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Jesse, come home
Theré saholeinthe bed
where we dept

Now it'sgrowing cold
Hey Jesse, your face

in the place where we lay
by the hearth, al apart

It hangson my heart....
Jesse, I'mlonely
Comehome
—from*“Jesse,” by Janislan, 1972

“Why did you first enter the Corps?’ Lolimel asked her asthey sat at the back of the shuittle, just before
landing. Mialooked at the young man helplesdy, because how could you answer aquestion like that?
Especidly when it was asked by the idealistic and worshipful new recruits, too ignorant to know what a
wadte of timeworship was, let done smpligtic questions.

“Many reasons” Miasaid gravely, vagudly. He looked like so many medicians she had worked with, for
S0 many decades on SO many planets. . .intense, thick-haired, genemod beautiful, alittle insane. Y ou had
to bealittle insane to leave Earth for the Corps, knowing that when (if) you ever returned, dl you had
known would have been dust for centuries.

He was more persistent than most. “What reasons?’

“Thesameasyours, Lolimel,” she said, trying to keep her voice gentle. “Now be quiet, please, we're
entering the atmosphere.”
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“ Bequiet.” Entry was so much easier on him than on her; he had not got bones weakened from
decadesin space. They did weaken, no matter what exercise one took or what supplements or what
genetherapy. Mialeaned back in her shuttle chair and closed her eyes. Ten minutes, maybe, of
aerobraking and descent; surely she could stand ten minutes. Or not.

The heaviness began, abruptly increased. Worse on her eyeballs, as dways, she didn’t have good eye
socket muscles, had never had them. Such an odd weakness. Wdll, not for long; thiswas her last flight.
At the next station, she'd retire. She was aready well over age, and her body felt it. Only her body? No,
her mind, too. At the moment, for instance, she couldn’t remember the name of the planet they were
hurtling toward. She recdled its catalog number, but not whatever its colonists, who were not answering
hailsfrom ship, had cdled it.



“ Why did you join the Corps?”
“ Many reasons.”
And so few of them fulfilled. But that was not athing you told the young.

The colony sat at the edge of ariver, under an evening sky of breathable air set with three brilliant,
fast-moving moons. Beds of glorious flowers dotted the settlement, somewherein size between alarge
town and asmadl city. The buildings of foamcast embedded with glittering native stone were graceful,
well-proportioned rooms set around open atria. Minima furniture, as graceful asthe buildings, even the
machines blended unobtrusively into the lovely landscape. The colonists had taste and restraint and a
sense of beauty. They were al dead.

“A longtimeago,” said Kenin. Officidly she was Expedition Head, athough titles and chains of
command tended to erode near the galactic edge, and Kenin led more by consensus and natural calm
than by rank. More than once the team had been grateful for Kenin’scalm. Lolimel looked shaken,
dthough hewastrying to hideit.

Kenin studied the skeleton before them. “L ook at those bones—completely clean.”

Lolime managed, “1t might have been picked clean quickly by predators, or carnivorousinsects, or...”
Hisvoicetrailed off.

“| dready scanned it, Lolimel. No microscopic bone nicks. She decayed right there in bed, along with
clothing and bedding.”

The three of them looked at the bones lying on the indestructible mattress coils of some aloy Miahad
once known the name of . Long clean bones, as neatly arranged asif for afirst-year anatomy lesson. The
bedroom door had been closed; the dehumidifying system had, astonishingly, not failed; the windows
were intact. Nothing had disturbed the woman’slong rot in the dry air until nothing remained, not even
the bacteriathat had fed on her, not even the smell of decay.

Kenin finished speaking to the other team. She turned to Miaand Lolimel, her beautiful brown eyes
serene. “ There are skeletons throughout the city, some in homes and some collapsed in what seem to be
public spaces. Whatever the disease was, it struck fast. Jamal says their computer network is gone, but
individua rec cubes might still work. Thosethingslast forever.”

Nothing lasts forever, Miathought, but she started searching the cabinetsfor acube. Shesaid to Lolimd,
to give him something to focus on, “How long ago was this colony founded, again?’

“Three hundred sixty E-years,” Lolime said. He joined the search.

Three hundred sixty years since a colony ship left an established world with its hopeful burden, arrived a
this deadly Eden, established acity, flourished, and died. How much of Mia slifetime, much of it spent
traveling at just under ¢, did that represent? Once she had delighted in figuring out such equations, in
wondering if she’ d been born when agiven worldful of colonists made planetfal. But by now there were
too many expeditions, too many colonies, too many accel erations and decel erations, and she' d lost track.

Lolime said abruptly, “Here sarec cube.”

“Play it,” Kenin said, and when he just went on staring &t it in the palm of his smooth hand, she took the
cube from him and played it hersdlf.

