Leave by Robert Reed

Politics doesn't make friendships. | have forgotten the names and faces of almost every other protester,
and that's after two years of enduring the dements with those very good people, berating distant
politicians aswell asthe occasond driverswho showed ustheir middle fingers.

No, what makes the friendship is when two adult men discover acommon, powerful love for skiing and
for chess.

| met Donin front of the old Federa Building. We had found oursdlves defending the same street corner,
holding high apair of hand-painted signs demanding that our troops come home. That was seventeen
years ago. Our cause was just, and | never doubted the wisdom or glorious nohility of our methods. But
every memory istinged with guilty nostalgia. Of course the war was wrong -- a blatant, foolish mistake
perpetrated by stupid and criminaly arrogant leaders -- and hasn't history proved usright? If only more
people had stood on enough corners, and then our not-so-good nation would have emerged sooner from
that disaster with our reputation only dightly mangled and thousands of our precious young people saved.

Don was the most ordinary member of our tofu-loving group. With his conservative clothes, the constant
shave, and his closdly cropped, prematurely gray hair, he was our respectable citizen in aplatoon
composed of cranks and ideologues. There was some half-serious speculation that poor Don was an
agent for the State Patrol or FBI. But beneath that respectable, boring exterior lurked a card-carrying
member of the Libertarian Party. Chat with the man for five minutes, and you knew he was genuine.
Listen to athirty-minute lecture, and you'd take away everything you'd ever need to know about persona
respongbility and stripping the government from our privatelives.

The fact that our spouses hit it off instantly didn't hurt either. Our wives ended up being as good friends
aswewere. SO it seemsthat war gave me one good gift: Don and Amanda, and their two children,
Morgan and sweet Little Donnie.

Cheryl and | couldn't have kids -- a constant sadness in an otherwise untroubled marriage. So when |
mention being close to Don's children, picture afond uncle.

Morgan was ten when we met the family -- abright, amost pretty girl who would make any parent
proud. She had inherited her father's fastidious attitude and a sharp, organized mind. Being seven years
older than her brother, she hel ped raise the wild youngster. Y et the girl never complained, even if that
meant babysitting aweepy, feverish imp while her folks stood in the deet and wind, holding high signs
begging the world for asinglerationa act.

| can't remember Morgan ever acting jealous toward her sbling. Which was aconsiderable feat, if you
knew Little Donnie and his specid relationship to the world.

Asatoddler, LD (ashisfamily caled him) was an effervescent presence dready spesking inlong, lucid
sentences. Cheryl explained to me that some three-year-old girls managed that early verba capacity, but
never little boys. Then she pointed out -- and not for the last time -- that Little Donnie wasn't merely
smart, he was absolutely beautiful: adelicious sweet prince of alad destined to grow up into agorgeous
young man.

Don was openly proud of both kids, but LD stories outnumbered Morgan stories at |east three-to-one.

Every timel saw my friend, he had to share at least one LD anecdote. Preschool and then elementary
school brought a string of thunderous successes, including perfect report cards and glowing praise from
every teacher. And middle school -- that realm of socia carnivores and petty hatreds -- proved to be a
tiny challenge for the golden boy. Of course LD earned his place in the finest gifted programsin the Sate.



And it didn't hurt that hewasamagjor forcein theloca T-ball circuit, and that he dominated the
seventh-grade basketball court, and nobody in eighth grade could hang with that stallion when he decided
to run the four hundred meter sprint.

But eighth grade was when our world abruptly and unexpectedly changed.

Asthe boy entered high school, the glowing reportsfell off. Don was ill genuinely thrilled with hisson. |
have no doubts. But suddenly he waslesslikely to share his news about LD's continuing rise to
dtill-undefined greatness.

What if somebody was listening to his boasts?

Digtant but horrible forces were a work in the universe, and Don sensed that silence might be the wiser
course.

In an earlier age, Don and | had done what we could to battle an awful war. Success meant that our
troops eventudly came home, and his children could grow up safe, and nothing el se seemed to matter.

But LD turned fourteen, and anew war began.

Or rather, an unimaginably old and bizarre and utterly unexpected conflict had found itsway into our lives
and tidy homes.

| was dtill kept abreast about the most important LD news. And I'd cross paths with the boy, or my wife
would. As she had predicted, he grew up gorgeous and brilliant. And Little Donnie remained charming,
though in that cool, detached way that every generation inventsfor the first time. He was dways polite to
us, even at the end. Hislieswere small affairs, and on the surface, harmless. It actualy made me jedous
to hear my middle-aged bride praising the Apollo-like figure who had chatted with her at the
supermarket. But she wasright. "The only thing | worry about,” she said with a confidentid tone, "isthat
LD hastoo many choices. Know what | mean, John?"

| suppose | did, but not from my own life experience.

"There's so many careers he could conquer,” Cheryl added. "And with any girl he wants, of course.”
Including my wife, if she could have just shrugged off twenty years and forty pounds.

"Ishe doing dl right at school?" she would ask.

Asfar asl knew, yes.

