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Part |:
fugitive

LA. FLOW--LIFESTYLES"Parent-Child Dialogue #1, Version 17"
CHILD: Daddy, Why do people get old?

PARENT: Aw, that'sjust the little fee nature charges for all those wild birthday parties.
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CHILD: Why do people have to die?
PARENT: Hmm. Because nobody's figured out a way to live forever, | guess.
CHILD: Why not?

1
To LiveForever

Katie Kishidarodeinto the little Andean village of La Cruz on the back of abony black stedd mannequin.
Through her VR suit she directed each crunching step along the minerd soil of the village'slone Street. A
freezing wind whistled through the mannequin's externd joints and soughed past the rim of her VR
helmet. She clung to the mannequin's back, studying the helmet's video display, anxioudy searching the
village for dgnsof life. But there was nothing--not awisp of smoke or ascrounging bird, or even acat
dinking through the cluster of worn, wood-frame buildings.

She commanded the remotely controlled unit to stop. The village made aneet framefor an imposing line
of white peaks supporting aheavy ceiling of storm clouds. Bass thunder rumbled there, arriving amost
below the range of hearing, adeep vibration that set Katie's dight, sixty-four-year-old body trembling,
and snapped the brittle tethers sheld placed upon her fear.

The Voice cops had forgotten her.

She didn't want to believeit. Certainly in Panamathey'd tried to stop her. Failing that, they'd seized her
holding company, Kishida-Hunt. They'd confiscated her assets, declared her acrimind, and then...
nothing. Sheld journeyed south for weekswith no sign of pursuit, and that worried her most of al,
because the V oice cops wouldn't give up unless they thought she was dead... or disarmed. Maybe they
knew about her bootleg copy of the Cure. Maybe they'd seized it before it could be shipped to La Cruz.
Or maybe the life-extension schedule was afraud, and there had been no pursuit since Panama because
there was no Cure--and no way to restore life to the cryonic suspension patients hidden in a clandestine
mausoleum in the mountains above La Cruz.

Fear had become her default emotion.

She shut down the remote, then did from her perch on its back to stand on her own stiff legs. Her lean
muscles ached and her ass was forever sore. She lifted the video helmet off her head. The wind streamed
past her cheeks, its bitter touch oddly familiar. She thought she could fed Tom's presencein the
mountains unremitting cold. Tom had been dead thirty years. Or maybe he'd just become a crystadline
life-form when his heart had stopped, his body and their marriage both immersed in liquid nitrogen, -196°
C, acold that had haunted her life.

A child'slaughter suddenly broke through her reverie. Katie looked up quickly. Motion caught her eye,
drawing her gaze up the street to asingle-story building dightly larger than dl the others, with a
hand-lettered sign by the door declaring Provisiones. Katie remembered. Thiswas the same store
where sheld bought a cup of hot coffee fifteen years ago. Back then, the building had been painted a
shade of blue that matched the sky. But time had bleached and chipped away the paint until now there
wasonly ahint of color left between the cracks. The wallswere further abused with rusty staples, afew
il clenching the tattered corners of handbillsthat had long snce blown away. A little girl was peering
past the partly opened door, bouncing up and down in excitement as she exclaimed in lilting Spanish over
the skeletal aspect of the remote.
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In her eagerness, Katie dropped the helmet in the sireet, forgetting it before it hit the ground. She
hobbled toward the battered building, fighting muscle crampsin her legs. If the Cure had been
successfully shipped from Vancouver, then it would be here, in the village store. She could claim her
package and push on, higher il into the mountains, to the hidden mausoleum where Tom waited. If she
could get to that quiet place, with the Cure in hand and no cops on her trail, then perhaps she could
findly confront the ghost that had haunted her for thirty years. Thelittle girl smiled a her. Frominsdethe
store, awoman shouted. The girl glanced over her shoulder, then turned back to Katie with agrin. She
opened the door wider. "Hola, Senora. Entre usted, por favor."