It was what she expected. A native plague of some kind, jumping DNA-based species (which included



al speciesin the gdaxy, thanksto panspermia). The plague had struck after the colonists thought they
had vaccinated againgt al dangerous micros. Of course, they couldn’t really have thought that; even three
hundred sixty years ago doctors had been familiar with aien species-crossers. Some were mildly
irritating, some dangerous, some epidemicaly fatal. Colonies had been lost before, and would be again.

“Complete medical dataresides on green rec cubes,” the recorder had said in the curioudy accented
Internationa of three centuries ago. Clearly dying, he gazed out from the cube with calm, sad eyes. A
brave man. “ Any future visitors to Good Fortune should be warned.”

Good Fortune. That was the planet’s name.

“All right,” Kenin said, “tell the guard to search for green cubes. Mia, get the emergency analysislab set
up and direct Jamd to look for burid Sites. If they had timeto inter some victims—if they interred at dll,
of course—we might be able to recover some microsto create vacs or cures. Lolimel, you assst me
in—"

One of the guards, carrying weapons that Mia could not have named, blurted, “Ma am, how do we
know we won't get the same thing that killed the colonists?”

Mialooked at her. Like Lolimel, shewasvery young. Like al of them, she would have her story about
why she volunteered for the Corps.

Now the young guard was blushing. “I mean, ma am, before you can make a vaccination? How do we
know we won't get the disease, to0?’

Miasad gently, “Wedon't.”

No one, however, got sick. The colonists had had interment practices, they had had time to bury some of
their dead in strong water-tight coffins before everyone e se died, and their customs didn’t include
embaming. Much more than Mia had dared hope for. Good Fortune, indeed.

Infive days of tirdesswork they had the micro isolated, sequenced, and andlyzed. It wasavirus, or a
virus analogue, that had somehow gained accessto the brain and lodged near the limbic system, creating
destruction and death. Like rabies, Miathought, and hoped this virus hadn’t caused the terror and
madness of that stubborn disease. Not even Earth had been able to eradicate rabies.

Two more daysyid ded the vaccine. Kenin dispensed it outside the large building on the edge of the city,
function unknown, which had become Corps headquarters. Miaapplied her patch, noticing with the usua
distaste the leathery, wrinkled skin of her forearm. Once she had had such beautiful skin, what wasit that
along-ago lover had said to her, what had been hisname...Ah, growing old was not for the gutless.

Something moved at the edge of her vison.

“Lolimd...did you seethat?”

“Seewhat?’

“Nothing.” Sometimes her aging eyes played tricks on her; she didn’'t want Lolimd’ s pity.
Thething moved again.

Casudly Miarose, brushing imaginary dirt from the seet of her uniform, strolling toward the busheswhere
she' d seen motion. From her pocket she pulled her gun. There were animals on this planet, of course,
athough the Corps had only glimpsed them from adistance, and rabies was transmitted by animal bite. ...



It wasn't an animal. It was ahuman child.

No, not achild, Miaredized as she rounded the clump of bushes and, amazingly, thegirl didn’t run. An
adolescent, or perhaps older, but so short and thin that Mia smind had filled in “child.” A scrawvny young
woman with light brown skin and long, matted black hair, dressed carelesdy in some sort of sarong-like
wrap. Staring at Miawith atota lack of fear.

“Hello,” Miasad gently.
“Ej-es?’ thegirl said.
Miasad into her wrigter, “Kenin...we ve got natives. Survivors.”

Thegirl smiled. Her hair was patchy on one sde, marked with small white rings. Fungus, Miathought
professondly, absurdly. The girl walked right toward Mia, not dowing, asif intending to walk through
her. Ingtinctively Mia put out an arm. The girl walked into it, bonked hersdf on the forehead, and
crumpled to the ground.

“Y ou're not supposed to best up the natives, Mia,” Kenin said. “God, she’ snot afraid of usat al. How
can that be? Y ou nearly gave her aconcussion.”

Miawas as bewildered as Kenin, asdl of them. She'd picked up the girl, who' d looked bewildered but
not angry, and then Mia had backed off, expecting the girl to run. Instead she' d stood there rubbing her
forehead and jabbering, and Mia had seen that her sarong was made of an uncut sheet of pladtic, its
colorsfaded to amottled gray.

Kenin, Lolimd, and two guards had come running. And still the girl was't afraid. She chattered at them,
occasiondly pausing asif expecting them to answer. When no one did, she eventually turned and moved
leisurdy off.

Miasad, “I'm going with her.”
Instantly aguard said, “I1t’ snot safe, ma am,” and Kenin said, “Mia, you can’t just—"

“You don't need me here,” she said, too brusquely; suddenly there seemed nothing more important in the
world than going with thisgirl. Where did that irrationa impulse come from?“And I’ ll be perfectly safe
withagun.”

Thiswas such astunningly stupid remark that no one answered her. But Kenin didn’t order her to stay.
Miaaccepted the guard’ stanglefoam and Kenin’ s vidcam and followed the girl.

