumed to be flight risks -- "

"Wdl, I'm not dl fathers and thisisaweird case. Make them take the cuffs off."

Tomy surprise, her eyestwinkled. She touched one of the depressions on the table, and alittle teeny
person popped out of it. At least that's what it looked like to me. Actualy, it was some kind of hologram.



"What?' the little teeny person -- male from the depth of his voice -- asked.

Y ost made my request about the cuffs, got some disagreement from Tiny, then reiterated my argument, at
which point Tiny disappeared and adifferent teeny tiny person, dressed in robes -- whom, | soon
realized was ateeny tiny judge -- appeared, looking very annoyed. Shewasfacing me, and Y ost had to
press afew more buttons to get that image turned around.

Y ost spoke legaese for agood five minutes, the judge issued some kind of ruling -- which appeared
above another depression on the table -- and my cuffsfel off. That smple.

| rubbed my hands together, wondering if the fegling would ever return to them. Thelittle teeny judge
disappeared, and Y ot grinned a me, asif she'd performed some sort of magic trick.

It dmogt ft like she had.

"Okay," | sad after amoment, "l wasthe perfect victim. What did you mean?"
Y ost'sgrin faded. "Y ou were being scammed, swestie. Taken out and set up.”
| shook my head. "All we did was have afun week -- "

"Maybe dl you did was have afun week. She had clearly done her research. Y ou guyswerethefirst to
go to deep space, right?”

"Right," | said, thinking suddenly about my dreams of the triumphant return, the hopes | had for some
kind of lifewhen | got back.

"And she knew that."
"Everyonedid, if you can truly recdl theyeer | left. We were news.”

"Testing agpecid drivefor _Dreamers, _a private company, who helped you al set up your trusts, paid
your fees, and wished you well."

"Yes" | sad.
"No government involvement -- "

"The government saw no percentage in deep space flight. It was the private industry that stood to make a
profit -- "

"I know. | know. My grandkids are studying it in school.” She smiled. "The questionsthey ask. You'd
think I'mtherdic.”

The_ingtead of you wasimplied.
"I'm guessing,” Y ost continued, "that your girlfriend -- "
"Shewaant my girlfriend.”

" -- was gambling on the fact that the law said anyone who had not been heard from in seven years could
be presumed dead. There was no guarantee you guyswould ever come back. In fact, most people
assumed you wouldn't. Y our trust would then become an estate, and someone would get to inherit it."

"You're saying my trust isgone?’ | actudly fet achill. Thisworld wasforeign to meand | hadn't even | eft



the police station. | had no idea how I'd find work, what I'd do, what I'd live on -- | hadn't planned on
coming back just so that | could be destitute (although, | must confess, we al worried that we might
come back somekind of criss).

"No," Yost said. "Your trust isintact. _Dreamers _lawyers were good, and they drew up asolid
document. Y ou couldn't be expected to return until about last year. There was awindow in there of years
inwhich it would be likely that you returned. There's some sort of equation in the papers, but | just got
them and | haven't had a chance to study them -- "

"We figured our return would happen somewhere between ninety and ahundred yearsif al went well,
one hundred and twenty or thirty soif things didn't go as planned.”

"Wadl," shesaid, "the upshot isthat the courts decided you couldn't be declared dead until seven years
after the last possible day you could possibly return. The trust was unbregkable, and so the family was
waiting for your money until whatever that dete was."

"And then they got confirmation that we were dive." Something sank in his somach. He rubbed hiswrists
harder. The skin had turned red.

"They marshded their lawyers, charged you with neglect, abandonment, and everything elsethey could
think of, and are prepared to go after the sums| listed to you earlier -- 18 years of child support, plus
interest and penalties accumulated over the time you were gone.”

"l dill don't getit," he said. "Why does this make me the perfect victim?”'

"Because," she sad, "your friend Janet didn't believe you'd survive thetrip. Sheld get the money to raise
her son, and everything would be fine. Even if you had survived, by her reckoning, then you would return
long after she got your funds. The money would be spent, she would be dead -- asindeed sheis-- and
going after her would be difficult to say the least.”

"I don't see how | can be charged for thingsthat werentt illegd when | left.”

"Oh, but they were," Y ogt said. "Y ou probably didn't notice, being a man who was determined not to
have afamily. A lot of the child protection laws went into effect in the late 20th century, and so did many
of the child support requirements. The modificationsin the law occurred in the early parts of the 21t
century, when women started using technology to conceive children years after their husband or partner
died. Firg the laws said that if the woman could prove her spouse wanted a child but didn't have one
before his death, then the child was entitled to part of the estate. Over the yearsthat rather sensible ruling
got eroded until any child conceived with the father's permission -- permission being in consensua sexud
intercourse at the time of sperm collection -- then that child was eligible for part of the dead father's
edae”

"I'mnot dead," | said, feding odd eachtime| sadit.

"And then came the modifications so that aman who participated in consensua sexud intercourse, and
left sperm behind -- either in acondom or adigphragm or some other collection device -- would be
liablefor child support.”

| ran my fingersthrough my hair. "1'd remember that. Believe me | would. I'd've made certain that no one
got me with that one.”

