*A Plague of Life* by Robert Reed
A Novdette

Robert Reed reports the following news. "My latest novel is_Sigter Alice , and shejust came out from
Tor. My two-year-old knows everything, and most questions deserve a'No' answer. | bought my first
new car in fourteen years, thanksin part to_Asimov's . And | now have awebsite, which was built by a
locd SF club. You can reach it by going to starbaseandromeda.com. ‘A Plague of Life isthe indirect
result of watching a couple of million didestaken by my wifesfather'sfamily -- the pictoria renderings of
an important dynasty. They owned a black |ab, and though long dead, heis still much loved, and his
adventures are the stuff of legend.”

It was aremarkable year, my mother has dwaystold me. After adecade of nagging drought and bitter
winters, our digtrict found itsalf immersed in the mildest westher of the century. Wet blankets of snow
melted with an early spring that brought nightly rains and warm sunny days free of hail and windstorms,
and the following summer was warm as blood and perfectly damp, coaxing every dormant seed and
spore to erupt into something green and happy. It was ayear where every female hawk laid that second
egg, every doe had her little fawn, and our cattle produced veritable lakes of milk and sweet blood. Even
Lady dropped two pups in the same miraculous morning, and we kept one of the pups, while the other
were sold at agood price to neighbors who knew about Lady's excellence. | was conceived during that
exceptiond summer. Mother dwaysimplied that | was planned, while my older haf-siblings preferred to
joke about wine and my father's youth and the interdiction of the Almighty. Whatever the reason, | was
born thefollowing year -- afind blessing from a spendthrift time. My father very much adored me.
People have dways said so, and in the photographs and grainy films, he seems very much the doting
father, and | am hisgiggling little girl, each samiling a the other in dmogt every surviving scene. Father was
big and handsome, with the sharp features that only the youngest men possess. He was ateaser and a
joker, and he could work hard from dawn to dark, which | suppose was one reason why my grandfather
alowed the marriage. Father was agood man, too. | can't remember anyone saying otherwise, at least in
my presence. He had avoice born for singing. He had ajolly attitude that | failed to inherit. He was smart
in certain ways, particularly with machines. | wish there were more photographs and films showing him,
but in our extensive family archives, for that particular period, the one who garnered the mogt attention

was Lady.

A wonderful dog isatreasure. Grandfather says so, and it's hard not to believe him. In those times, our
daily newspaper was ddivered by airplane. A loca man named Bergen -- fearless and foolish in equa
measure -- would fly over each of the scattered farmsteads, dropping atightly bound paper through a
dot cut through the cabin floor. | don't know how many times the camera caught aglimpse of wingsand
then focused on Lady as she galloped across the yard, returning moments later with the paper in her
mouth, bringing her prize up to the main house, dwayswagging her long gtiff tail. But that wasjust a
minor trick in her repertoire. Lady was old enough and smart enough to understand afair portion of what
she heard, and she was extremely skillful in killing rats and rabhbits In season, she was achampion bird
dog, and in every season, her loyalty to my grandfather and the rest of our family was a subject of
unalloyed pride. One day, while Lady and my father were walking near the highway on the east edge of
our farm, strangers drove up, dressed to hunt. They had come dl the way from the city. There were two
or three or four of them, depending on who tellsit. But everyone agreesthat they were from that portion
of the city that people such as us don't frequent. My father, being good-natured, spoke to them for a
while. They asked about Lady. He told afew stories. They asked if they could hunt the land, and Father
alowed that it wasn't his decision to make, waving them up to the main house. My grandfather stepped
out onto the porch and looked at them and politely told them, "No." Mostly, that's the way the story is



told. Hetold them, "No," and then the disgppointed men drove away, atail of dust risng highinto the
bright autumn air.

A day later, Lady turned up missing.

She had never run away, and never would. Own adog for aslong as Grandfather had Lady, and thereis
no way the anima can surprise you. Of course she could have been hurt or killed somewhere on the
property, but one of her giftswas alifelong capacity to evade harm. Her mostly grown pup, Precious, did
his best to find her. But there was nothing to find but some mysterioustire tracks on adirt lane.
Accompanied by my father and uncles, Grandfather journeyed to the city for thefirst timein years. The
actud details of their adventures have dways remained mysterious and intriguing. Whatever happened,
they were gonefor two days and nights, and when they came home again, Lady wasriding on the seat
beside the old man. Unharmed and perhaps alittle wiser, the grateful dog ran between the houses for
most of the afternoon, and according to my mother'stelling, | chased after her until | was exhausted,
collapsing into a soft stack of hay and deeping past dinner.

The world settled down for the next weeks. Autumn turned to winter, and one cold morning, my father
went out by himsdf to check on our blood cattle. From the physical evidence, he must have been
gtanding within sight of the highway, and someone armed with adeer rifle put adug into his exposed
neck, and then as helay on the ground, bleeding to degth, they shot him just beneath hisarmored vest, in
the guts, making certain that hislast momentswould be exceptionally miserable.

The murderer was never caught.

"Wetried," Mother tells me on occasion. Speaking with a philosophica resignation, she says, "The police
did their best. But those people, that neighborhood ... it's very difficult to learn anything ... the kinds of
peoplethey are, and so clannish too...."

About the murder, | remember nothing.
Except for everything that | have been told, of course, and everything that | can see for myself.

Lady istill awonderful dog. Her son died long ago, the victim of too much bravery and some very thin
ice. But Lady remains healthy and happy. More than a century has passed, but on those rare occasions
when | come home, | make a point of looking into those golden eyes, wondering: Do you remember your
adventure? What did you think about the city and those strange people? And do you know, Lady ... can
you remember ... what were the exact words Grandfather used when he told the strangersto get off his
land...?

* * %

| return home only for the best reasons. At this point, it takes three reasons to compel me to makethe
condderable journey.

My mother isn't well, which isthe perennid motivation. Despite arobust bloodline, she suffersfroma
dow decay of function -- mostly in her muscles, but increasingly in her mind too. She clamsthat she
needsme. | am her only surviving daughter, and nobody el se understands or has patience when it comes
to an ancient woman. She suffers from tenacious fears and enduring panics. Modern medicines help --
antioxidants and tailored enzymes -- and if you chart her decay againgt the growth of biochemical
knowledge, | suspect that shewill pass out of this crissin another five or Six decades. But a daughter can
take nothing for granted, and sheis my mother. Of course | will comevist her. It ismy duty to hold her
hand and listen dutifully while she repesats stories that have been repeated too many times, and in exactly
the sameway, acquiring astone-like redity of their own, immuneto questions or the tiniest doubt.



Usualy my family supplies my second reason to visit. On aworld increasingly tiny and crowded, they
have maintained possession over an exceptiondly rich expanse of soil and water. Thefarm isabusiness.
The business suppliesfood for thousands of city-trapped souls. Asaminor shareholder, | am required on
rare occasionsto show my face, casting my little vote in some officious matter that keeps the legdl
machinery of the farm running smoothly. Asatoken of his appreciation, my grandfather usudly paysfor
my journey home. But his charity haslimits, and leaving the farm will aways be aninsult directed a him. |
am required to find my own way back, whether it isabrief ride, or like now, avery long flight.

Findly, | need some personal reason to make the journey. Perhaps I'll bring a new man, or maybe some
persona success has come to me. Success till finds me, although not nearly as often aswhen | was
young. What matters -- what is essential here-- isthat | bring along something about which | can brag.
My sdf-esteem demandsit. If | haveto St with my haf-brothers and uncles and aunts, plus my endless
cousins and nephews and nieces, then | need some good reason to be prideful and self-assured.

"It's s0 brown down there," says my reason. My perfect little son. He glances a me, and winks, and
says, "l know it'swinter. | know. But | mean ... doesn't it seem awfully dead down there? Doesn't it to
you, Mom?"'

* * %

There are no roads anymore. Every lane has been plowed under and planted. Even the old highway has
been replaced with asingle devated rail to carry freight or the patient traveler. The land issmply too
valuable to waste benegath strips of hard pavement, and it istoo productive to be set asde as mere
parkland, and there is dways the extended family hungry for any income that can be wrung from sun and
soil. Totrave isto ride one of the spider-legged farm machines, or to walk on your own trustworthy legs.
Or with adose of bravery, you can fly. In the last century, air travel has become a deeply safe business.
But there will dways be the occasiond catastrophe. Only when your multirotor has safely landed can you
breathe easer; dl of your remaining worries are very much your own.