It was hard to keep up with her. “Wait!” Mia called, which produced no response. So she tried what the
girl had said to her: “Ej-edl”

Immediately the girl stopped and turned to her with glow ing eyes and a smile that could have melted
glaciers, had Good Fortune had such athing. Gentle planet, gentle person, who was amogt certainly a
descendant of the original dead settlers. Or was she? InterGal actic had no record of any other registered
ship leaving for this star system, but that didn’t mean anything. InterGalactic didn’t know everything.
Sometimes, given thetime dilation of spacetravel, Miathought they knew nothing.

“Ej-es,” the girl agreed, sprinted back to Mia, and took her hand. Slowing her youthful pace to match the
older woman'’s, she led Miahome.

The houses were scattered, as though they couldn’t make up their mind whether or not to be avillage. A



hundred yards away, another native walked toward a distant house. The two ignored each other.
Miacouldn’t stand the sillence. She said, “I am Mia”

The girl stopped outside her hut and looked at her.

Miapointed to her chest. “Mia”

“Es-ef-eb,” thegirl said, pointing to hersdf and giving that glorious smile.

Not “g-es” which must mean something e se. Mia pointed to the hut, aprimitive affair of untrimmed
logs, pieces of foamcast carried from the city, and sheets of faded plastic, al tacked crazily together.

“Ef-ef,” said Esefeb, which evidently meant “home.” Thislanguage was going to be abitch: degraded and
confusing.

Esefeb suddenly hopped to one side of the dirt path, laughed, and pointed at blank air. Then she took
Mia shand and led her insde.

More confusion, more degradation. The single room had an open fire with the smple venting system of a
hole in theroof. The bed was high on stilts (why?) with aset of rickety steps made of rotting, untrimmed
logs. One corner held acollection of huge pots in which grew greenery; Miasaw three unfired clay pots,
one of them sagging sideways o far the soil had spilled onto the packed-dirt floor. Also abeautiful
titanium vase and a cracked hydroponic vat. On one plant, dmost the size of asmall tree, hung a second
sheet of plastic sarong, this one an unfaded blue-green. Dishes and tools littered the floor, the same mix
asthe pots of scavenged items and crude homemade ones. The hut smelled of decaying food and
unwashed bedding. There was no light source and no machinery.

Kenin' svoice sounded softly from her wrister. “Y our vid is coming through fine. Even the most primitive
human societies have some type of artwork.”

Miadidn't reply. Her attention wasriveted to Esefeb. The girl flung herself up the“stairs’ and sat upin
bed, facing thewall. What Miahad seen before could hardly be called asmile compared to thelight, the
sheer joy, that illuminated Esefel’ s face now. Esefeb shuddered in ecstasy, crooning to the empty wall.

“Ej-es. Ej-es Aashhhh, Ej-es! ”

Miaturned away. She was amedician, but Esefeb’ s emotion seemed too private to witness. It wasthe
ecstasy of orgasm, or religious transfiguration, or madness.

“Mia” her wrister said, “I need animage of that girl’sbrain.”

It was easy—t00 easy, Lolimel said later, and he wasright. Creatures, sentient or not, did not behave
thisway.

“We could haul dl the neuro equipment out to thevillage,” Kenin said doubtfully, from base,

“It'snot avillage, and | don't think that' sagood idea,” Miasaid softly. The softness was unnecessary.
Esefeb dept like stonein her high bunk, and the hut was so dark, illuminated only by faint starlight
through the hole in the roof, that Mia could barely see her wrigter to talk into it. “I think Esefeb might
comevoluntarily. I'll try in the morning, when it' slight.”

Kenin, not old but old enough to fed stiff deeping on the ground, said, “Will you be comfortable there
until morning?’



“No, but I’ll manage. What does the computer say about the recs?’

Lolimd answered—evidently they were having aregular al-hands conference. “ The languageis badly
degraded Internationa, you probably guessed that. The trandator’ s preparing alexicon and grammar.
The artifacts, food supply, dwelling, everything visua, does't add up. They shouldn't have lost so much
intwo hundred fifty years, unless menta deficiency was aside effect of having survived the virus. But
Kenin thinks—" He stopped abruptly.

“Y ou may speek for me,” Kenin'svoice said, amused. “I think you'll find that military protocol degrades,
too, over time. At least, way out here.”

“Wadll, I...Kenin thinksit's possible that what the girl hasisamutated version of the virus. Maybe
infectious, maybe inheritable, maybe transmitted through feta infection.”

His statement dropped into Mia's darkness, as heavy as Esefeb’ s deep.
Miasad, “ So the mutated virus could still be extant and active.”