"It looks like someone did,”" Y ost said.

"Check thelaw," | said. "If it cameinto being after | |eft, how can | be charged under it?"



"I don't know," she said. "I'll have to check. Some laws concerning children have been applied
retroactively, starting with the child's conception.”

"Oh, for Chrissake." | paced around the smdl room. White on white, the only color being Y ost. And me,
of course. It was worse than the ship, worse than anything I'd experienced. "I'm trapped here. I'm an
unwilling victim in aschemethat -- *

"Yes, well haveto provedl of that. Now you see why Sixth Star wants this case? Not only areyou a
minor celebrity -- probably about to be magjor -- but the caseis salacious. It has human interest, sex,
money and could possible change the law down theroad, if you win.”

"If I win." | stopped pacing next to her. She smdled faintly of lilies, ascent | hadn't smelled for ten years.

"Y ou know," she said, "you could just accept your family, pay them their fee, and then move on. In the
end, it would probably be the cheaper course.”

"It'snot about money." And as| said that, | knew it wastrue. | had no idea how much money wasin my
trust. The people who represented my so-called family probably knew, and Y ost probably knew, but |
didnt. "It'sthe principle of the thing."

"Principles have changed snceyou left," she said. "Most people believe the child'swelfareis paramount
and that achild is entitled to care from both parents. The state's been mandating responsible parenting for
decades now. Thisisjust one of those cases. Y ou can't ask the culture to go backwards.”

"So awoman can, a any time, assault aman, use him for procreation purposes without his permisson,
and then dap him with the responsibilities?”

Y ost raised her eyebrows. " Sounds familiar.”
"What?"' | asked.

"What do you think men have been doing to women for centuries?' She stood. "And now, your
consultation hour isup. I'm heading out of here, unlessyou decideto hireme.”

"Answer something firet,” | said.
"All right." Shetilted her head, waiting.

"Can you leave the information on my trust and exactly the amount that these people want to take from
me?'

"Sure" shesad. "I'll have to add fees and expensesfor law firmswho've been handling your cases up
until now -- "

"Who couldn't manage to show up once I'm home," | said, feding dightly annoyed.
"They've shown up,” shesaid.
| frowned at her. "I thought you worked for Sixth Star media.”

"l do," shesaid, "and several other conglomerates. The law firm who employs me handles hundreds of
clients, and in this case, they just happen to intersect. When it became clear that you were dive, Sixth
Star paid dl your bills. They want to cover this case.”

"If thereisacase" | said.



It was her turn to frown. "What do you mean?"

"Well," | said dowly, "I can't help wondering why I'm liable for eighteen years of child support plus
penalties and interest Spread out over a eighty-two years when I've only been gone ten years.”

Her eyeslit up. It was asif I'd given her fifteen Christmas presents at once.
"l don't know," she said, "but it certainly would be fun to find out.”

Fun. Asif it weren't my future on theline. Asif somewoman -- admittedly one very agile and interesting
woman -- hadn't targeted me and my money for her little schemes. Asif | wanted, yet again, to bethe
risk-taker, the point man, the first one into abold new venture.

"Let's see what we can figure out,” Y ost said and started to Sit down, but | caught her arm.
"Givemesometime" | said. "I've got some thinking to do."

"But Sixth Star will cover this. It's hat, it'sinteresting, and it shouldn't be as embarrassing to you asthe
caeinitidly was-- "

"I know," | said, leading her to the door asif thisinterview room were mine, and not in the middle of
some police precinct. "But why don't you research something or something? | want afew momentsto
mysdf.”

"Mr. Fortan, we have to get you out of here. | think, with this new argument, we can get dl the crimind
charges dropped, and let civil court handletherest. Itll -- "

"Fine" | said. "Get the crimina charges dropped. I'll wait herefor you."
"l can cdl upthejudgeonthe--"

"Somewhere else" | said, and the little white door opened asif | had made it do so (but apparently
someone on the other side had been watching us -- not listening too | hope, but then what did | care?
Everything was so different | couldn't keep track), and sheleft, il talking about how the time differential
changed everything.

| guessit did, but not in the way she was thinking about. | sat down in my goofy white chair, in that
pristine white room, with the depressed white table, and listened to the silence, like I'd been doing for
years. Every room -- even ones on a ship -- had ambient noise, and this one was no different. The dight
hum of some heating unit, the faint rustle of movement outsde. Or maybe it wasthe rustle of my clothing
as| breathed.

| didn't know and didn't care. | let the ambient noise disgppear into my subconscious like it was
supposed to, and let my thoughts take me.

The psych tests conducted on me 10 -- or 100 -- years ago showed that | had a high tolerance for
solitude. | had the ability to remain still and quiet for long stretches of time, yet | so enjoyed adventure.