"It'scold," Jacob says. Not as acomplaint, but as an observation. "I don't think I've ever been this cold,
Mom."

But thisis nothing like the winters of old.
"Isthat Lady?' my soninquires.

The ancient dog approaches warily, dipping her head and pinning back her ears, telling the world that she
isharmless. Quietly, | say, ™Y ou remember me," and she responds by dropping to her belly and crawling
close. Born before there were fancy breeds, Lady isabig plain dog with stiff black fur and burly
shoulders and amind that has retained its canineflexihilities. "Good girl," | Sng, scratching behind those
laid-back ears. "Good, Lady."

Jacob hel ps with the scratching.
A voice anhounces, "He wantsto see you."

Uncle Ethan stands behind us. What might be confused for a smile shows on the wide strong face, and
hands bigger than seem right begin to gather up our little bit of luggage. Asaways, heis dressed for
work. | have rarely seen him any other way. His clothes are rough and padded, the modern armor
protecting his chest and head. The resemblance to asoldier is understandable. Even on amodern farm,
machines can explode without warning, and sharp tools might fly in unwel come directions.

"How areyou?' | ask.



Thesmilebrightens, if only alittle.
"ThisisJacob,” | say.
My boy nods and grins and says, "Hdllo, ar.”

"I'mwell enough," Ethan says, answering my polite question. And then he sares at his great-nephew,
measuring him in some fashion or another before saying, " Good to meet you, boy."

My naturd first step istoward the main house.
"No," says Ethan. "He'swaiting up at the old blood barn.”
| don't care where he waits. With a shake of the head, | admit, "I want to see my mother.”

Ethan has never been overly clever, or much of an actor, either. He has been coached, and with an
obvious duplicity tellsme, ™Y our mother's degping now." Then in casethat isn't adequate, he repeats
himsdlf. "Heswaiting for you. Inthe barn." One arm points up the hill, apair of traveling bagslifted high.
"Walk through. Y oull see. Theré'sanew gymnasium &t the back.”

| have no choice, it seems.

Aswewak away, Jacob tugsa my arm. "How old is he?"

Where we live -- the only place Jacob has ever known -- | am considered to be arather old woman.
"Is Ethan as old as Grandma?' heinquires.

"Older.” Then | remind him, "They had different mothers. He's only your greet half-uncle. Understood?!
"How old?'

"Seven," | begin to say. But that'swhat | wastold when | wasagirl. Adding my own age, | admit, "No,
he's better than eight now. Probably nearly nine hundred yearsold, | suppose.”

Jacob considers that span of time.

| could offer more, but | don't. Instead, | lead us up to the barn -- amassive structure built of limestone
boulders and oak timbers and black date shingles. Theinterior is spacious and brightly lit, both by the
low winter sun that pours through the open door and by the ha ogen lamps dangling from the distant
celling. Old-style barns are picturesgue but quite incompetent when it comesto today's agriculture.
Modern machines need different proportions, while modern milking and bleeding operations have their
own rigorous requirements. In a place where blood was once let and bottled, akind of zoo has taken
hold. I recognize the twin plow horses and the huddle of black-and-white milk cattle, and | suppose |
should know the blood cattle, although the ancient herd dways had a sameness about them -- burly
aurochswith long hornsdicing at the air, their tawny color lending them akind of anonymity. The rest of
the herd was daughtered decades ago, replaced by a series of more productive breeds. The last three
aurochs happened to be my grandfather's favorites, which iswhy they have been sequestered in thislittle
prison, fed alivable quantity of grain and hay, and kept safe -- thousand-pound mementos of amostly

lost epoch.

| fully intend to stop and talk to the beasts. Anything to delay the inevitable. But Lady galops pas,
barking with a certain pitch, and from behind anew wall at the back of the barn, aman hollers, "Whois
it, Lady?Isit Hannah?"



The next bark might mean, "Yes."

It isagame. Grandfather pretends to speak to his dog, just as he pretends not to know whoisat his
door. With abooming voice, he calls out, "Comein here, Hannah. Let me see that great-grandson of
ming"

Jacob glances a me, and grins.

Why shouldn't the boy fedl excited? Knowing what he does about the old patriarch ... how can my son
be anything but thrilled...?

My mother has dways been handsome enough, but she fully admits that my beauty comes directly from
my father. When | was ayoung woman of thirty, it ssemed natural to pursue acting. Againgt my family's
wishes| left home, and againgt every expectation found success -- if only for the first decade or two. In
al, | appeared in haf ahundred early films. If therolesweren't large, at least | enjoyed acomfortablelife.
When the roles were important, | managed not to embarrass myself too badly. The classic outlets il
show my likeness, in Slvery grays or reenergized colors. But there dways comes the day when the
public's tastes change, and that was the day | woke to discover that nobody needed a willowy beauty

who wasn't quite a household name and who redly, if the truth was told, had only a modest talent with
acting.

Someyearslater, in aparticularly awful decade, aman appeared. He claimed that he was adevoted fan
of my work. He told me he was some kind of researcher, and he would pay for asample of my blood. It
wasn't an enormous sum, but it felt like awindfal. When the transaction was finished, he dipped the dark
vid of blood into asmall cooler, and with anervouslittle voice, hetold me, "I've adored you. Y our
movies. Your presence. | think your work has aways been badly underrated.”

Thoselast words awaysring hollow for me. Isit genuine praise, or isit Smply ameasure of how minima
my career seemsto the half-informed?

Nonethdless, | told him, "Thank you."
"I would love ... if | could ... take you to dinner, Miss Cross...."

"I'm sureyou would,” | countered. "But more to the point, | think what you want isto go to bed with
rrell

Hisfaceflushed.

"Say it," | pressed. "Where'sthe harm in admitting the truth?”
"| guessthat'strue enough. Yes"

"How much money do you have?'

It was such ahorribletimein my life. On occasion, particularly when the rent was due, | resorted to using
my face and willowy body.

The adoring man named afigure.
With afrank voice, | explained what that amount entitled him to do.

For along while, he could do nothing but tremble. Then lust and years of fond daydreams took hold, and



with ashy dip of the face, he agreed to my terms. Together, we walked to the far side of my little
one-room gpartment and lay down, and | listened to the rumbling of the trains and the singing of city
horns, and when it was finished, he happily collapsed on top of me.

"Why?" | finglly asked.

"Because you have arare beauty,” he professed. "I don't think they saw your talents. The directors didn't,
| mean." He couldn't stop explaining the wrong turns my little life had taken. ™Y ou shouldn't have been the
nice girl or the heroine's pretty friend. What you should have been, | think, isacrimina. A rogue. The
serenely cold villainesswho can endave a man with aglance.”

| let that thought percolate deep. Then with areproachful voice, | admitted, "But that isn't what I'm
asking. | want to know, why do you want my blood?"

About those matters, he was|ess forthcoming.

But then | made athird business arrangement with him -- actions given for knowledge -- and while | used
my mouth, he stared at my cracked plaster ceiling, talking with adistant, distracted voice that dowed and
then stopped entirely, and then began again. He told me about plotting the genetics of humans on every
continent. He spoke in dense, nearly impenetrable terms about marker genes and common traits,
maternal mitochondriaand gill-warm mutations. Then after | finished my portion of the bargain, helifted
his face and stared at me, eyes blurred and his voice edging toward deep.

"Y our grandfather,” he said.

Hesad, "Nathaniel Cross," with an eerie ddight.
"What about him?"

"Do you know? How long has he been dive?"

"Thirteen, maybe fourteen centuries." But that seemed to amuse the researcher, forcing meto explain,
"That'swhat 1've been told. My mother says so. Grandfather says so. Everybody claims he was born
early inthe Dark Age, ontheidand of Mdta."

"Heisavery long-lived person. Isn't he?' The man grinned, asking, "'Can you imagine what he has
endured? The wars. The plagues. Famines, and every stupid accident. Do you know the odds against
surviving through the last fourteen centuries?!

"Rather poor,” | dlowed.
"Life used to be endlessly dangerous,” he reminded me.

With avoice edging toward respectful, | told him, "My grandfather's better than most when it comesto
urviva.”

"Yes" heagreed. "Without question.”

Then with acool hand, he touched me. And with aconspirator's quiet voice, he admitted, "I shouldn't tell
you any of this"

"What?'