"Because Amanda's mentioned that his grades are down,” she reported. "And hisfolks are getting
worried about hisfriends.”

Big Don had never quite mentioned those concerns, | noted.

Then afew monthslater, my best friend dropped hisking onitssideand told me, "I resign.” That very
poor performance on the chessboard preceded along, painful silence. Then with adistracted air, he
added, "L D's been suspended.”

Did | hear that right?" Suspended from what?*
"School," Don alowed.

| didn't know what to say, except, "Sorry."



Don looked tired. He nodded, and after hard consideration decided to smile. "But he'sin atwelve-step
program. For the drug use."

| was astonished. "What drug use?"

Hedidn't seem to hear me. With awince, he reported, "The counsdors are telling usthat when akid is
high-functioning, being bored isthe greatest danger.”

We were talking about drugs, and we werent.

"What drugs?' | had to ask.

"It doesn't matter." Don paused, then nodded, as though held convinced himsdlf it redly didn't matter.
| dumped back in my chair, staring a the remaining black and blond chessmen.

"LDisinrehab," theworried father continued, "and he's promised to get clean and well. And hell
graduate on time, too."

A dring of promisesthat were met, it turned out.

That next year, the young prince went to our locd college -- perhaps to keep him within reach of his
worried parents. What news | heard was cautioudy favorable. But after the first semester, even those
mild boasts stopped coming. The only glowing news was about Morgan and her burgeoning career asa
dermatologigt.

| made afew tactful inquiries.
Don would say, "Oh, the boy's doing fine too."
Cheryl's queries to Amanda ended with the same evasive non-answers.

Then one morning, while strolling downtown on some errand, | happened to stumble across the famous
LD.

To my eye, he looked fit and sober.

But when hetold me, "I'm going to buy anew biketoday," hewaslying. And when hesad, "I'mriding
across the country thissummer,” hewas feeding me afary tae.

The boy had dready made up hismind.
| didn't even suspect it.

"Enjoy your ride," | advised, feding proud of thistall, strong kid with whom | had shared nothing except
seventeen years and an emotiona stake that was never defined, but nonethelessfelt huge.

"Seeyou, Mr. Vance."
"Takecare, LD."

Two weeksater, Don caled me at work. "Have you seen my boy?' he asked. Then before | could
answer, he blurted, "Inthelast five days, | mean.”

"I havent,” | dlowed. My somach clenched tight. "Why?"



"LD'svanished."
Someintuition kept me from mentioning the bike ride.

"Wejust found out,” said aterrified parent. "Donni€sfailed dl of his classes, and nobody seemsto know
whereheis."

| had nothing worth saying.

And then with atight, sorry voice, Don confessed, "I just hope it's the meth again. Y ou know? Something
smdl and fixablelikethat."

* k% k% %

Fiveyearsearlier, our tiny world had changed. But it wasn't ahistoric event that happened in asingle day
or during atumultuous month. In fact most of humanity did its stubborn best to ignore the subject. So
what if afew voicestold the sameincredible story? And what if astronomers and their big telescopes
couldn't entirely discount their crazy words? In our United States, the average God-fearing citizen il
didn't swallow theideaof natural selection, and that's after almost two centuries of compelling research.
Rational minds had to be skeptical. Even after the story broke, there were long stretcheswhen |
considered the whole business to be an e aborate, ludicrous joke. But the evidence did grow with time,
and | had no choice but to become a grudging believer. And then our friends son vanished without
warning, and Cheryl turned to mein bed and asked when | thought LD would actudly leave the Earth
behind.

My response was less than dignified.

Thoroughly and passionately pissed, | told my wife, "He bought abike, and he went wandering.”
"And you know this how?'

"That'swhat he told me he was doing,” | reminded her.

"And has anybody seen thisbike?"

| didn't respond.

"His parents talked to everybody," she continued. "Girlfriends, his buddies. Professors and both
roommates. They never saw abike. Or apacked suitcase. Or anything you'd take on atrip.”

"I know that."

"With the clothes on his back, he went out on amidnight walk," she continued. "His car was ill parked
in the street. Nobody remembers him buying abike or camping gear or anything el se you'd want on a
cross country ride.”

"Dontold meadl that, honey."
"Did Don mention his son's checking account?'
| said nothing.

And she read my expression. For an instant, she took a spouse's cruel pleasurein having the upper hand.
"LD drained it and closed it."



"Why not? A kid on the road needs money."

"Amandajust told me. LD left al that cash in an envel ope addressed to them. They found it while
searching hisroom. Eleven hundred dollars, plusabirthday check from Grandmathat he never bothered
to endorse.

Bikeride or drug binge. In neither case would the boy leave that tidy sum behind.
Once again, Cheryl asked, "How soon does he leave the Earth?!

In the pettiest possible ways, | was hurt that Don hadn't mentioned finding the money.
"What's Amandathink?" | asked.

"Thewors," said Cheryl.

"Did they cdl the police?"

"Last night. From LD's gpartment.”

| had to ask, "But do the cops care? Thisis not a child anymore. We're talking about alegd, voting-age
adult.”