“Yes” Kenin sad. “We need not only neuro-images but asample of cerebrospind fluid. Her behavior
Suggests—’

“I' know what her behavior suggests,” Miasaid curtly. That sheer joy, shuddering in ecstasy...It was
seizuresin the limbic system, the brain’ s deep center for primitive emotion, which produced such
transcendent, rapturous trances. Religious mystics, Saul on the road to Damascus, visons of Our Lady or
of nirvana. And the virus might gill be extant, and not a part of the vaccine they had dl received.
Although if transmission wasfetd, the medicianswere safe. If not. ..

Miasad, “ The rest of Esefely’ s behavior doesn't fit with limbic seizures. She seemsto see thingsthat
aren't there, even tak to her hdlucinations, when she' s not having an actud seizure.”

“I don't know,” Kenin said. “There might be multiple infection Stesin the brain. | need her, Mia”
“WEll bethere,” Miasaid, and wondered if that were going to betrue.

But it was, mostly. Mia, after abrief uncomfortable deep wrapped in the sheet of blue-green plastic, sat
waiting for Esefeb to descend her rickety stairs. The girl bounced down, chattering at something to Mia's
right. She smelled worse than yesterday. Mia bresthed through her mouth and went firmly up to her.

“Esefebl” Miapointed dramaticaly, feding likeafool. Thegirl pointed back.
“Mia”

“Yes, good.” Now Miamade a sweep of the sorry hut. “Efef.”

“Efef,” Esefeb agreed, amiling radiantly.

“Esefeb efef.”

The girl agreed that thiswas her home.

Mia pointed theatrically toward the city. “Miaefef! Miaeb Esefeb etg Miaefef!” Miaand Esefeb come
to Mia shome. Miahad aready raided the computer’ s tentative lexicon of Good Fortunese.

Esefeb cocked her head and looked quizzical. A worm crawled out of her hair.



Miarepested, “Mia eb Esefeb etg Mia efef.”

Esefeb responded with atorrent of repetitious syllables, none of which meant anything to Mia except
“Ej-es” Thegirl spoke the word with such ddlight that it had to be aname. A lover? Maybe these people
didn't live as solitary as she' d assumed.

Miatook Esefeb’ s hand and gently tugged her toward the door. Esefeb broke free and sat inthe middle
of the room, facing ablank wall of crumbling logs, and jabbered away to nothing at al, occasionaly
laughing and even reaching out to touch empty air. “ Ej-es, Ej-esl” Miawatched, bemused, recording
everything, making medica assessments. Esefeb wasn't manourished, for which the natural abundance of
the planet was undoubtedly responsible. But she was crawling with parasites, filthy (with water easily
available), and isolated. Maybe isolated.

“Lolimd,” Miasaid softly into thewrister, “what’ sthe best dictionary guessfor ‘done 7’

Lolimel said, “The closest we've got is‘one.” There doesn't seem to be aconcept for ‘ unaccompanied,
or a least we haven't found it yet. Theword for ‘one’ is‘eket.” ”

When Esefeb findly sorang up happily, Miasad, “ Esefeb eket?’
Thegirl look startled. “Ek, ek,” she said: no, no. Esefeb ek eket! Esefeb eb Ej-ed”
Esefeb and Ej-es. She was not dlone. She had the halucinatory Ej-es.

Agan Miatook Esefely’ s hand and pulled her toward the door. Thistime Esefeb went with her. Asthey
st off toward the city, the girl’ slegs wobbled. Some parasite that had become active overnight in theleg
muscles? Whatever the trouble was, Esefeb blithely ignored it asthey traveled, much more dowly than
yesterday, to Kenin's makeshift lab in the ruined city. Along the way, Esefeb stopped to watch, laugh &,
or talk to three different things that weren't there.

“She'sbeautiful, under al that neglect,” Lolime said, staring down at the anesthetized girl on Kenin's
neuro-imaging dab.

Kenin said mildly, “If the mutated virusistransmitted to afetus, it could aso be transmitted sexually.”
Theyoung man said hotly, “1 wasn't implying—"
Miasaid, “Oh, cam down. Lolimd. We ve dl doneit, on numerousworlds.”
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“Regs don’t aways matter three hundred light-years from anywhereese,” Kenin said, exchanging an
amused glancewith Mia “Mia, let’ sgart.”

Thegirl’slimp body did into the neuro-imager. Esefeb hadn’t objected to meeting the other medicians, to
aminima washing, to the sedative patch Miahad put on her arm. Thirty secondslater she dumped to the
floor. By thetime she cametto, an incision ten cellsthick would have been madeinto her brain and a
sample removed. She would have been harvested, imaged, €l ectroscanned, and mapped. She would
never know it; there wouldn't even be aheadache.

Three hours later Esefeb sat on the ground with two of the guards, esting soysynth asif it were ambrosa
Mia, Kenin, Lolimel, and the three other medicians sat in acircle twenty yards away, staring at handhelds
and analyzing results. It was late afternoon. Long shadows danted across the gold-green grass, and a
small breeze brought the sweet, heavy scent of some native flower. Paradise, Miathought. And then:



Bonnet Syndrome.