"Thisproject of ours...." He hestated, achieving auseful meodrama. "Were investigating patternsin
human genetics. Patterns trested with eaborate dgorithms. And there seem to be several distinct



footprints.... geneprints, we cal them ... left behind by the same few enduring people.”

"Wheat people?’

"Always men," he explained. "Since awoman'sfertility islimited, and childbirth can be dangerous-- *
"What about my grandfather?"

"Wevetried," hesaid. "But hewon't let ustest him, or anyone living on the farm. Not that it matters
much. We're already quite sure that you've got relatives scattered across the New World, and Europe,
aswell asAsaand Africa, too."

"Weadl haveour distant cousins” | began.

"Have you ever been to the Nile? No? Wdll, if you ever find yoursdf in the New Kingdom, remember
this The entire population is made up of your distant cousins.”

"What are you saying? Grandfather isn't fourteen -- 7"

"He's closer to five thousand yearsold,” my new lover blurted. "And that's the minimal figure." Then he
tried to cuddle with me, and | endured histouch, listening to the happy wet voice. "He might even be
older," he admitted. "Redly, we can't decide. But he's definitely one of our prime candidates to be the
oldest human on Earth.”

| could never have imagined such athing.

"Of course, perhaps he doesn't know hisown age. The brain forgets asit lives. New neurons replace the
old, and over time, memories seem to get washed out of the enduring soul.”

"Who washe?' | muttered. "On the Nile ... was he one of the Twelve Great Pharaohs?"

That brought an easy, irritating chuckle. "No, Hannah," he purred. "All the Pharaohs are accounted for.
Large public men and the leaders of empires ... in troubled times, they and the poor are dwaysthefirst to
die..."

* * %

| can't remember my grandfather as anything but fit and imposing. Where some people alow their bodies
to gather fat, he works endless hours, on the farm and with weights, maintaining adurable truce with
pernicious doth. As happens with some very old men, his hair has grown thin and retrested. His response
isto shave his scap every morning, long before anyone el se is awake. Whatever hisred age, he has
endured ahard life: Hisface and torso are crisscrossed with the scars of old cuts and burnsthat in turn
help obscure older, more terrible scars. Portions of two ribs are missing under hisright arm. A small toe
and thetips of threefingers have dso vanished. A nameessinfection dulled hisleft eye, and both knees
suffer from apoverty of cartilage that modern medicines and smplerest have never entirely cured. Yet
his heart and lungs remain strong and clear, and as we enter the gymnasium, he cals out with those great
lungs. "Hello!" heroars, thick arms pressing against apair of padded levers, agreat black block of iron
risng from its cradle. Sitting on anarrow bench, bare-chested and vigorous beyond caculation, he says
to my son, "Come here, Jacob. Let me get agood look at you, my boy! Finaly!"

If my son had wings, hewould fly. Asitis, he runstoward his great-grandfather, trusting and happy. Both
quditiesterrify me, yet | say nothing. | watch the old man drop the iron with an dmost musical crash and
then reach out with both arms, embracing Jacob exactly long enough to convince aboy thet heis
accepted and perhaps even loved.



"Hello, Hannah. A pleasant trip, wasit?"
"Pleasant enough,” | dlow.

"And thank you. For finadly bringing him to us, thank you." Grandfather holds the boy, but he watches
me. Not for thefirst time, | sensethat his dulled eye sees quite well. Indeed, it could possess some extra
vison not given to lesser mortals. That isthe eye that cutsinto me. From it comes the gaze that dways
makes mefed sorry and small.

L etting go of Jacab, hetells both of us, "It's wonderful to have you here. | hope you can stay for avery
longtime"

Then with his powerful arms, he shakesthe little ten-year-old. " So what do you think about our farm?”
"It'sdifferent,” my boy sputters.

"Different? How?"

"It'sdl brown," Jacob says.

"That'scalled winter."

"l know, gr."

"Youliveinsdeafancy can," the old man reminds him. "A fancy heated can that dways hasthe sun, and
of course you don't need seasons -- "

"YS, S r..u

"But then again, thisisn't much of awinter, either.” A dy smile bresks out on afact that looks asif it was
axed out of ablock of tough walnut. "1 can remember, you know. Winters so appallingly hard and long
that people thought they would never end.”

Jacob nods, ligtening intently.

"The glaciers charged down from the mountains. Crops froze under the late snows. | skated onicein
places that never even see frost today. Everybody prayed to God to save them, and maybe their prayers
worked. From what I've read, our world came dangeroudly close to another ice age. A few degrees
colder -- one good snow in the middle of anorthern summer -- and everything would be different now.
Everything here would very much be dead.”

Jacob nodsweskly, imagining dl that terribleice.
"Comehere”

Grandfather means Lady. The dog has been sitting to one side, patiently waiting for those words. With a
seamless devotion, she walks up and sets her muzzle on hislap, athin streak of drool leaving a spot on
histrousers.

Scratching the dog behind her golden eyes, hetells Jacob, "L ook around the farm. Take alittle tour.”
"l don't think he should,” | begin.

"Quiet," Grandfather says, not even bothering with a corrective glance. "Don't touch any machinery,
Jacob, and shut every gate you open. Understood? And if you find some little relative -- we've got afew



kids underfoot these days -- be friendly. But explain to them. Y ou don't know anything about areal farm,
and if they do anything mean to you, | will beangry.”

"Yes gar."

"“Tell them. That | will bevery angry.”

"l will, sr."

"Now go. Go!"

"Helmet and vest!" | shout after him. "Find yours and wear them -- "
"Yes, Mother," hereplies, using hismost dismissve tone.

Thenitisjust thetwo of us. Thethree of us. Lady continuesto enjoy the scratching of her ears, and the
old man continues to study me with his dangerous gray eye, and | sand my ground despite nervous fest.
Glancing at my surroundings, | observe, "Thisisnew.” And when neither companion responds, | add,
"Every machine hasjust the one setting. Doesn't it?"

"So | won't grow wesker," Grandfather responds. "When | lift, | have to endure the same load that |
lifted two days ago. And two years ago.”

| nod, asif paying close attention.
"Youlook thin," he says.

| wander over to adistant machine, touching adangling bar covered with thick foam rubber. A fat stedl
cable attaches to amass of black iron that waits insde a cage that helps keep out carelesstoes and
hands.

"What'syour gravity up in that can-world?'

"At our gpartment?’ | shrug. "Eighty percent Earth's.”

"That's not enough,”" he growls. "The boy won't grow up properly. In the bones, the muscles.”
"He's growing fine. His school and the parks are near the hull, which is.95 gees."

"And theradiation levels--"

"Wehave shidding."

"What about the lost bolts and fuel tanks? Theresalot of garbage flying around up there, from what |

| stare back at him. "Honestly, the engineers and the rest of us ... we take every reasonable
precaution....”

He amiles, enjoying my anger.
Thenwith aquiet, gruff voice, heasks, "Why?'
| pretend not to hear him. But when the furnace cutson, | flinch.

"Why, Hannah?'



He wears trousers but no shoes. | look at hisfeet for amoment. Thousands of years of gravity have
made them broad and quite ugly.

"Why what?"

"Y ou came herefor a purpose. Isit to show off your son?"
| stare at the dark broad chest. "Partly.”

"Whet d5?'

Finaly, I look at the face. Mustering an expression of nervous courage, | tdl him, "1 want to sdl my share
of thefarm.”

The newsis heard, and vanishes.
"How muchisit worth?"

He seemsto expect my question. Using his most quiet voice, he offers a concrete sum that no forcein
nature can change.

After aprolonged silence on my part, he adds, "Our farm wears alot of debt. We've been modernizing
again. And we're expanding past the old highway. | loaned money to the Kirks, and they haven't met
their payments, so we're using lawyers and the courts to take away afat chunk of their land." He pauses
long enough to smile at his own progress. "Not that we won't pay everything off in another five years, of
course. Y ou should see our projected profits. Y our profits, too. But right now ... this couldn't be aworse
timeto sdl out, darling.” Then with an accusing, dmost raging voice, he asks, "Can you possibly wait?"

"No."
"Why not?'

| St on the adjacent machine, pressing my feet against matching pedals. | have dways had strong legs,
and my knees are perfectly fine. | lift theiron partway, and then feigning weskness, | let it fall again. The
crash is till echoing off the rafterswhen | confess, "'I'm buying passage on the Centauri ship. For Jacob
and mysdf."