" An adult who has vanished."

But citizens had rights, including the freedom to fail at college, and then out of embarrassment or shame,
diveout of Sght.

| asked, "Have the police met with them?"

Cheryl dipped her head sadly. "Amandadidn't say,” she admitted. " She started to cry again, said it was
too panful, and hung up.”

"l bdievethat," | muttered.
"Tak to Don," she advised.

| nodded, wringing a sad joy out of the moment, allowing mysdlf to revel in the awful fact that | didn't
have any children of my own to worry about.

* ok Kk
"On average," Don asked, "how many young men and women vanish? In agiven year."
| offered an impressive number.

"Multiply that by three," hewarned.

"Isthat the U.S,, or everywhere?'

"Jugt theU.S"

g

Wed met at the coffee house for our traditiona chess game. The board was set up, but neither of us had
the strength to push a pawn. My good friend -- a creature who could not go into a new day without clean



clothes and a scrubbed face -- looked awful. A scruffy beard was coming in white. The eyeswere
rimmed with blood, and | could see dirt under hisfingernails. Where had the man been digging, and why?
But | didn't ask, watching him pick up hismug of free-trade coffee and sip it and look into the swirling
blackness. Then avoice amost too soft to be heard asked, "How many go up there? Out of athousand

missing people, how many?'
"Twenty," | guessed.

"Not bad. It'sten and ahaf."
"How do we know that?'

"TherésWebsites," he explained. "Help societies and half adozen federa agenciesliketo keep
databases, and the answers mostly agree with each other. Most missing people are found sooner or later,
and there's some who drop off remote cliffs, and there's dways drug users who aren't found and murder
victimstoo."

My black pieces waited at attention, fearless and wood-hearted.

"Go into space or become amurder victim: Those are about equaly likely, asit happens.” In apeculiar
way, the haggard face betrayed hope. Then with the earnest tone of confession, Don mentioned, "That's
what | want the copsto believe. That LD's been killed."

"So they look for him?"
"Sure”
| Spped my warm coffee, weighing the probabilities.

"Of coursethey don't believe me," he continued. "But if his disgppearance isn't acrime, then they can't do
anything beyond filling out a missing-person's report.”

| kept thinking about tall and handsome LD, calmly lying to me about the bike and his plansfor the
summer. The prick.

"He'sdive" | sad, aming for hope.
Don remained slent, fearful.
"Okay," | dlowed. "Suppose he'sjoined up with _them ."

| was passing into an uncomfortable terrain. Don leaned back and dropped his shoulders, and with a
whisper, he said, "Okay."

"They don't take their recruits off the Earth right away,” | pointed out. "I mean, _they might be wizards
with spaceflight and al. But their volunteers have to be trained first, to make sure that they can ... you
know ... do their job well enough to make them worth the trouble.”

"Sure”
"Lifting abig young man past Pluto,” | said. "It costs energy.”
"It does," he agreed.

"LDissmart," | continued. "And sure, he has abunch of talents. But do you redlly think, Don -- in your



heart of hearts, | mean -- do you believe that your son is capable of serving asasoldier in some
miserabledienwar...?!

There was along, uncomfortable pause.

Then the shaggy white face lifted, and just by looking at the deeplesseyes, | could tel weweretalking
about two different boys.

"Little Donnig," hisfather muttered.

With dl the confidence and horror he could muster, Don declared, "My son would make amarvel ous,
perfect soldier.”

* * % %

Nobody knows when the war began, and no sane human mind claims to understand the whys and
for-whats that keep it divetoday.

But we know for sure that the first human recruits vanished four decades ago. My father's generation
supplied that early fodder, though the world didn't notice when afew thousand boysfailed to come
downgtairsfor bregkfast. By unknown means, the Kuipersidentified the ripest targets among us --
aways mde, dways smart and adaptable -- and through daborate and dmost invisible negotiations, they
would winnow the field to the best of the best. Usually the boy's mind would wander, experiencing a
series of lucid daydreams. About fighting, of course. But more important, the dienswould test his
capacity to cooperate and coldly reason and make rapid-fire decisons under stress. And they dways
made sure that hewould say, "Y es," before the question was asked. "Y es' meant that ayoung human
was agreeing to serve one Nest for ten full seasons -- alittle more than three decades, Earth-time.
Survive that maelstrom of carnage, and you were honored and subsequently released from service. Then
according to traditions older than our innocent species, you were alowed to bring home one small sack
suffed full of loot.

Ten years ago, afew middle-aged gentlemen regppeared suddenly. There was someinterest, but not
much belief: They came from the Third World, and how credible isaBangladeshi fisherman or aNigerian
farmer? But then six years ago a Frenchman returned to his home village, and he made the right kinds of
noise for the cameras. Then came a Canadian gent, and an Itaian, and then apair of handsome American
brothers who suddenly strolled into atown square in New Hampshire. In the medias eyes, these weren't
just crazy peasants rambling on about impossible things. Here stood men with good educations and
remembered faces and what soon became very public stories, and if their families gave up on them ages
ago, at least there were siblings and dderly parents who could say with confidence, "It ishim. It isthem. |
know itis Yes"

And they brought home their sacks of |oot, too.