Shesad it doud, “ Charles Bonnet Syndrome,” and five peopleraised their headsto stare at her,
returned to their handhelds, and called up medica deebees.

“I think you'reright,” Kenin said dowly. “1 never even heard of it before. Or if | did, | don't remember.”

“That' s because nobody getsit anymore,” Miasaid. “It was usualy old people whose eye problems
weren't corrected. Now we routingly correct eye problems.”

Kenin frowned. “But that’ snot dl that’s going on with Esefeb.”

No, but it was one thing, and why couldn’t Kenin give her credit for thinking of it? The next moment she
was ashamed of her petty pique. It wasjust fatigue, degping on that hard cold floor in Esefeb’shome.
Esefeb efef . Miaconcentrated on Charles Bonnet Syndrome.

Petients with the syndrome, which was discovered in the eighteenth century, had damage somewherein
their optic pathway or brain. It could be lesions, macular degeneration, glaucoma, diabetic retinopathy, or
even cataracts. Partidly blind, people saw and sometimes heard instead things that weren't there, often
with gtartling clarity and realism. Feedback pathwaysin the brain were two-way information avenues.
Visud data, memory, and imagination constantly flowed to and from each other, interacting so vividly
that, for example, even asmdl child could visudize acat in the absence of any actua cats. But in Bonnet
Syndrome, there was interruption of the basdline visud data about what was and was not redl. So dl
imaginings and halucinationswere just asred asthe ground beneath one’ sfest.

“Look at theamygdda,” medician Beruthasaid. “Oh, merciful godd”

Both of Esefely’'samygdaae were enlarged and deformed. The amygdaae, two amond-shaped
gructures behind the ears, specidized in recognizing the emotiona sgnificance of eventsin the externd
world. They weren't involved in Charles Bonnet Syndrome. Clearly, they were here.

Keninsaid, “I think what' s happening hereis a strengthening or dteration of some neura pathways a the
extreme expense of others. Esefeb ‘sees’ her hdlucinations, and she experiencesthem asjust as
‘red’—maybe more redl—than anything e se in her world. And the pathways go down to the limbic,
where saizures give some of them an intense emotiona significance. Like...like orgasm, maybe.”

Ej-es.
“Phantomsin the brain,” Beruthasaid.
“Avird god,” Lolime said, surprisng Mia Histone, dmost reverentid, suddenly irritated her.

“A god responsible for this peopl€e s degradation, Lolimel. They’re so absorbed in their ‘ phantoms' that
they don’t concentrate on the most basic care of themselves. Nor on building, farming, art,
innovation...nothing . They're prisoners of their pretty fantasies”

Lolimel nodded rdluctantly. “Yes, | seethat.”

Berutha said to Kenin, “We need to find the secondary virus. Because if it isinfectious through any other
vector besdesfeta or sexud...” Hedidn't finish the thought.

“I know,” Kenin said, “but it isn’t going to be easy. We don't have cadavers for the secondary. The
andyzer isgtill working on the cerébrdspind fluid. Meanwhile—" She began organizing assgnments,
efficient and clear. Miastopped listening.



Esefeb had finished her meal and walked up to the circle of scientists. Shetugged at Mid stunic.
“Mia...Esefeb etg efef.” Esefeb come home.

“Miaeb Esefeb etg Esefeb efef,” Miasad, and the girl gave her joyous amile.
“Mia—" Keninsad.

“I"'m going with her, Kenin. We need more behaviora data. And maybe | can persuade another native or
two to submit to examination,” Miaargued, feebly. She knew that scientific information was not redly her
motive. Shewasn't sure, however, what was. She just wanted to go with Esefeb.

“Why did you first enter the Corps?’ Lolimel’s question stuck in Mia smind, arhetoricd fishbonein the
throat, over the next few days. Miahad brought her medkit, and she administered broad-spectrum
microbiasto Esefeb, hoping something would hit. The parasites were trickier, needing life-cycle analyss
or at least some structural knowledge, but she made a start on that, too. | entered the Corpsto relieve
auffering, Lolime . Odd how naive the truest statements could sound. But that didn’t make them any less
true.

Esefeb went dong with al Mia s pokings, patches, and procedures. She also carried out minima
food-gathering activities, with ahaphazard disregard for safety or sanitation that appalled Mia. Miahad
carried her own food from the ship. Esefeb ateit just as happily as her own.

But mostly Esefeb talked to Ej-es.

It made Miafed like avoyeur. Esefeb was so unselfconscious—did she even know she had a* self”
gpart from Ej-es? She spoke to, laughed at (with?), played beside, and dept with her phantom in the
brain, and around her the hut disintegrated even more. Esefeb got diarrhea from something in her water
and then the place smelled even more foul. Grimly, Miacleaned it up. Esefeb didn’t seem to notice. Mia
was eket. Alonein her futile endeavors at sanitation, at hedlth, at civilization.