Inside the store the air was warm with electric heat and light, Katie began to perspire under her many
layers of clothing, even before the door had closed behind her. She felt disoriented as she pulled off her
gloves and stuffed them in a pocket. The physical comfort of the store'sinterior seemed dien, bold and
fragile at once. Outside, the frigid wind gusted hard past the roofline. The building seemed to inflate, and
then it shuddered. It was only a matter of time, Katie thought. The wind would penetrate this bubble of
warmth, codl it, dow it, stretch it out in time, arresting the process while preserving the structure.

There wasn't much |eft in the store beyond structure anyway. Mot of the shelves and ceiling hooks were
bare, asif the owners had dready finished their going-out-of-business sale. Near the back though, Katie
discovered a couple of beautiful woven blankets, and some food and modern camping supplies. Behind a
ydlowed linoleum counter an old woman, dressed in native woolens, watched with stern eyes.

Katie browsed sdlf-conscioudy through the meager salection, gathering asupply of food--beansand rice
and asgptic juice cartons. A blanket. A pair of heavy woolen socks. Her heart raced; her pulsefelt
thready. Was the package here? Was it? She piled the items on the counter, then produced afase ID.

Her jaw worked for afew seconds as shetried to introduce sdlivainto the terribly dry cavity of her
mouith. If the package wasn't here then it was over. All over. And she could climb up into the mountains
or wander down to the seaand it wouldn't matter. Tom would remain onice. And shewould haveto
endure his ghost every time she closed her eyes.

She passed the old woman an ID card bearing the fictitious name of TheresaMyers. Then she asked, in
Spanish, asif it were something of small importance, "Do you have a package for me?"

The woman squinted at the ID. Then her eyebrows shot up. She looked a Katie with akind of awe.
"Theresa Myers? Theresa Myers? Ah, you have come. At lagt, at last.” And she ducked down under the
counter and pulled out a cardboard box that was no larger than a briefcase. "All the other villagers have
goneto Aricaor even beyond. But | sworeto remain until you came. My granddaughter and I. Now we
canfollow." Shetook Katie's ID and entered it on her phone while Katie cautioudy touched the box.
The woman handed her back the card. "I'm aweslthy woman now, Senora. I'll buy ahomein Arica. This
village has dways been my home, but now the mountains are at war with the sun and people are no
longer welcome here...."

Katie nodded, only haf listening as she used a knife to open the package. Insde was an unlocked
ceramic case whose top did back, curving, to disappear into the liner. Nested in the padded interior was
acollection of nearly two hundred sedled ampules and a cyberbook.

She ran trembling fingers across the ampules; touched the buttons on the cyberbook, scarcely breathing.
This was supposed to be a general rejuvenation therapy, developed in her own European labs. It hardly
seemed possible.

The Cure.



Be young again. Raise the dead. Neat and easy.

The market value of thiskit would beincaculable... if it worked.

Where wer e the Voice cops?

She wondered again if shed gambled away her life and fortune on afraud.

Then her lips set in astubborn line. Slently, she chastised hersdf. Sheld come so far, given up so much.
She was not going to succumb to pessimism now. The V oice cops were not omniscient. It was il
possible to move beneeth their gaze without being seen.

She reclosed the case, then pulled on her gloves. Nodding her thanks to the old woman, she tucked the
case under one arm, grabbed the sack of groceries with the other, and went outside.

Thewind had grown in strength. It tugged angrily at the hood of her parka, and as she watched, it
unbalanced the remote, sending it toppling to the unpaved street, where it lay humped around the supply
pack strapped to its chest.

"Shit." Not an auspicious sign.
She tramped over to it, and set her booty on the ground.

The bipeda remote unit had been designed to function as afull-body prosthesis. Itslegs and arms were
dender and well-braced at the joints, like reconstructed bones. Its torso was narrow, Sitting in aswivel
joint onthe pelvic girdle. Its head was a smooth model of ahuman skull, with glass lenses where the eyes
should have been and a blank surface instead of amouth and nose. It was controlled through the VR,
giving itsuser aphysica presencein remote locations. But it required constant guidance.