Some of those possessions had obvious value -- gemstones of extraordinary purity, dabs of rare-earth
elements, and other materialsthat would have carried a hedlthy price on the open market. But the biggest
noise came from what looked like trash: Pieces of pretty rock, shards of irradiated glass, unfathomable
chunks of burnt machinery, and in afew cases, vidsof dirty water.

Each veteran |ooked older than his years, with haunted, spent eyes and flesh that had been abused by
extreme temperatures and cosmic rays. Some had lost fingers, some entire limbs. Each wore scars,
outsde and in. But despite very different origins and unrelated languages, they told identical Sories:
About being recruited by creatures dubbed the K uipers who taught them how to fight, and despite very
long odds, how to survive.



The Kuiperswere adeeply socia organism, it was explained.

But not like bees or termites or even naked mole rats. There were no queens or castes. In their youth,
every dien had astrong, vaguely humanoid body capable of modest shape-shifting. But as adults they
had to find aworthy patch of ground to set down roots, interlocking with one another, forming elaborate
bedsthat were at least asintricate and beautiful as cora reefs.

The Kuipersdidn't refer to themsalves by that name. Their origina world circled some distant sun;
nobody knew for sure which one. They were an ancient species that had wandered extensively, creating
ascattering of colonies. For the last thousand millennia, a substantia population of Kuipers had been
fighting each other for possession of asingle planet-szed comet that was drifting somewhere "out there."

No veteran could point at the sky and say, "Thisiswhere you look."
Navigating in deep gpace wasn't an essential skill, it seemed.

When the story broke, good scientific minds loudly doubted that any world matched the vivid
descriptions given to family members and the media. Comets weretiny things; even Pluto and itssigters
didn't possessthe gravity or far horizons that were being described. And they were far too cold and
arlessfor humans wearing nothing but salf-heating armor. But then one astronomer happened to look in
the proper direction with atelescope just sensitive enough, and there it was: A giant ice-clad world
moving high above the solar syslem'swaist, carrying enough mass to build a second Earth, but built of
less subgtantial ingredients like water and hydrocarbons laid over asmal core of sulfurousiron.

That new world's crust, though frozen, was no colder than abad winter day in Antarctica. A multitude of
subsurface fusion reactors created a deep, warm, and very busy ocean. | ce volcanoes and long fissures
let the excess heat escape upward. As promised, the atmosphere was dense and remarkable -- athick
envel ope of free oxygen and nitrogen laced with odd carbon molecules and rare isotopes, plus a host of
other telltale Sgns proving the existence of some kind of robust, highly technologicd life.

Moving at light-speed, more than a day was required to reach that distant battlefield.

Human soldiers were moved a amore prosaic rate, several weeksinvested in the outbound voyage.
Which was dtill immensdly quick, by human standards. The Kuipers shipsweretiny and black, invisble
to our radar and nearly unnoticeable to the human eye. They never carried wegpons. Every veteran made
that blanket assurance. By law or convention, spaceships were forbidden to fight, much less attack any
other species. And without exception, the surrounding universe was neutral -- ataboo of peace balanced
by the endlesswar on their world.

A curious mind could ask, "Which sde did you fight for?"

Thoseretired soldiers aways had aname for their sponsoring nest or reef, and rarely did two soldiers
usethe same name.

"How many reefs are there?" people inquired.
"Two hundred and eleven,” wasthe unvarying answer.
Hearing that, ahuman being would invest the distant struggle with some familiar politics.

"So how doesthis play out?' they would ask. "One hundred reefs fighting the other hundred, with afew
neutrd cowards Sitting on the Sddlines?”

Some veterans laughed off those smple, wrong-headed questions. But more often they would put on



expressons of disgust, even rage. Then with asingle passonate breath, they would explain that there was
no such thing as neutrality or alliances, or cowardice for that matter, and each reef gladly battled every
one of itsneighbors, plus any other force that stupidly drifted into the field of fire.

War was the Kuipers natura state, and that's the way it had been for the last twenty million years.

* * % %

Panic istemporary; every adrenaine rush eventually runs empty. Even the most devoted parent hasto
deep on occasion, and breathe, and somehow eat enough to sustain aminimal leve of life. That'swhy a
new, more enduring species of misery evolvesfor the afflicted. Over the next severa weeks, | watched
my friends carefully reconfigure their misery. They learned how to deep and eat again, and for afew
moments each day, they would find sometiny activity that had absolutely nothing to do with their missing
son. Norma work wasimpossible. Amanda exhausted her sick days and vacation days, while Don
smply took an unpaid leave of absence. Like never before, they became a couple. A team. Two heads
united by the unwavering misson -- to find and reclaim LD before he forever escaped their grasp.

"l dmost envy thosetwo,” Cheryl confided to me. "It's sick to think this. But when have our lives enjoyed
half that much purpose? Or atenth the importance?’