“Esefeb eb Miaetg) efef—" How did you say “neighbors’? Mia consulted the computer’ slexicon,
steadily growing asthe trandator program deciphered words from context. It had discovered no word
for “neighbor.” Nor for “friend” nor “mate’ nor any kinship relationshipsat al except “baby.”

Miawas reduced to pointing at the nearest hut. “Esefeb eb Miaetg efef” over there.

The neighboring hut had a baby. Both hut and child, atoddler who lay listlesdy in one corner, were just
asfilthy and diseased as Esefeb’ shouse. At first the older woman didn’t seem to recognize Esefeb, but
when Esefeb said her name, the two women spoke animatedly. The neighbor smiled at Mia. Miareached
for the child, was not prevented from picking him up, and settled the baby on her 1ap. Discreetly, she
examined him.

Sudden rage boiled through her, as unexpected asit was frightening. This child was dying. Of parasites,
of infection, of something. A preventable something? Maybe yes, maybe no. The child didn’t look
neglected, but neither did the mother look concerned.

All a once, the child in her arms stiffened, shuddered, and began to babble. Hislistlessness vanished. His
little dirty facelit up like sunrise and he laughed and reached out his arms toward something not there. His
mother and Esefeb turned to watch, dso smiling, asthe toddler had an unknowable limbic seizurein his
dying, ecstatic brain.

Miaset him down on the floor. She called up the dictionary, but before she could say anything, the
mother, too, had a seizure and sat on the dirt floor, shuddering with joy. Esefeb watched her amoment



before chattering to something Miacouldn’t see.

Miacouldn’t stand it anymore. Sheleft, walking asfast as she could back to Esefeb’ s house, disgusted
and frightened and. . .what?

Envious?

“ Why did you first enter the Corps?” To serve humanity, to live purposefully, to find, asal men and
women hope, happiness. And she had, sometimes, been happy.

But she had never known such joy asthat.

Nonethel ess, she argued with hersdlf, the price was too high. These people were dying off because of
their absorption in their rapturous phantoms. They lived isolated, degraded, sickly lives, which were
undoubtedly shorter than necessary. It was obscene.

In her clenched hand was a greasy hair sample she’' d unobtrusively cut from the toddler’ s head as he sat
on her lap. Hair, that dead tissue, was a person’ sfosslized past. Miaintended a DNA scan.

Esefeb strolled in an hour later. She didn’t seem upset at Mid s abrupt departure. With her was Lolimel.

“I met her on the path,” Lolime said, although nothing as well-used as a path connected the huts. “ She
doesn’'t seem to mind my coming here.”

“Or anything dse,” Miasaid. “What did you bring?’ He had to have brought something tangible; Kenin
would have used the wrister to convey information.

“Tentative prophylactic. We haven't got avaccine yet, and Kenin saysit may be too difficult, better to go
directly to acureto hold in reserve in case any of us comes down with this.”

Miacaught the omission. “Any of us? What about them?’
Lolimel looked down at hisfeet. “It's, um, aborderline case, Mia. The decision hasn't been made yet.”
“ ‘Borderling how, Lolimd?It' savirusinfecting the brains of humans and degrading their functioning.”

He was embarrassed. “ Section Six saysthat, um, some biologica conditions, especialy persistent ones,
creete culturd differencesfor which Corps palicy is noninterference. Section Six mentionsthereligious
dietary lawsthat grew out of inherited food intolerances on—"

“I know what Section Six says, Lolimel! But you don’'t measure a culture' s degree of success by its
degree of happiness”

“I don’'t think...that is, | don’t know...maybe ‘ degree of success isn't what Section Six means.” He
looked away from her. Thetipsof hisearsgrew red.

Poor Lolime. She and Kenin had as much astold him that out here regs didn’t matter. Except when they
did. Miastood. “Y ou say the decision hasn't been made yet?’

Helooked surprised. “How could it be? Y ou’ re on the senior Corps board to make the decision.”

Of course she was. How could sheforget...she forgot more things these days, momentary lapses
symbolic of the greater lapsesto come. No brain functioned forever.

“Mia, areyou dl—"



“I’'mfine. And I’m glad you're here. | want to go back to the city for afew days. Y ou can stay with
Esefeb and continue the surveillance. Y ou can dso extend to her neighborsthe antibiotic, antivird, and
antiparasite protocols I’ ve worked through with Esefeb. Here, I'll show you.”

“But I—"
“That’san order.”
Shefelt bad about it later, of course. But Lolimel would get over it.

At base, everything had the controlled frenzy of steady, unremitting work. Meek now, not a part of the
working team, Miaran aDNA scan on the baby’ s hair. It showed what she expected. The child shared
fifty percent DNA with Esefeb. He was her brother; the neighbor whom Esefeb clearly never saw, who
had at first not recognized Esefeb, was her mother. For which there was till no word in the trand ator
deebee.