One of the reasons I'd taken Jannie back to the apartment that final week before quarantine wasthat |
didn't like the bar scene, and | had nowhere else to go, nothing elseto do. | wanted to be doing
something that | wouldn't be able to do in space, but | didn't want to surround mysalf with crowds of

people.
| didn't like the choices. Hire alawyer who represents amedia company and let her steal my privacy as



my reward. Hire my own attorney and I'd still lose my privacy. Of course, there was no guarantee of
privacy. If human nature remained the way it had been in the 200 years before my departure, | would
become a celebrity no matter what and the privacy would be gone.

| did the monetary information sheet that Y ost |eft in front of me and studied thefigures. If | gavethe
so-cdlled family the money they were requesting, and paid off the attorneys who had fought on my behaf
while | was gone, | would have maybe one percent of my assetseft. | had no ideawhat modern prices
werelike, and | didn't know if that one percent would buy me groceries or an idand off the coast of
Florida

Apparently there were afew other questions | should have asked.

And there were afew other optionsthat Y ost should have mentioned. | could, theoretically, meet this
so-caled family of mine. If they reacted like peoplein the vids we took with usinto space, they'd fal into
my arms and wed live happily ever after.

But faced with hard cold redity, | doubted that was possible. First of dl, | didn't believe that we would
like each other just because we shared some DNA. Secondly, | wasn't real fond of people who spend
their entire lives grubbing for money they didn't earn. And thirdly, | wasn't the most socia guy on the
planet -- or off, for that matter. | redly didn't want to get involved.

And that, | redlized, wasthe bottom line. If Y ost had her way, the cases would drag on for years, shed
set aprecedent for anyone who traveled in deep space, and every aspect of my life from the moment |
returned to Earth until the moment | died, would be recorded, perused, sifted, and analyzed by peoplel
didn't even know.

Therisk in this case wasn't the obvious one. It wasthat | might get lost fighting someone el sg's battle for
principles| didn't understand, let one bdievein.

It might have been different if Jannie were till dive -- or maybe even my kid. Maybe I'd've been ableto
reason with him. But grandkids, great-grandkids -- hell, I'd been around long enough to know that family
myth often became family degtiny. So far asthey knew, from timeimmemorid Grandmaor
Great-Grandma had been screwed over by thisfamous astronaut and they were only going after her
share.

After dl, shed spent her lifefighting for it.
| shook my head.

What | wanted wasto get out of thislittle room. | wanted to go somewhere and look at the night sky,
maybetalk to afew red scientists, see -- perhaps -- if someone would let mefly away again.

Some guys were made for home and hearth. Othersfor spending their livesfighting over principlesin
musty courtrooms. Me, | was made for solitary contemplation in tiny roomswith aview of the universe.

The stupid white door opened and Y ost came back in. "Criminal charges dropped,” she said. "And I've
got thefirgt leg of my argument for the civil trid."

"Therewon't be one," | said, standing, knowing | was now free.
"What?'
"Were giving them what they want.”



"But you cant,” shesaid.
III w].ll

Shetook adeep breath. | could see her lawyer brain preparing the arguments for me now, and | didn't
want to hear them.

"I hired you to get me out of here," | said. "Y ou did that. And now I'm going to pay off these people, and
then I'm going back to my life. Y ou can help me, or not, up to you. But I'm not signing yourr little
agreement and I'm not giving up my privecy."

She studied me for amoment, then smiled. "I don't remember guys like you from 100 years ago."
| smiled back. "It was only ten years."

Y ost laughed and held the door open for me. "How about you let me fight this one anyway. Y ou won't
have to sign the agreement for Sixth Star, and | promise | won't spend more than the money you havein
the trust defending your honor."

"Nope," | said. "My honor doesn't need defending. | dept with her. I'll pay the consequences.”
"It shouldn't have to work thisway," Y ost said.

"That'sright,” | said, "but you've told me that'swhat the law says.”

"| told you that so you'd fight it."

The halway was amuted blue and gold with lights that seemed to flicker insgde thewalls. Thefloor,
which looked like some kind of tile, was actudly soft to my feet. And the place smelled like good, fresh
mountain ar.

Wewereinsde abuilding with no windows. Halways shouldnt smell likethis.

"Look." | pointed at the lightsflickering in and out. "1 have no ideawhat this Suff is, and it'sjust part of an
everyday wall indgde some police precinct.”

Y ost turned toward me, obvioudy fascinated in spite of hersdlf.
"I have awhole world to discover,” | said. "Thelast thing | need to doistilt at windmills."
"Y ou wouldn't betilting -- "

"Case closed, counsdor. Now," | said, putting ahand collegialy on her shoulder. "How about you help
me figure out how to leave this building and get some lunch?!

Shelooked a my hand asif she were going to ask meto removeit. "Y ou're crazy, you know."

"No," | said as sheled me through a silver-lined gap in thewall. "I'm just someone who knows abad risk
when he seesone.”

After amoment, she smiled and shook her head. "I think | might grow to like you, Mr. Fortan."

| doubted she'd have enough time. | was going to be out of her lifeasquickly as| entered it. But | didn't
tell her that.

| wanted to stay on her good side, at least until she paid for lunch.



-- END --