"Never," | had to agree.

In my own sorry way, | was angry about what LD was doing to my old friendship. After thosefirst days
of pureterror, Don stopped calling. He didn't have the energy or need to keep me abreast of every little
clue and dead end. There were many dayswhen | didn't once hear from the man. He was too busy
researching the Kuipers. Or he had to interview experts on missing people. Or there were night flightsto
distant cities and important meetings with government officias, or patient astronomers, or one of the very
few practicing exobiologists. Plus there were some secretive exchanges with borderline figures who might
or might not haveredl help to offer.

Wetried to keep meeting to play chess, but the poor guy couldn't recall what he had told me aready.
Again and again, he explained that his son was till somewhere on the Earth, probably somewhere close
by. The Kuipers version of boot camp required eighty-seven days of intense smulations and language
immersion, technica training and culturd blending. That waswhét every verified account claimed.
Perhaps as many as three percent of the recruitsfailed this stage, earning a scrubbed memory of recent
events and transport back home again. "But those numbers are suspicious,” Don said. "Thereésno telling
how many young men pretend amnesiato explain afew missing months.”

From the beginning, the same relentless rumors had been circulating about secret training bases on the
ocean floor or beneath the South Pole. Various governments, and particularly the U.S. government, were
said to bein cahoots with the Kuipers, giving them old air bases in exchange for top-secret technol ogies.
The truth, however, was | ess spectacular and infinitely more practica for the job at hand.

Not to mention far, far stranger.
"LD issomewhere close," Don kept telling me.
And himsdif.

Witnesses were scarce, and the memories of the veterans were short on details. But each would-be
soldier was encased ingde an daborate suit, armored and invisible to human sensors. For the next thirty
years, that suit would be his shell and home. For the moment, both it and itsliving cargo were buried
deep in some out-of-the-way ground. There was no telling where. Somewhere within ahundred miles of



our littletable, LD was living a cicadas subterranean existence, experiencing what the adienswanted him
to experience, making him ready for the adventure of alifetime.

"Weve got two monthsto find him," Don told me.

If his son had actudly joined the Kuipers, | thought to mysdif.
Later, he announced, "We have six weeks | eft.”

"Plenty of time," | lied, looking at the fresh dirt under hisfingernails.
Then he said, "Four weeks, and aday."

"Maybe hell be one of the dropouts,” | said hopefully.

For thefirst time, LD's father was hoping for failure. But saying so would jinx everything. | could seethat
in hisgtiff mouth, in his downcast eyes. Don was turning into a superstitious old fool, not alowing himsdlf
even to smile at the prospect: The powerlessvictim of grand forces beyond his control, with nothing in his
corner but the negligible possibility of alittle good luck.

"Two weeks|eft, minus twelve hours.”

We were ditting in the coffee shop. Thiswas our usual day for chess, though we hadn't managed afull
game in weeks. Don aways brought hislaptop, leaping around the Web while we suffered through a
hating, chaotic conversation.

Threetimesin three minutes, Don glanced at hiswatch.

"Expecting somebody?' | findly asked.

"l am," he admitted.

| waited for the full answer. When none came, | asked outright, " So, whom are we expecting?'

Don smiled, anguish swirled with anticipation. " Somebody important,” he mentioned. " Somebody who
canhdpus"

Then he gave the coffee shop door along hard Sare.
| made onewrong guess. "Isit a parent?”’

There were thousands like Don, and the Internet alowed them to meet and commune, sharing gossip and
useful tips. Our particular town wastoo small to have its own support group, but every Sunday, Don and
Amandadrove to Kansas City in order to sit in astuffy room and drink coffee with people alittle farther

donginthar misay.

Maybe one of those Kansas City friends was dropping by, | reasoned.
But Don said, "No," and then histired eyes blinked.

Glancing over my shoulder, | understood.

Our vigtor wasin hismiddle sixties, and he didn't ook too awful. | would have expected alimp or
maybe stumpsin place of hands. But no, the gentleman could have been any newly retired citizen,
respectable and even alittle bland. He stood at the door, taking in the room asif weighing al the hazards.



And then | noticed histailored clothes and the polished leather shoes, alittle old-fashioned but obvioudy
expensve.

Some veterans returned to Earth with gemsin their loot. But to my knowledge, not one ever sold his
treasures, since each item carried some embedded significance far beyond commercia gain.

To mysdf, | whispered, "Where do you get your money, stranger?”

"I'm sorry," Don told me, sounding decidedly unsorry. "I should have warned you. Just thismorning, |
learned thisfellow was passing through, and | was lucky enough to get his number and arrange this. This
medting.”

Don hurriedly gathered up his belongings. The laptop. The labeled folders. A notebook full of intense
scribbles. And findly, haf acup of black Sumatran. Then he threw a carelesslook over his shoulder,
telling me, "Stay, if you want. Or | can call you afterward, tell you how it went.”

"Okay, Don. Good luck."