“I think we've got it,” Kenin said, coming into Mia s room. She collgpsed on astone bench, still beautiful
after two and ahdf centuries. Kenin had the beatific serenity of ahard job well done.

“A cure?’

“Tentative. Radicd. | wouldn’t want to use it on one of us unless we absolutely have to, but we can refine
it more. At least it’sin reserve, so apart of the team can begin creating and disseminating medica help
these people can actudly use. Targeted microbids, an antiparasite protocol.”

“I’ve dready started on that,” Miasaid, her ssomach tightening. “Kenin, the board needs to meet.”

“Not tonight. I’'m soooo deepy.” Thesatricaly she stretched both arms; words and gesture were unlike
her.

“Tonight,” Miasaid. While Kenin wasfegling so accomplished. Let Keninfed the full contrast to what
she could do with what Esefeb could.

Kenin dropped her arms and looked at Mia. Her whole demeanor changed, relaxation into fortress.
“Mia...I" vedl- ready polled everyone privately. And run the computer sms. We' |l mest, but the decision
isgoing to beto extend no cure. The phantoms are abiologicaly based culturd difference.”

“The hell they are! These people are dying out!”

“No, they’'re nat. If they were heading for extinction, it d be adifferent Stuation. But the satellite imagery
and population equations, based on data left by the generation that had the plague, show they’re
increasing. Sowly, but a definite population gain significant to the point-oh-one level of confidence.”

“Kenin—"
“I'm exhausted, Mia. Can wetalk about it tomorrow?’
Pan onit, Miathought grimly. She stored the data on the dying toddler’ s matrilineage in her handheld.

A week in base, and Mia could convince no one, not separately nor in agroup. Medicianstypically had
tolerant psychologica profiles, with higher-than-average acceptance of the unusud, divergent, and
eccentric. Otherwise, they wouldn't have joined the Corps.

Onthethird day, to keep hersdf busy, Miajoined the junior medicians working on refining the cure for
what was now verified as “limbic seizures with impaired sensory input causing Charles Bonnet



Syndrome.” Over the next few weeks it became clear to Miawhat Kenin had meant; this treatment, if
they had to useit, would be brutally hard on the brain. What was that old ditty?“ Cured lagt night of my
disease, | died today of my physician.” Wdll, it still happened enough in the Corps. Another reason
behind the board’ s decision.

She felt acurious reluctance to go back to Esefeb. Or, asthe words kept running through her mind, Mia
ek etg Esefeb efef. God, it was atongue twister. These people didn’t just need help with parasites, they
needed an infusion of new consonants. It was ardlief to be back at base, to be working with her mind,
solving technical problemsdongsiderationd scientists. Still, she couldn’t shake afeding of being done,
being londy: Miaeket .

Or maybe the feding was more like futility.

“Lolimel’sback,” Jama said. He'd come up behind her as she sat a dusk on her favorite stone bench,
facing the city. At thistime of day the ruinslooked romantic, infused with history. The sweet scents of
that night-blooming flower, which Miatill hadn’t identified, wafted around her.

“I think you should come now,” Jamal said, and thistime Miaheard histone. She spun around. In the
dien shadows Jamal’ sface was as set asice.

“He' s contracted it,” Miasaid, knowing beyond doubt that it wastrue. The viruswasn't just fetaly
transmitted, it wasn't adow-acting retrovirus, and if Lolimel had dept with Esefeb...But hewouldn't be
that stupid. He was amedician, he' d been warned. ..

“Wedon't redly know anything solid about the goddamn thing!” Jamal burst out.
“We never do,” Miasaid, and the words cracked her dry lipslike sdt.

Lolimel stood in the center of the ruined atrium, giggling at something only he could see. Kenin, who
could have proceeded without Mia, nodded at her. Mia understood; Kenin acknowledged the specia
bond Mia had with the young medician. The cure was untested, probably brutal, no more redly than
dumping asdection of poisonsin theright areas of the brain, in itsdf problematica with the blood-brain
barrier.

Miamade hersdf walk camly upto Lolimd. “What' s so funny, Lolimd?’

“All those sandwigs crawling in straight lines over the floor. | never saw blue ones before.”

Sandwigs. Lolimel, she remembered, had been born on New Carthage. Sandwigs were aways red.
Lolime sad, “But why isthere atree growing out of your head, Mia?’

“Strong fertilizer,” shesaid. “Lolimd, did you have sex with Esefeb?’

He looked genuindy shocked. “No!”

“All right.” He might or might not belying.

Jamd whispered, “A chance to study the hallucinations in someone who can fully articulate—"

“No,” Kenin said. “Time matterswith this...” Miasaw that she couldn’t bring hersef to say “cure.”
Redlization dawned on Lolimé’ sface. “Me? Y ou're going to...me? There s nothing wrong with me!”