Picking up the helmet, Katie dusted it off and set it back on her head, pulling it down over her hood. She
flicked it on. A video image appeared on a screen just inches before her eyes. She frowned, then redlized
the remote was|ooking straight up into aroiling ceiling of heavy gray clouds. Well. At least the satellite
eyes of the VVoice cops wouldn't be witnessing this scene.

A finger-width plug dangled from the helmet. She grabbed it, then felt beneath her collar for the socket.
Closeto the skin, beneath her many layers of clothing, she wore awired suit. Sensorsin the suit'sfabric
picked up every flexion, every muscle twitch of her body. Processors, working from experience, weighed
the validity of the motion, culling the random stretches, the cramps, the sighs, the farts, while sending the
purposeful signals on to the steel body of the remote unit. In the process, the scale of motion was
amplified. A tiny twitch in Katiesthigh and cdf trandated into afour-foot stride for the mannequin. A
dight shift of her weight caused it to turn.

Now she guided it carefully to astanding podition, feet set wide and torso leaning dightly into the wind.
Asdways, itsmeta hands were locked behind its hips, palms spread flat to create her seet.

Shefdt alull inthe wind and switched out of the remote's sensorium. Grabbing the case that contained
the Cure, she stuffed that and her groceriesinto the pack on the remote's chest. Then she hurried around
to itsback and climbed on. She could fed it rocking under her asagust of wind shot down the village
street. Quickly, she switched back into the remote, and suddenly she felt balanced, strong. She lifted her
head; looked with glass eyes toward the pesks. Lightning played there. Thunder grumbled. A wholly
gppropriate setting for bringing the dead back to life. She grinned, and started the remote unit running up
the road.



Fifteen years ago, the cryonics company, Forward Futures, had established a hidden mausoleum highin
the Chilean Andes. They'd chosen a nineteenth century copper mine for the site. Katie had been part of
the team that had come down from Californiato settle in the cryonic suspension patients, set up the
compeact didtillation facility that would manufacture liquid nitrogen from the atmosphere, and findly, to
help sedl the mausoleum.

The abandoned mine had been situated at the bottom of a steep dope laden with snow. The crew had
concedl ed the entrance behind a huge dab of rock that had flaked off the mountain. The activity

generated a small avalanche, leaving the dab haf-buried--a natura-looking stone lean-to that shielded the
outer sted door from casua observation. A scree-dope facsmile netting, manufactured in Cdiforniafor
landscaping purposes and guaranteed for twenty years of use, had been hung over the door asfurther
camouflage. Finally, the crew had closed the road behind them with afew sticks of dynamite.

Fog shrouded the dope as Katie clambered over the rocky debris that blocked the road, and then
walked the remote past the ming's huge pile of tailings. Using her video digplay, she gazed through the
Sreaming migts, sraining for asight of the tiny mining village that had aready been abandoned when
sheld made her firgt visit here. At last she saw the bell tower of the church, adark edificeinthefog. A
few steps more, and she was saddened to see that the weight of snow and time had caused the church
roof to collapse, though the walls still stood. Three other structures had been part of this village too, but
al now lay crushed on the ground, like detritus found in the footprint of a mountain god.

She looked around. There was not ascrap of vegetation. Patches of snow lingered on the leeward side
of every tumbled rock. The air was dry and thin and bitterly cold and the only sounds were the rush of
thewind asit curled past her helmet and the crunch of the remote'sworn feet againgt the sterile ground.

She passed the church and wandered another haf mile, around the foot of aridge that flanked the village.
The abandoned mine had been used as a mausoleum even before Forward Futures took it over. Fifteen
years ago there had ill been a cross fixed over the entrance.

She rounded the last rock outcropping. A natura terrace fronted the mine. She saw the dab just beyond.
Carefully negotiating afield of tumbled rock, she worked her way to the dab and squeezed behind it. Her
remote eyesimmediately adjusted to the semidarkness and she caught her breath in concern. The cross
was gone. And the facamile netting had been pulled off the door. It lay crumpled on the frozen ground.
She stared at it amoment through the remote's camera eyes, and then she disconnected hersdlf from the
machine and dismounted, removing her hdmet with arms stiff from the cold. How long ago had the
vandals been here? Y ears? Or days?