Because | was hisfriend, | stayed. To keep busy, | brought out my own laptop and searched through the
Wikipedialist of confirmed veterans. Meanwhile the two strangers shook hands and sat in back, across
from each other in alittle booth. | heard afew words from our honored guest, and reading the accent, |
moved to the Russian portion of the database, bringing up aseries of portraits.

Thirty-five years ago, atalented young art student dipped out of his parents M oscow apartment and
vanished.

| could dmost understand it: A Russian might prefer fighting diens among the stars over trying to survive
the next three decades insde atottering communist empire.

The two old boys chatted amiably for several minutes.

Then the Russian mentioned something about histime and his consderable trouble, and Don pulled an
envelope from his pocket and passed it over. The Russian opened the gift with a penknife waiting at the
ready, using fingers and eyesto count the bills and their denominations until he was satisfied enough to
continue.

Cheryl had warned me.

"Our friends are pending their life savings" she said just the other night. "Any person or little group that
might help find LD gets a check, and sometimes severa checks.”

"Don'snofoal,” I had clamed. "He wouldn't just throw his money away."

"But alot of scam artistsare working thisangle," she added. "Anybody with amissng sonisgoing to be
susceptible.”

Those words came back to me now.

Who actualy compiled these lists of Kuiper veterans? Russiawasn't abastion of honest government and
equal opportunity. | could envision somebody bribing the right people and then setting off for the West,
retdling storiesthat were public legends by now, and helping no one but their paragitic selves.

The Russan seemed vigorous and fit.

| couldn't get past that.



After hdf an hour of intense conversation and coffee, Don had to dip off to the bathroom. He barely
gave me anod as he passed by. | stood and walked over, not asking permission when | sat beside the
Russan, introducing myself without offering my hand and then asking pointblank, " So what are you and
my good friend talking about?"

| can't say why, but that's when my initial suspicions collgpsed.

Maybe it was the man's face, which up close reveded delicate and unusual burn scars. Or maybe it was
the straight white line running from the back of his hand up hisforearm and under hisdeeve. Or it wasthe
smell rising from hisbody -- something I'd read about but never experienced -- that faintly medicd stink
born from adiet of dien chow and peculiar water.

But mostly, what convinced me were the man's haunted blue eyes.

"Thetraining," said adeep, ragged voice. "Donald wants to know about the training. About what his son
isenduring now."

"Canyou hdp him?'

"l amtryingto."

"Help menow," | pleaded. Then after adeep bregth, | added, "But I'm not going to pay you anything."
The blue eyes entertained their own suspicions.

"Why now?" | asked. "If thiswar's been going on forever, why just in these last forty years have the
Kuipers started coming here?!

He sad nothing.

"Doestheir war need fresh blood? Are they short of bodiesto fight their ugly fight, maybe?’
"No," hesaid once, mildly.

And then louder, with authority, he said, "Hardly."

"But why now?"

"Becauseforty years ago, my benefactors came to the conclusion that it was possible for humansto
observe their world. We had not yet discovered it, no. But just the possibility was criticd to the
ceremony. Because al who can see what is transpiring must be made welcome --

"Ceremony?' | interrupted. "What does that mean?'

"Exactly what you would expect the word to mean,” he claimed. Then he leaned closer to me, hisbresth
gtinking of dien chemicasthat till swam in hisblood. "What you cal awar isnot. More than anything,
the ceremony isardligious event. It isapageant of great beauty and much elegance, and by comparison,
al human beliefs are cluttered little affairs without athousandth the importance that one day up there
brings to the open soul.”

Asthe Russian spoke to me, Don returned.

"I missthat world," said the one-time recruit. "I missthe beauty of it. The power of it. Theintensty and
importance of each vivid, thrilling moment.” He broke into some kind of Creole jabber -- amixture of
Earthly languages and Kuiper that must have been better suited to describe hislost, much beloved life.



Then he concluded by telling me, "Belonging to one nest while serving my good dders, standing limb to
limb with my brethren ... | missthat every waking moment, every dreaming moment ... congtantly, | find
mysalf wishing | could return again to that good, grest place....”

"Isthat what itis?' | asked. "A grest place?"
"| do envy that boy of his," the Russan said to me.

Maybe | smiled, just alittle. Just to hear that more than survival was possible, that poor LD could
actudly find happiness.

But Don roared, "Get out of here!l"
| thought he was speaking to the Russian, and | wasright.
And | waswrong.

"Both of you," my best friend snapped. "I don't want to hear this anymore. 'The beauty. The power.' |
want you to leave me done! Goddamn iit, go!"

* k * %

| felt awful for what | had done, or what | had neglected to do. For the next couple nights, | lay awake
replaying the conversation and the ydlling that followed. In my charitable moments | would blame
exhaugtion and despair for Don's gracel ess temper. Because what did | do wrong? Nothing, | told
mysdf, and certainly nothing intentiond.

After that, | called Don half adozen times, making various gpologiesto hisvoice mall.

Eventualy Cheryl heard from Amanda. Their thirty-second phone conversation trandated into a
five-minute lecture from my wife.