“Lolimd, dear heart...” Miasaid.



“I don't haveit!”
“And thefloor doesn't have sandwigs. Lolime—’
“No!”

The guards had been derted. Lolimd didn’'t makeit out of the arium. They held him, flailing and ydling,
while Kenin deftly dapped on atrang patch. In ten seconds he was out.

“Tie him down securdly,” Kenin said, breathing hard. “Daniel, get the brain bore started as soonashe's
prepped. Everyone dse, start packing up, and impose quarantine. We can't risk thisfor anyone else
here. I'm calling a Section Eleven.”

Section Eleven: If the MedCorps officer in charge deemsthe risk to Corps membersto exceed the gain
to colonists by afactor of three or more, the officer may pull the Corps off-planet.

It wasthefirgt time Miahad ever seen Kenin make aunilatera decison.

Twenty-four hours later, Mia sat beside Lolime as dusk crept over the city. The shuttle had aready
carried up most personnd and equipment. Lolimel wasin the last shift because, as Kenin did not need to
say aoud, if hedied, hisbody would beleft behind. But Lolimel had not died. He had thrashed in
unconscious saizures, had distorted his featuresin silent grimaces of pain until Miawould not have
recognized him, had suffered malfunctionsin dimentary, lymphétic, endocrine, and parasympathetic
nervous systems, all recorded on the monitors. But hewould live. The others didn’t know it, but Miadid.

“WEe reready for him, Mia,” the young tech said. “ Are you on this shuttle, too?’

“No, thelast one. Move him carefully. We don’t know how much pain he' sactudly feding through the
meds”

Shewatched the gurney dide out of the room, its monitorslooming over Lolime like cliffsover araging
river. When he' d gone, Miadipped into the next building, and then the next. Such beautiful buildings:
gpacious atria, beautifully proportioned rooms, one structure flowing into another.

Eight buildings away, she picked up the pack she' d |ft there. It was heavy, even though it didn’t contain
everything she had cached around the city. It was so easy to take things when a base was being hagtily
withdrawn. Everyone was preoccupied, everyone assumed anything not reedily visble was dready
packed, inventories were neglected and the deebees not cross-checked. No time. Historicaly, war had
always provided great opportunitiesfor profiteers.

Wasthat what shewas? Y es, but not a profit measured in money. Measureit, rather, in lives saved, or
restored to dignity, or enhanced. “Why did you first enter the Corps?’ BecauseI’m amedician, Lolimel.
Not an anthropologist.

They would notice, of course, that Miahersaf wasn't aboard the last shuttle. But Kenin, at least, would
redlize that searching for her would be awaste of valuable resources when Miadidn't want to be found.
And Miawas s0 old. Surely the old should be alowed to make their own decisions.

Although she would miss them, these Corps members who had been her family since the last assgnment
shuffle, eighteen months ago and decades ago, depending on whaose time you counted by. Especidly she
would miss Lolimel. But thiswasthe right way to end her life, in service to these colonists hedlth. She
wasamedician.

It went better than Mia could have hoped. When the ship had gone—she' d seen it leave orhbit, afleeting



stream of light—Miawent to Esefeb.

“Miaetg efef,” Esefeb said with her rosy smile. Miacome home. Miawalked toward her, hugged the
girl, and dapped the tranq patch on her neck.

For the next week, Miabarely dept. After the makeshift surgery, she tended Esefeb through the seizures,
vomiting, diarrhea, pain. On the morning the girl woke up, hersaf again, Miawas thereto bathe the
feeble body, feed it, nurse Esefeb. She recovered very fast; the cure was violent on the body but not as
debilitating as everyone had feared. And afterward Esefeb was quieter, meeker, and surprisingly
intelligent as Miataught her the rudiments of water purification, sanitation, safe food storage, hedlth care.
By the time Miamoved on to Esefeb’ s mother’ s house, Esefeb was free of most parasites, and Miawas
working on the rest. Esefeb never mentioned her former hallucinations. It was possble she didn't
remember them.

“Esefeb ekebet,” Miasaid as she hefted her pack to leave. Esefeb be well.

Esefeb nodded. She stood quietly as Miatrudged away, and when Miaturned to wave at her, Esefeb
waved back.

Miashifted the pack on her shoulders. It seemed heavier than before. Or maybe Miawas just older.
Two weeks older, merely, but two weeks could make abig difference. An enormous difference.

Two weeks could gart to save acivilization.

Night fell. Esefeb sat on the Sairsto her bed, clutching the blue-green sheet of plastic in both hands. She
sobbed and shivered, her clean face contorted. Around her, the unpopul ated shadows grew thicker and
darker. Eventudly, she wailed adoud to the empty night.

“Ej-esl O, Ej-edl Ej-es, Esefeb eket! Ej-es...etej efef! O, etg efef!”