"But | can't give you nearly enough money." He hasto grin, betraying the depth of his knowledge. "With
your existing assets, plus your share of thefarm, you'll till fall way short of that god.”

| sareat him.

"Hannah," helaughs. "What did you tell yoursalf? Just because you dont live on thisworld anymore, do
you redly believe you can escape my resch?”

* % %
| used to grievefor the corn.

When | waslittle, younger even than Jacob, | invested an entire summer watching that tropical grass
grow tall and green, sprouting those long ears covered with arich golden silk. When the earsripened and
the stalks browned, | assumed that the plants had falen adeep. Like trees and ground squirrels, our
crops were smply hibernating, and come next spring, they would burst from the ground again.

Mother wasfirst with the hard news. A little perplexed, perhaps even disappointed, she said, "No,



honey. They're dead. They aways die when the frost comes."
"But why?" | asked.

"Just because," shereplied. Never aperson to concern herself with the deep workings of the world, she
shook her head and shrugged, saying, "Because that'sthe way it is, honey. And will you stop crying now,
please?'

Grandfather was moreinformative, and more horrible.

"Plants have that trait in their blood. | mean, intheir sap.” He laughed at the image of bloody corn. "At
least some of the species haveit. Annuds, they're called. They know they'll live for one good year, so
they throw al their energy into making sugary seedsthat can grow like mad next spring, making new
plants. Those seeds can feed us, if they happen to be our crops. Which isagood thing. If we had nothing
to cultivate but perennia grasses and berry bushes and fruit trees ... well, there couldn't be nearly so
many peoplein theworld...."

That was too much for alittle girl to comprehend, and looking back, | probably don't remember it
correctly. Every school lecture and everything that | have read since has been grafted into my shadowy
memories of that uncomfortable ingtant.

Regardless of thetruth, what | remember isthe old man telling me, "Animas aren't the same as corn. Fish
and turtles, and people, and mice, too. We just live and live. Because there's no red reason to do
otherwise"

"Why'stha?"

Helaughed a me, hisgood eye narrowing. "I've read afew things." Grandfather read exhaugtively on
many subjects. "Theideaisthat we could have been otherwise. Thisisjust the way we happened to
evolve. Early on, thefirst animals sumbled into metabolic pathways that avoid oxidation poisoning and
the planned collapse that comesto the corn. Y ou see? Then if aturtle or aman isvery successful, he gets
to livefor along time, leaving behind many turtles, and many children, too. When and if he ever happens
todie”

"But if thingswere different?" | asked. Not then, but someyearslater. | remember adifferent
conversation where | was astudious schoolgirl, asking that smple question, "What if we werelikethe
corn?'

"Planned insolvency? Well, that would change afew things. But not as much as you'd guess. Not over the
long course of evolution, at least." He gave the matter some thought before adding, "For most of my life,
it seemed like everybody was dying. Warskilled thousands. Every epidemic killed millions. And there
was bad food or no food, and you can't imagine al the ways you could die just in the norma course of

your day."
"My uncles survived, too," | pointed out.

"Some have, yes. The onesyou know, and afew others." A vague smile softened hisfeatures. "We area
family, Hannah. We care for each other. Which helps us survive, of course. And | don't think it hurtsthat
when these new continents were being settled ... with dl thisempty land free for the having ... that |
decided to move our family here, escaping the crowded guts of Europe...."

We emigrated barely two centuries ago. Practically yesterday, in my grandfather's mind. " So much has
changed inthese last years," hetold me. Then with an easy menace, he explained, "The old killing



diseases have been conquered. And our food is clean and unspoiled. We have sewers and hospitals.
And what nation can raise awilling army when its citizens can serioudy entertain the prospect of aten
thousand yesar life?' He sighed and shook his head, saying, "Thisisanew world. A dangerous, foolhardy
world, somewould think."

"Why?" | asked.
"Y ou love that word. Don't you, Hannah? "Why?"
"But what'swrong?' | perasted. "Isn't it good that people don't get Sick anymore?”

Grandfather gestured at the cornfield. It was another summer, and both the crops and | were haf-grown.
"All right,” he grumbled. "Imaginethis. The corn doesn't live alittle whileand die. But it till makes seeds
by the hundreds and spreads them under itsfeet. How can that be a good thing? Y ou are a prosperous
plant. But suddenly al these children are springing up between your toes." Disgusted, he pushed the
image aside. "I that happens, you have two choices, Hannah. Two courses you can take. And believe
me, neither choiceiseven alittle bit pretty.”

* % %

Mother sitsin awide, thickly padded rocking chair. Her weaknesses are many, but her face remains
handsome, amogt girlish. With avoice amost too soft to be heard, she asks about the journey back to
Earth. Was| ever scared? Then she reminds me about the shuttles that have malfunctioned in the past,
and the people dead after taking what seemed to be the most inconsequentid of risks.

"Those werethe old shuttles” | reply. "The new models are asreliable asa heart.”
"Hedied, you know."
"Who do you mean?"

She rocks the chair and moves her stronger arm, afaded quilt falling away from her badly shriveled
shoulder. "Mr. Bergen. He would bring us our newspaper in the airplane. One morning, he flew down
low and dropped the paper ... and then one of hiswingsfdl off, and he crashed....”

"It'sasad story,” | agree.
"Hying," she says. Just the one word, and it causes her to shiver.

Likeadutiful daughter, I lift the quilt over the shoulder, and not for thefirst time, | wonder if death might
be kinder than atiny, endless existence full of mismatched memories and the occasiona medl.

"Becareful,” she advises.
"I will be"
"Inthe sky ... be careful...."

Sincemy lagt vist, her hair hasthinned noticeably and turned alittle white. New teeth are duggishly filling
the holesin pae pink gums. Her bresth smells of stale milk and blood cake. Because she can't Sit
comfortably at the family table, she has already been fed for the night. Because she degps so poorly
nowadays, astrong pair of my cousinswill put her to bed in alittle while. Thisisour chanceto talk, or at
least to make the attempt.

"Tdl me" | whisper.



Thewords aren't noticed. But then, after along pause, the girlish face brightens. "Tell you what?"
"About my father."

She appears perfectly lucid, and then she speaks. "He was an English count. A gorgeous man. Tall and
wedlthy, and wonderful on horseback -- "

"That'sadifferent husband," | warn. "An earlier husband.”

"Was he?' She seemsto doubt me before she doubts herself. But then with agentle resignation, she
admits, "That daughter died. | remember. While she was ababy. Something attacked her lungs."

"I know the story, Mother."
"Y ou want to hear about your father?'
"Your last husband,” | prod.

With achiding smile, she says, "Hannah. | do remember him. Better than you ever can, | should think."

* * %

Father had ayoung man'stalent for machines. He was gregarious and quick-witted, stronger than most,
and perhaps better than anyone my mother had ever known, he could remember faces and the names
that bel onged to each one. But as older, grumpier souls would point out, young men smply haven't seen
that many facesin their little lives. Perhapsif he had survived until today, my father's talents would have
begun to fade. Every face would resemble every other, and he would fumble over names, and our
modern machinery would have seemed as sophisticated and impenetrable as the fatty insides of ahuman
mind.

The farm needed a good, cheap mechanic. Asthe story goes, Uncle Ethan paid the newspaper to run an
advertisement for afull week, and after Mr. Bergen flew in low and dropped the paper, and after Lady
had carried the paper up to the front porch, Ethan took abreak from his morning chores, sitting out on
the mesh-enclosed porch, drinking cold coffee and reading the headlineswith hisusud indifferenceto
most of theworld. What did it matter, the dectionsin Asa? Who cared about the drought in Africa, or
the borders shifting in Old Europe? Not even sports scores or lurid murders captured hisminimal
imagination. He read only for the most basic reason: Habit. He read because his own father might bring
up one of these many subjectsin conversation, and he didn't want to appear Supid. And then after afew
minutes of studious apathy, Ethan thought to look into the back pages, scanning down the narrow
columnsto find asingle entry -- WANTED, MECHANIC FOR NEW TRACTORS, TRUCKS,
GENERATORS, WELL-PUMPS -- that he read with care, twice, before hearing abig throat clearing
itsdf.

Asthe story goes, my father was the one who cleared his throat. Uncle Ethan dropped the want adsto
find himsdlf staring a ayoung fellow not yet thirty yearsold.