"Here'swhat you have to understand, John. These next days are critica. There won't be another chance
to save LD. They have leads about where he might be, which is something. Very unusud, and maybe
they will manageto find him-- "

"And accomplish what?" | interrupted.

Shelooked a me with outrage and pity.

"Has any recruit ever been found like this?" | asked.
"Maybe," Cheryl said. "Two or threetimes, perhaps.”
"And talked out of leaving?'

She had to admit, "No."

But then with her next breath, she said, "Thisisabout LD's parents. Thisis about them doing their very
best. They can't let this moment escape without putting up afight. And what Amandasays ... the way that
you've been acting around Don ... it's asif you don't want to believe just how awful thismessis...."

What did | bdieve?

"Doubt isaluxury they can't afford now,” Cheryl explained. "And you're going to haveto give Don



gpace, if you're not going to help.”
"But | want to help,” | pleaded.

"Then stop caling him, honey. He's got enough guilt in his head without hearing your voice every day
too."

* % % %
Oneweek remained.
Two days.

And then on the eighty-sixth day after LD's disappearance, an unexpected voice came searching for me,
along with avery pleasant face and a sober, well-considered attitude.

"Hey, John."
"Morgan?' | sputtered.
"Can | comein? Just for aminute, please. It's about my brother.”

Wewelcomed her. Of course we welcomed the young woman, offering our guest acold drink and the
best chair and our undivided attention. M organ was being truthful when she said she had just afew
minutes to spend with us. A list of people needed to be seen, and soon. A phone cal or the Internet
would have worked just aswell, but with some of these names -- usin particular -- shefdlt that it was
best to come persondly.

"A favor, John? Cheryl?'
Her shy smile made meflinch. "Anything," | said for both of us.

"We have three areas to watch tonight," she reported. "Three pastures, scattered but close to town.
There's evidence -- different kinds of evidence -- that LD's buried in one of them. Although it's probably
none of them, and thisisalong shot at best.”

Cheryl asked, "Which pasture do we watch?'

"Here." On aphotocopy of amap, she had circled eighty acresin the southeast corner of the county.
"Redlly, the only reason to think LD'sthereisafarmer thinks he saw odd lights moving in the grass. And
he's halfway sure it was the same night my brother vanished.”

A very long shot.
But | said, "Weéll bethere, Morgan.”

"Therés going to be others out there with you. Cousins of mine, and some friends, and alot of volunteers
from dl over. But most of us, including me ... well be a the north ste.”

"Isthat place more promisng?' my wife asked.

Morgan nodded. "We have ardiable withesswho saw LD, or somebody like him, walking acrossan
empty corn field in the middle of the night.” Sherolled her shoulders with askeptical gesture. Then asshe
stood again, she said, "Thank you. For everything, | mean."



"Wewant to help,” Cheryl promised.
Morgan looked straight at me.

Then despite the crush of time, she hesitated. Standing at our front door, Morgan spent three minutes
making small talk. With agrin, shetold us about the evening we'd come to their houseto grill out, and
while her brother put on ashow for everyone, clowning around and throwing the football amileinto the
air, | had taken the time to come over and St with the ignored sister.

| had no recollection of the moment.

But Morgan did, and years later it was acherished incident worth retelling. Then shelooked a neither
one of us, shaking her head. "Want to know the truth?" she asked with a congpiratorial tone. "Half of me
believes Little Donnieisfaking this. Just for fun. Just to see everybody jump and weep."

The big sster who had never shown atrace of jedlousy said those hard, unsentimenta words.

"Hewould lovetonight,” shetold us. "All thiseffort on hisbehdf ... he would find it to be absolutely
lovdy...."

* * % %

The evening began with showers and then ahard cold rain mixed with biting deet. Cheryl and | packed
for any weether. We arrived early, pulling off the country road and waiting in the gathering darkness.
Severa dozen searchers were expected, half of whom never showed. In the end, it was a gathering of
distant relations and friends from Don's work who stood on the mud, coming up with a battle plan.
Because nobody el se volunteered, Cheryl and | took the far end of the pasture. LD's parents had been
over thisground a dozen times. But we weretold to look for sgns of fresh digging that they might have
missed, and to be mogt dert sometime before dawn. If the most common scenario played out, the new
recruit would emerge from his hiding place then, sill wearing hiswarrior suit.

With my wife beside me, | walked across the wet, cold, and shaggy brome. At the fence line, she went to
theright and | went left, her flashlight soon vanishing in arain that refused to quiit.

Intheend, | had no ideawherel was.

Threein the morning, full of coffee and desperate for deep, | walked the same ground that Don had
searched in broad daylight. The mission wasimpossble, if the misson wasto discover LD. Butin my
mind, what | was doing was saving afriendship that | hadn't cherished enough.

By four, | wastoo tired to even pretend to search.

By fivein the morning, clear skiesarrived aong with the sudden glow of athousand stars.
Change one turn that night, or pause in adifferent spot, and | would have heard nothing.
And even what | heard was inggnificant enough to ignore.

What | was reminded of was the sound of an old-fashioned thermostat. That's al. The soft click that
meant the furnace was about to kick on, except that | heard the click repeating itsalf every few seconds.

| turned toward the sound.

My flashlight was off, my eyes adjusted to the starlight. Even though it probably wouldn't do any good, |
tried for stealth -- aquiet stride and a steadiness of motion.



At some point, the clicking stopped.
| halted.

Then adab of late-season grass, blond and shaggy, lifted up on my right. It was maybe ten feet from me.
There was no disturbed areathere before, I'm sure. Afterward | couldn't find any trace of the hole where
our newest recruit was undergoing his indoctrinations. But there he was, rising up from that random paich
of ground. | saw the head. The broad shoulders. Arms and long legs. All those good human parts
encased insde asuit that seemed neither large nor particularly massive, or for that matter, al that tough
ether.

From behind, helooked like LD dressed up for aHalloween party, pretending to be a cut-rate astronaui.
| said, "Donnie.”
My voice waslittle more than awhisper.

The shape turned with a smooth suddenness, asif it knew that | was there and wasn't surprised, but
maybe it wasn't sure of my motives. LD pivoted, and then aface that | couldn't quite make out Stared at
me through a shield of glass or diamond or who-knew-what.

"How'sthat big bike ride coming?" | asked.
LD stepped closer.

It did occur to me, just then, that maybe there was a good reason why no one had ever seen arecruit
leaving for gpace. Witnesses weren't dlowed. But even if the kid was twice my strength, he did nothing to
me. He just stepped close enough o that | could make out his features and he could see mine, and with a
satisfied sound, he said, "If it hasto be someone, John, I'm glad it isyou.”

Maybe the feding was mutud.

But | didn't say that. Instead, | decided to lay things out as clearly and brutally as | could. "Y our folks are
sck with worry. They've spent their savings and every emotional resource, and after tonight, they will be
ruined. They'll be old and beaten down, and for the rest of their lives, they won't enjoy one good happy

day."
"No," sad LD.
"What does that mean?"

"They will recover just fine" he clamed. "People are strong, John. Amazingly strong. We can endure far
morethan you redize."

The wee hours of the most unlikely morning, and | was getting a pep talk from a college dropout.
"Donnie” | said. Y ou areaspoiled little brat.”

That chisdled, utterly handsome face just amiled at my inconsequentia opinion.

"So much promise” | said, "and what are you doing with it? Going off to fight someidiotic dien war?"

Inside his battle helmet, the boy shook hishead. "Where | will beison alarge world that ismore
beautiful and more complex than you could ever envison.”



Could I hit him with something? A rock or alog? Or maybe a devastating chunk of bloody guilt?
But | had theimpression that hisflimsy suit wasn't wesk at dl.

"l am needed up there," LD said.

"Areyou sure?!

"Morethan | am needed down here, yes." He said it amply, calmly. And | suppose that'swhen | redlized
that not only did he mean what he was saying, but that in deep ways, he was probably right.

| didn't have anything left to offer.

"John?" the boy asked. "Would you do meafavor?'
mWhat?

"Turn around for amoment.”

If there was anoise when heleft, | didn't hear it. And maybe there was motion, asense of mass
displaced into an endless sky. But at that moment, all | could fed was the besting of my heart and that
dight but genuine anguish that comes when you wish it was you bound for places unseen.

* k% k% %

More than a hundred people had searched in therain for LD, and al but one openly confessed to seeing
nothing and no one. | wasthe lone dissenter. | said nothing, and not even Cheryl could make me confess
what happened, though | know she sensed that | had seen more than nothing while we were apart.

To Don, | said smply, "Come to chess tomorrow. The usud place."

He was at the coffee shop before me, and | was early. He had his board set up, and he looked exactly as
| expected him to look: Exhausted and pained, weak and frail.

| picked up my queen's pawn and then put it down again.

Then quietly, | told him what | had seen and everything that | had done in the backstretches of that
pasture, trying to win over the heart of aboy that redly, when you got downtoit, | barely knew.

Don nodded.

With avoice lessthan quiet, he hafway accused me of not doing enough to save LD from hisown
childish nonsense.

But what more could | have done?

That'swhat | thought, and maybe he did too. Then he sat back -- a defeated father who would surely
never see his son again -- and with amournful voice, he asked, "Isthere anything se?"

Thenl lied.
| said, "Y eah, therds more.”
| smiled enough to bring him forward again, elbows to his knees as he waited for whatever | said next.

"Donnie wanted meto tell you something.”



"That he's going up there for one reason only: He wants to put an end to that awful ancient war. He's not
going to fight anyone, but instead helll reason with the Kuipers and show them that it's better to livein

A dtaggering lie, that was. Unbdlievableto its core.

But Don accepted my words without complaint. He sat back in hischair, his shouldersrelaxing and then
hisfacetoo. And being hisfriend for yearstold me that here, with just afew words, | had made it easier
for himto deep easy, and if not tonight, sometime soon.