"What do you want?' the old grouch barked.

"Wedth and fame," the stranger replied. Then with abig laugh, he added, "But for now, I'll take the
mechanic'sjob. If it'still open.”

Ethan was astonished -- avery rare condition for him. Jabbing at the paper, he said, "Thisad just got in
here. Today. Thisisthefirst day.” To be sure, he looked again, twice, before repeating his reasons for
being astonished. "How can you be here dready? | just got the damned paper!”



"Therésdifferent editions” the Stranger remarked with ashrug. "'In the city, theré'samidnight edition.
When | read the ad, | jumped onthelast train, and | got off at Little Bend, and I've walking ever since.”

Ethan chewed on that explanation. "Isthat s0?"

"l want thisjob," the man-child continued. "It'stough times. | need work. | didn't want to come dl this
way and find thejob filled. Y ou seemy point?’

A habitualy neat man, Ethan folded the paper and st it on the table beside his empty coffee mug, and he
rose, saying, "You'll need ahemet and jacket, if you want to work here. For our protection. Whatever
happens, we don't need some stupid lawsuit chewing usin the ass”

"I wouldn't sug," the young man promised. "But yeah, I've got awork helmet and a good second-hand
jacket. Therésaholeinit, but the guy who waswearing it is il dive. So it must work, huh?!

Ethan didn't hear the humor, and even if he had, he wouldn't have laughed.
"I've got my resume. Y ou want to seeit?"

"Yes" With adow, studious eye, Ethan examined the brief list of past employers. Most of the businesses
were defunct, casuaties of the long economic downturn.

Silence seemed to bother the stranger. With agrin, he offered, "Thisisabeautiful farm. And abeautiful
house, too."

Ethan heard the compliments and chose to ignore them. With acrisp, "Stay here," he took the resume
ingde. Hisfather was Stting in the front room, in hisfavorite chair. The burly bald man reed the single
sheet in aglance, and then helooked out the window, investing moretime ng the boyish face and
the quick bright eyes. Findly, with alow rumble, he said, "It's your decison. What do you think?"

"l dont like him," Ethan replied.

With ahard little smile, Grandfather reminded his son, "Y ou've never been agood judge of people.”
True enough.

"Youwant to hirehim?'

"Onatrid bass" Ethan alowed.

"What int?' Grandfather replied, laughing at him. "What the hell isn't?"

Ethan walked back outside. In crisp, distinctly unfriendly terms, he described the job while giving the new
man abrief tour of the farmstead. To afarmer who had spent centuries working with beasts of burden,
the new tractors seemed like abominations, insults and dangerous beyond measure. The two of them
ended up outside the old blood barn, watching a herd of draft horses stand in the cool sunshine. Two of
the horses were better than two centuries old -- afamous team brought with the Cross family from the
old country. Onitsworst day, abalky tractor could do ten times the work of that pair of animals, and
that was why in another year or two, decisions would be made. The oldest horseswould remain. But
Grandfather didn't have afondnessfor creatures without a clear purpose, which meant that their children
would be killed and used for that rare commodity: Meat. Perhaps Ethan was thinking about their fate as
he stared at them. It is possible that he was sad, or angry, or maybe he was distracted for entirely
different reasons. Whatever was happening insde his mind, he bardly noticed when the new man nudged
him, asking, "So now who's she?'



"Who?" Ethan sputtered, gazing across the big pen. "Which she do you mean?'

"I'm not talking about horses. | mean her.” He pointed toward awoman walking from the main house to
one of the nearby cottages. "Whao'sthat girl over there?”

"Girl?* Findly, Ethan laughed doud. "That's my haf-ggter, and sheisn't. A girl, | mean. Shit, sheésamost
asoldasme”

"Well," the new man ventured, " shelooks young enough.”

"Y oung enough for what?' A menace intruded into the constant laugh. "Hey, she's been awidow eight
times. No, make that ninetimes.”

"|s she awidow now?"

It took Ethan afew secondsto completely decipher the question. Then with ashrug and adisdainful
sneer, he admitted, "Y eah, she'saone. But you don't want to have any ideas about that. Are you

ligening?'
The new man nodded and smiled, watching the widow walk.
"And we were married within the year," my mother boasts.

| nod, and smile.

"He made me so happy, your father did." Her smile has apracticed qudity, bright but wrapped snug
around nothing but habit. "That'swhy | got pregnant with you. Happiness dways makes agirl fertile”

| say, "l know."

Then with adifferent tone, | ask, "What did Grandfather think about my father?"
The question seemsto puzzle her.

"Compared to your other husbands, | mean -- "

"Oh," she exclaims. And with adeep, thoughtful sigh, she admits, "Heliked them dl equaly well. I'm sure
of thet."

Ten dead men, | think.

But | just smile, saying nothing at dl.

* * %

Before my mother is put to bed, | manage to corra Jacob, allowing the two of them to meet. Theboy is
on hisbest behavior, while Mother seems unsure as to whose hand is being offered. But the moment has
asweetness, and at least one of usis able to walk away happy.

Smiling, | lead Jacob downgtairs, joining the rest of the family in the dining hal. Supper is enormous and
smple. Eggs and milk, cornmeal and blood, have been swirled together with an array of vegetables,
baked to gold, then covered in honey and served with pitchers of weak beer and whole milk. Two chairs
have been reserved at the main table. Conventions born long before me demand a dtrict formality.
Conversations are determined and salf-conscious. Adults discuss the day-by-day business of the farm --
the needs of various machines and livestock, and who isrespongible for what -- while thelittle



half-cousins near Jacob whisper about school and various friendsthat he will never meet. Ethan invests
histime staring at the hal's enormous window, nothing to see outside but darkness, edting little bites and
otherwise holding histongue till. Findly, Grandfather finishes hismed, and setting down hisfork says,
"Hannah," with avoicethat carries. With aword, | am madeinto area person. And now everyoneis
freetolook at me, and if they wish, amile.

"One of our far flung family members has come home," the ancient man continues. " For too short of a
vigt, I'm afraid. So while sheis here, perhaps somebody has a question for Hannah."

A young man liftsanervous hand.

| don't have my father's talent for faces and names, but he looks new. Judging by where he sits, he must
be Ethan's newest son-in-law.

"l loveyour movies" heclams.

"Thank you," | reply, with what | hope sounds like genuine pleasure. Then | haveto ask, "Which
movies?'

The question puzzles him. But one of my aunts|egpsinto the silence, explaining, ™Y ou've taken two stabs
at acting. Isn't that right, dear?”

Thetone isn't exactly approving, but sheis correct.

"I've had two careers,” | admit. Then to my admirer, | say, ™Y ou probably mean my second career. The
onewherel played therathe."

"Yes" With ahappy expertise, he namestitles." TheBlood of Life_and _TheMilk of Life . Thoseare
my favorites.

"So what happensin them?’

Of al people, Ethan asks the smple question, diplaying what for himisan unusua curiosity.
"Haven't you seen them?" hisyoung son-in-law asks.

"If | have," my unclereplies, "I don't remember it."

"Hannah playsthe old mythic creature," the young man explains. "She's arathe. Which meansthat she
has some weird genetic disorder. If she doesn't et human flesh, her body startsto fal apart. Her skin
sags and her teeth stop coming. And eventualy, she grows ugly and week and dies.”

For some, the concept brings discomfort. But most people actudly smile, reveding the same grim intrigue
that helped make my second bout as an actress become such an enormous financial success.

"Shelivesin anold fortress," my admirer continues. " She lives with men and women who have the same
affliction, and they use their beauty to lurein passersby.” Shivering with delight, he says, "V ery spooky.
Veayfun.

Agan, | say, "Thank you."

Grandfather sits at the far end of the table, one hand unseen. With that hand, he calmly scraiches Lady's
head, and with his free hand he gestures, bringing the room's attention back to him.

Everyonewaitsfor him to spesk.



Hours might pass, and nobody would dare move. That is his power and authority, and perhapson a
different day, he might force everybody to St, demanding that show of obedience. But not tonight. Heis
satisfied to shrug his massive shoulders, and with an dmost casud voice, he admits, "'l should probably
watch one of thosellittle films. Just to get afed for them.”

With afew words, my unimportanceisplain to see.

Again, nobody looks at me. | am atemporary guest, inconsequentia and soon to be forgotten. If only
Jacob could sense the mood, then maybe we would escape without further embarrassment. But with his
own infectious enthusiasm, my boy shouts out, "Y ou know how to kill my mom?When she'sarathe, |

Too dowly, | say, "Don't -- "

"With agolden sword,” he explains, one arm whirring above his head. "Y ou have to chop off her head
with thisbig gold sword.”

"Redly?' Grandfather says.
Thenwith alow laugh, he exdaims, "What anintriguing image!"

* % %

The hotel was perched on top of atal bank building, the best rooms|ooking toward the Great Pyramid.
History and the modern world stood shoulder to shoulder. Three hundred million soulsfilled the narrow
NileValey, from the ddtato the reservoir at Aswan. Extensiveirrigation projects and draconian building
codes|éeft just enough arable farmland to feed most of the people, the shortfalls made up by imports. My
grandfather's grain might have helped feed these millions. Certainly each of those hungry mouths could
only make the value of hiscropsincrease.

"Areyou going to sare out the window dl night?'

| said, "Perhaps," and put on asmile, looking back over my shoulder.

My lover sat in the middle of our bed, wearing afond expression and worried eyes.
"You know," | said, "you could stand here with me."

"Maybel will. Maybe | wont."

But he couldn't help himself. In another moment, with the padding of bare feet, he dipped in behind me,
warm arms wrapped around my waist and his spent prick pressed against my bottom.

Time had reversed our circumstances. | was the famous actress enjoying her reborn career, while he was
just another geneticist hoping for afifty-year tenure with any mid-tier university. He had awife now, and
achild, and aworld bursting with responsbilities. Y et luring him to this place wasn't difficult. Despite dl
of our wishing, we can never quite rid ourselves of the affections of our youth.

"You know," | whispered. "Y ou hel ped me quite abit, years ago.”
"l did?"

He thought of the money he gave me. But | admitted, "No, it was your career advice. It only took me
another four decades, but eventudly | realized that you wereright. | should play thevillain."



"WEell, then, you're welcome.”
"So what have you learned? Since then, | mean.”
"Learned?"

"About my grandfather.” | pushed back againgt him, causing the prick to tir. "The big genome project
went on for years. I've read some of theresults. At least asfar as| can follow them. But nothing
published actudly mentionshim -- "

"We can't name your grandfather,” heinterrupted. "The genetic privacy laws gtrictly forbid that."
"What have you learned?’ | asked again.

My lover took abregth, gathering himsdlf. Then with asorry tone, he admitted, "Very little, redly. Sncel
saw you last ... well, the man's definitely old, and durable. But how old, and what makes him so durable

"Would you liketo know?' | interrupted.
He hegtated, hisarmslifting off me now.
"Would you like to study hisblood?" | asked. "Would that help with your career?'

"Yes, | would likeasample. But | doubt if it would help." He was such an innocent soul. It had finaly
occurred to him that | was using him, and it would take another few minutes before he grew comfortable
with that hard fact. "Hannah," he said, and he breathed again. "' Genetics don't mean nearly as much as
we'd hoped,” he explained. "A person's DNA can be robugt, but only to a point. After that, nothing
matters but luck and lifestyle. Which iswhy we dropped our studies with the very long-lived people. We
collected enough samplesfrom their descendants -- from people like you -- that we don't have to directly
involve them. And it's been twenty years since the data has given us anything new.”

"What about his mitochondria?'
Warm hands settled on my hips, asif to hold meto the ground. "What about his mitochondria?*

"He inherited them from his mother. Whoever she was. But his children inherited their mitochondriafrom
their mothers. Maybe his are unique. Maybe that's the reason he can be thousands of yearsold.”

"Y ou've been reading,” he muttered.

Then with the steedy voice of a practiced lecturer, hetold me, "Mitochondriaare smple, genetically
speaking. Maybe there's something unique in your grandfather's organdles. But even if thereis, or was,
there's aways a steady mutation rate. In the course of along life, aperson's mitochondriawill haveto
changein some significant ways."

"What about memes?”'
That brought silence, and curiosity.

"Y ou mentioned lifestyle and luck," | said. "But have you ever wondered? Maybe the old man survived
al thistime because he has certain beliefs, or tricks, or useful ways of thinking. Memes, | mean. Maybeiif
you could study him, and | mean carefully ... maybe everybody would learn how to remain young and
vital for ten thousand years...."



The hands dropped, but he remained intrigued by the idea.

"Would the man be worth anything to you?' | asked. "Assuming | could actualy deliver him, of course.”
"Ddiver him? Like apackage, you mean?'

| didn't explain what | meant.

"That isn't going to happen,” he assured me. Or himsdlf. "And redlly, that kind of psychologica work isn't
eveninmy fidd."

| hadn't thought that any of these schemes would fly. They were just foundations to an assault more basic,
more proven. With one hand, | reached behind my back, firmly gripping his testicles and the cool prick.
Then with afranknessthat couldn't help but work, | said, "I intend to endave you. Starting now. You're
going to be mineto dowith as| please.”

Helaughed, and gulped. "I'm dready haf-endaved, darling -- "

"Butit'snot timeyet," | continued. "Not thisyear, or the next decade, probably. But soon. And until then,
I'm going to hold you likethis. Understand? Like thig"

Hewinced, saying, "Please.”
"All right then."

My corpored hand let him go, but in every other fashion, | till had agrip on him. Then stlanding together,
we gtared out of the window, watching the sun rise over the Nile Vadley, thosefirst red-stained rays
reaching high. Like each of the Great Pharaohs, Cheops had drunk nothing but water boiled in priestly
ceremonies, and he ate a balanced, moderate diet, and only people who passed through aritual
quarantine could share the same room with him. The greatest of dl the pharaohs, Cheops had lived for
one thousand and fifteen years, and in that span histomb became amountain -- agiant massf of quarried
granite -- its dopes kept at a moderate grade to avoid catastrophic collapses, but the pyramid il high
enough that the air thinned noticeably on the upper dopes, and when there was moisturein the air, asif
on that particular morning, a cluster of sun-reddened clouds gathered around the tiny, sharply pointed
ummit.

* % %

| won't deep. | don't think that deep is even possible. With Jacob snoring peacefully in the bed beside
mine, | lieon my back, perfectly aert, counting the minutes and the long hours while marveling at how
horribly dow time moves when you stand behind it, shoving hard.

Suddenly my eyes close and remain shut.

What wakes meisadog barking in the cold night air. Foolishly, | St upright, the mattress cresking
beneath me. But | manage to regain my self-control. | force mysdf not to look out the window. Quietly,
smoothly, | settle back onto the bed, and after another couple of low woofs, the old dog falls silent.

* % %

My father's body was cremated, and because he hadn't been married to my mother for the customary
twenty years, he wasn't regarded asreally belonging to us. That was why his remains were shipped home
to certain obscure relatives. That waswhy | never got a clear answer when | asked for the whereabouts
of hisurn and ashes.



"Theresno grave," my mother used to claim, her nose wrinkling with disgust. "They probably stuck the
urn into the back of a closet somewhere. It's sad, | know. Crimind, even. But you see, darling, these
people aren't like us. They don't honor their ancestors. And since they breed like weeds, they barely care
about their own children.”

"Wheat family washis?' | asked.

She willingly gave me aname. Indeed, she bdieved in that name. But her certainty wastoo easy, her

manner too incurious. When | made my own inquiries, | discovered that my father'sfamily was barely
that. A family. There was a genuine name and awide array of people attached to that arrangement of
letters, but who was related to who was a much more complicated and interesting business.

| didn't find my father's earthly remains until my last visit home. Jacob wastwo years old, safe with
friendsinsdethe orbiting habitat. | had already spent the requisite time with my mother, and I'd boasted
about my son asmuch as| dared, and after Signing the necessary formsto remain a stockholder in good
gtanding with the family farm, | saw no reason to linger. Claiming a nebulous problem back home, | |ft
three days early. The hired multirotor flew to the city, dropping me at the front gate of the district'smain
arport. Therel hired adriver and two bodyguards, and armed with clues harvested from a multitude of
sources, | took alittleride into the heart of the city.

There arelarger metropolises, most of them more crowded and poor. But my father's city hasitsown
oppressive touches. Its name was stolen from a native tribe that was eradicated with rifles and smallpox.
Little more than two centuries old, it possesses a drab, determined newness that makes it
indistinguishable from athousand other immigrant towns. The immigrants came here to build the railroads.
They cameto work in the early grain mills and blood mills. From Europe and North Africa, asfree
citizens and freed daves, they came and settled, built their homes and raised thefirst of their families.
Four million souls are pressed together on the bluffs above awide brown river, most of them living in the
twenty-story gpartment buildings that were built from brick for thefirst century, and then the forty-story
towers built with steel and white concrete. And as you walk the narrow streets, people will gaze at you
from the high windows -- a certain portion of those faces belonging to the very same immigrants who
settled thisland, who still spesk with rich accents, and in their deep, till dream in the languages of their
vanquished youth.

My father's neighborhood was half a dozen gpartment buildings overlooking acluster of old millsand little
factories. His urn and the accompanying nameplate were set in a public mausoleum. Despite the genera
poverty, desth remained an unusud turn of events, and the murder of ayoung man would dwaysbea
horrible, memorable crime. What could have been athousand years of life had been erased with two
bullets. Today, a murderer was still going unpunished. And every day, without fail, somebody in those
buildings -- someone who had actualy known my father -- would think of him, recaling hissmileand
laugh, and his happy manner, and his preposterous hopes for the future.

| spent afew moments examining the urn, and then | told my bodyguards what | wished to do next.

They refused. Pointblank, they told me they were hired to bring me here and out again. Nobody had
whispered aword about actualy going insde one of these dum towers. | offered to triple their sdlaries,
and their response was to threaten my driver. Then the three of them piled back into the low sedan,
driving away with an unashamed cowardice.

Courageisanearly impossible trick when you can see Forever.

| entered the building across the street, taking the elevator as high as possible. After that, | had to climb
the narrow stairs, passing between armed men who kept asking about my business, and did | know |



looked like an old movie star? Finally, on the topmost floor, my way was blocked. Two women --
sgters, gpparently -- took meinto alavatory and made me strip and relieve mysdf and then dress again.

| was asked and asked again, "What's your business here?' But | offered only hints and vague mutterings.
| forced them to summon up the curiosity to invite meinto what looked likeasmall and rather ugly
penthouse gpartment. Every window was bulletproof. Elaborate sensors watched me as| crossed the
main room. But the man gitting at his desk was nothing if not relaxed. With asmile, hesad, "I've dways
liked your movies. The old ones best, | suppose.” He had athick, chewy accent, Germanic and Frenchin
equal measures. " Sit, if you want. A drink, maybe?'

"Nothing. Thank you."

Inhissmile, | saw my father. But then again, | had been seeing portions of my father in every faceinsde
that little neighborhood.

"If I may ask: What can | do for you, Miss Cross?!

| opened my notebook, unencrypted a certain file, and began to explain. A friend of mine had passed
through these streets some years ago. With blood samples and agorithms, he had easily established what
I'd ways suspected. "I don't have asamplefromyou,” | told him, "but it seems obvious enough. | have
to be your granddaughter.”

"You certanly are" he purred.

"Andyouredsomy uncle” | said.

Which brought alittle nod and aknowing grin.

"Fromwhat | can decipher, my father and | share the same grandfather.”

Of course none of that was a surprise. He knew perfectly well who his father was, and who he was, and
whatever reason in the degp past caused him to be disinherited. Ignoring my eaborate diagrams, my
grandfather/uncle preferred to study my face and manners. Then with acold little voice, he asked, "How
ismy dear father?"

"Aliveand wel," | reported.
And with asad sgh, he asked, "lan't that awful to hear?"

* * %

Theadarmsareinaudible to me. But | hear asudden flurry of activity, dozens of feet sumbling inthe
darkness, voices calling out, "Lady, Lady!" Then the search widens, and quiets, and someone checks
with the farm's security system, discovering what seemslike acritical clue.

Uncle Ethan comes to wake me. But then he hesitates, looking down at Jacob before moving to my bed,
and then staring a me until 1 quietly ask, "What isit? What'swrong?'

"He wants you downgtairs. Now."

Ethan leaves meto dress, and | try not to look at Jacob, but at the sametime, | can't think about anyone
else. Then| dip out into the hall and close the door, and after four long flights of stairs, | find mysalf
looking a my grandfather, alifetime of acting experience inadequate to thistask.

"What?' | blurt, pretending ignorance.



"Lady'sgone,” he says. "And we saw who did it. We've got aface. Y ou want to see who?'

"All right”

The image has been enhanced and the point-of-view has been shifted, creating a portrait of someone
who looks more than alittle like my father. For al we know, thisisthe same person who stole the dog
over ahundred years ago. That is Ethan'sworking assumption. "I've dready made cals," he reports.
"Our friends with the police are dready setting up watchers, waiting for a stealthed multirotor.”

"Funny," says Grandfather. For thefirst time, | can hear the anger a the bottom of histhroat. "These
people don't have these kinds of resources. Money, and the like. If they went in together, maybe they
could steal amachine and pay for its sedthing. But navigating through our security net and out again --
that takes more money, and skillsyou won't find in the dums. Which ignores the very sensible question:
Why bother? To piss me off? Isthat a good enough reason, Hannah?"

Never abright man, or imaginative in any meaningful way, Uncle Ethan finds the conversation to be
steering wildly off-target. "I don't understand,” he complains. "Why are you even talking to her -- ?"

"Isit acoincidence?" hisfather interrupts. " She comes home, and the dog's stolen away a second time?'
| stand motionless, my face asbland as| can makeiit.

"What isit, darling? A trap? Am | supposed to lead my family back into that filth hole asecond time ...
and have what happen...? Isthere some kind of ambush waiting for me? Isthat it?*

Ethan gulps and staresa me.
"No," | report.

"What then?" Grandfather steps closer, kneesfaltering for amoment and then locking tight. With alow,
raging voice, heasks, "What isyour little scheme, darling?’

"Y ou should know."

He nods.

Ethan asks, "What isit?'

"Y ou want your money for passage on that damned starship, right?"
"In essence, yes."

"Essence?’ Grandfather says.

"l want dl of thisto remainlegd,” | explain. "I'm not extorting this money from you, and you won't be
ableto block mewith lawyersdown theline."

"Redly? And why'sthat?"

"My mother isincompetent to make her own decisons,” | begin. "Y ou hold power of attorney over her,
for now. But | want you to sign that right over to me, and I'll demand her share of the farm. Since she has
been here from the beginning, with her name on the origind title ... her share and mine will be enough to
put her and Jacob and myself onboard the Centauri ship.”

Grandfather stares at me, that hard face nothing but astonished.



Thenwith alow, viciousvoice, he says, "That'swickedly clever of you, you little bitch.”
Inmy life, thisisas closeto red praise as| have ever won from the man.

* % %

The signatures of participants and witnesses have been duly recorded, and the appropriate money has
been transferred into accounts set up for this single purpose. Jacob is awakened and dressed, and my
mother isdressed but hasfallen adegp again, Stting in arobugt little walking chair that leads the way.
Jointed legs pull open the front door and climb down the porch stairs. Infirst light, the air is bitter and
dry. A brief overnight snow hasleft portions of the yard white. But where the multirotor waits, between
the house and the blood barn, the snow has been swept away, exposing the frozen black earth beneath.

Nobody stands near the multirotor. Its primary rotors spin dowly, with two of itsfour motors humming
patiently. Before we are close enough to fed the wash of therotors, | tell Mother's chair to stop. Then |
take Jacob by the shoulder, teling him, "Wait here."

"Butit'scold," hewhines.
"No," | warn. "Thisisn't cold at dl."

Severd old uncles stand dongside my grandfather. But Ethan stands by himsdlf, down dongsidean old
pinetree, amsat hissde and a stiff, angry expression working itsway through histhick face.

To nobody in particular, 1 ask, "When did the multirotor arrive?"
"Y our luggageisaready loaded,” Grandfather replies.
"Themaching" | add. "When did it get here?"

"Twenty minutesago,” Ethan hollers. "'l loaded it mysdlf.”

| watch him. | stare at hisface until Grandfather interrupts, saying, "I'm sorry if you're waiting for abig
farewd | song. But you can understand. Our mood's pretty ugly, & least for thetime being.”

"Sure" | say.

| look at him. But of course he won't let me see anything more than an appropriate smoldering. | have
worked with some exceptiond actors, but in my life, | haven't known anyone as purely taented as
Nathaniel Cross.

"Leave" hetdlsme.

| obey. | walk back to my mother and son, and with atouch, I turn my mother's chair around. Then |
kned and say to Jacob, "Don't ask me why. But we're going to walk now. Through thefields, over those
next hills, and downto therail line. All right?"

But he hasto ask, "Why?"

"Then wewill wait for thefirdg train north. All right?" Asif | didn't hear hisquestion, | tell him again,
"Don't ak mewhy."

We gart for the cornfidd. When my intentions appear plain, my grandfather laughs. "' So what about your
luggage? And your mother's things? What should we do with dl of that?'



"I'll haveit shipped,” | promise, barely looking back.

Despite bad knees, the old man managesto close the gap. "Y ou know," he sayswith what could be
congtrued as aworried tone. "Y ou'll be awfully close to the Kirks land. And they don't like the Cross
clanright now."

| hesitate, if only for an ingtant.

And | look back at him, letting him seejust auseful glimmer of fear.

* % %

The chair isthe strongest walker among us. When Jacob tires, | move my mother to one side, finding
enough room for the two of them to Sit pressed together, wrapped up in the same old quilt. Both spend
their time nodding in and out of deep. We climb thefirgt hill, and then the onesthat follow. | fill the silence
with little stories about being Jacob's age and exploring these fidlds and the little streams between. | can
remember when the deer lived in herds, there were so many of them. | remember flocks of birds, and in
the summer, great swarms of flying insects. But the animals are scarce now. Unlessthey help the crops,
they are nothing but burdens. People are everywhere in the world, on land and in the seas, and we are
filling in the sky now. "But it'sgoing to be different on the new world,” | promise, talking entirely to
myself. My companions are both adeep, dternating snores aswe crossthe last hill, indifferent to the
elevated whiterail below, and beyond, the brown lands around which little legal wars are being waged.

"The Centauri world ispurewilderness” | tell mysdlf, recalling the blue seas and gold lands seen by the
deep-space telescopes. "And we won't destroy it with our numbers. Not thistime. Well let our
population grow until we're large enough to be stable, and after that, afamily won't be able to have anew
child until one of them dies, or emigrates.” It isan integra part of the colony's charter, and for me, a
major drawing card. "We won't crush this new world under our fet,” | keep saying, more as a prayer
than asadtrict belief. | am not afoolish dreamer, despite dl my best attempts. | actualy hear the doubt in
my voicewhen | say, "Thistime, wewill do things differently -- "

And then, | hear another sound.
A sudden, close _crack .

| dmost heditate. Almost. Then | step out in front of the chair, walking with a purpose, waiting for the
next _crack_whilelooking to my right, catching the faint glimmer of alaser's measured pulse.

Thethird _crack fedlscloser.

But the fourth and fifth are bardly audible. Plainly, the Al marksman hasfound itsrange. | feel confident
enough to leave the others, waking sdeways on the hillsde, gradualy dropping down toward asingle
enormous oak -- the sole survivor of aone-time forest, spared from the chainsaw by my grandfather's
lovefor things ancient and durable.

A figure sitsunder the tree, dressed in camouflage, with a hedmet and a padded vest around his heart and
lungs. Once more, hetriesto shoot me. | can see one eye expertly sighting aong the barrel, and the
minimd tug of thefinger againg a sengtivetrigger, and then comes abullet that movesa what isredly an
inggnificant speed.

The bullet has barely |eft the barrel when it explodesinto ametallic vapor. Compared to the orbital

velocities of comets and lost bolts, the speed of a ballistic wegpon is nothing. Protecting meisfar, far
easer than keeping an orbita habitat secure.



Uncle Ethan throws down hisgun in frugtration.
| am close enough to hear his breathing, to see hiswild panic.

But when | search deeper, | find something else. He sobs. He moans. With both hands, he peels away
the armor around his heaving chest. If anything, he looks grateful -- asudden and irresistible gratefulness
born from discovering some incal culable burden lifted from very old and astonishingly weary shoulders.

* % %

| am awoman of my word: Lady isreturned to the farm unhurt.

She doesn't know half the people she meets. But till, she runs around like amaniac, and the little children
chase her. Jacob chases her. Why not? | watch the idyllic scene even while my grandfather isfitted with
an assortment of soft, irresigtible restraints.

"I didn't hurt anybody," the old man calls out.

Then louder, he says, "Ethan'sthekiller. I've suspected it for years. | think he gets sick in the head, and
he has to shoot somebody...!"

IIWMI

The one-word question is asked, floating in the brightly lit air of the blood barn. And when it evaporates,
| offer it again. "Why?" | say, turning toward my grandfeather. "My father waskilled ... why?"

"Ask Ethan," arumbling voicetold me.

"They're asking him that question now, I'd think. I hope." | show acold smile. "My uncleisn't smart, but
he's not so stupid that helll sacrifice himsdlf for you. The authorities have him trying to kill three people
today. They are going to offer him adeal. Ethan and the rest of the uncleswill get the same ded. If they
talk honestly about their participation in the old crimes, and if they confesswho gave their marching
orders, their liveswill be spared. Thousand-year sentenceswill seem like ablessing. And because they
areyour children, we both know ... they will do anything possibleto save their ugly selves.”

The gray eye brightens, but the rest of the faceis dull and half-dead.
Again, | ak, "Why did my father haveto die?'

Then | answer mysdlf, offering, "Because when you went to the city, you discovered that my father had
lied. Heredlly belonged to afamily that you hated, and his own father was one of your disinherited
children.

Both eyes close, and open again.
"Hardly," hesays.

Then with aduggish smile, he says, "I knew who your father was. Thefirst time | looked a him, | knew
what he had to be. But that didn't matter. And do you know why, Hannah? Because sometimesin animal
husbandry, in the quest for better breeds, it paysto occasondly cross an excellent bloodline with itsdlf.”

| tremble, and wait.

"Y our father'sloyalty was the question. But that was always aworrisome point. So why did Ethan shoot
him on that particular day?' Grandfather conjures up adeep, hateful laugh. "Because by then Ethan had



learned how to maintain the tractors and such. Y our father had no purpose anymore. And the timing,
what with the abduction of Lady, madeit al seem quite perfect.”

| watch Lady stop long enough to sniff at the heels of my devoted geneticist. He stlands with my mother,
inthe bright chill sunshine, patiently enduring one of her endless, pointlesstales.

Quietly, I say, "The court will find you guilty. Y ou will be stripped of your property and your wesdlth.
Y our blood cattle, and your dog. And there will be agalows built specificaly for your gruesome old

Hislaugh sputters.

"But then apardon agreement will be offered,” | continue. "Because you are vauableto an array of
experts, the court will offer to spare your life. And since you can't think of being any way but dive, you
will agreeto theterms. A degath sentence will be made eternd. In these next centuries, you will be carted
from lab tolab. You'll help geneticists and psychologists and historians. Y ou will let them cut and prod,
and as new methods become available, they will andyze your body and mind. They'll coax ancient
memories out of you. They'll write great books about you. Of course you'll be poor as a pauper, but a
kind of fameis going to find you. Findly. From your little cdll, you won't seeit, of course. But you will be
afamous bastard known on many worlds. And then after another few thousand years, that fame hasto
die away, and the experts will vanish, and you won't remember anything about your life except the wdls
of your cdl and the same few medsthat come through the dot near the floor."

| look at aface absolutely drained of its blood.
Quietly, he says, "So that'swhat thisis. Revenge.”
"Revenge?’ | ask.

"For your father getting killed." He snorts and yanks against hisrestraints, and asks, "How many decades
have you been planning this, Hannah?'

| watch Jacob playing tag with Lady.
Again, with an easy scorn, | say, "Revenge?!

| won't even look at my grandfather anymore. All | seeismy son, and I'm thinking to myself that maybe
Jacob needs agood smart and loya dog at hissde. And while I'm thinking that, | am saying with a
surprisingly cam voice, "No, that isn't why | went to al thistrouble. No."

Where would | find agood leash? I'm wondering.
"Then why?" an old voice cresks.

With the clarity of the honest, | confess, "I was afraid. My son and | would move to anew world, and
then afew hundred years|ater, when the colony is seemingly secure, you would arrive. My family would
follow methere, chasing the empty lands....

"That's what made me go to so much trouble, Grandfather....

"Not what's past ... but the crimes sure to come...."