Her gazed turned to the door. It was il intact. She crouched in front of it, Sudying the lock, her breath
coming fast and deep in the thin atmosphere. Thelock's protective cover had been torn avay and the
keypad had been bashed with rocks or bullets. But when she pushed on the door, it held. That brought
her momentary relief. Probably the vandas hadn't gotten insde.

Sheworked at the broken stubs of the buttons, running the combination through while thunder boomed
and wisps of fog swept past on a bitter wind. She completed the combination, but the door failed to
open. She stared at the lock in consternation. The day was starting to fade. Though she had atent and a
deeping bag and hesting rods, the thought of camping at this elevation, in thiswesather, frightened her.
She suspected it wouldn't be hard to fall adeep and never wake up again.

So she ran the combination again, going dowly thistime, pressing each button hard. Still the door failed
to open. She dtripped off her gloves and ran the combination again. Four times. Five. Cursing. Fingers
fumbling; redly feding the dtitude; hardly ableto think. Six times. Or wasit eight? And then she had it



Something rumbled inside the steel door. She pushed. The door gave alittle. She pushed harder, and
dowly, the heavy pand swunginonitshinge.

Inside was adark passage through the native stone, no more than six feet long, and then another door.
Sowly, carefully, she entered the second combination, grinning in overdone triumph when she got it right
thefirg time.

She shoved the door open, rleasing a puff of supercold air bearing afaint earthy smell. Theinterior was
pitch-black. But it wasn't Sllent. A soft machinewhir filled the air like an ethereal hum. She could hear the
drip of liquid, the click of automatic equipment, the distant howl of wind asit clawed through turbines
mounted in the air shaftsthat ventilated the caverns of thisformer copper mine.

She put her gloves and helmet back on, then reestablished the eectronic link with the remote. I1ts keletd
body became her body; its steely hands, her own. She walked it into the mausoleum, making it turn and
close the doors behind it. Then she dipped the helmet off, blinking into the frozen darkness, "Hark: Lights
on," she said softly, and the primitive Al that resided here obeyed.

Fixtures deeper in the cavern flicked on. Thelight spilled out over the chisdled rock of thefirst chamber,
revealing nichesthat held frail human figures wrapped in colorful woolens. These were the Indianswho'd
been interred here after the mine played out.

Forward Futures had secured its own dead in the second and third chambers. They'd brought them here,
seeking to protect them from the turbulence of politics aswell asthe assaults of time. But the patients
were owed more than protection. Katie's hand dipped into the pocket of her parka, tightening around the
cool weight of the pistol she carried. Forward Futures had an obligation to bring their suspension patients
back to life... even in defiance of the law. She didn't trust them to do it. Her fellows on the board of
directors were acautiouslot. They would have told her to wait. Asif waiting were asafe option. Hesitate
now, and their only chance to revive the patients might be sealed permanently in the past. So Katie had
made her own decision. She'd refused a palitical appointment to the V oice colony on Marsto come here
hersdif.

She left the gun in her pocket. Turning back to the remote, she opened the chest pack and retrieved the
sack that held her groceries, and the satchel that contained the Cure. Leaving the remote to stand sentinel
at the door, she set off across the rough stone floor of the first chamber. The walls narrowed, then
expanded again into the second chamber. Here, fluorescent light fixtures shone down on silver-bright
ged cylinders, twin rows of them, standing shoulder to shoulder and more than man-high. They lined
both sides of the passage, towering over her head like crowded columnsin some futuristic temple. On the
ceiling, the glowing fluorescent light tubes were interspersed with ceramic tracks that crisscrossed the
rock. A small robot rolled dowly aong the tracks. It had two manipulator arms and cameraeyesand it
looked like acrab asit moved stolidly from one storage cylinder to another, monitoring the levels of
liquid nitrogen in each. These were the cryogenic habitats of the new dead. No colorful woolensfor
them. Their bodies were wrapped in plastic and immersed in liquid nitrogen. All biological processes
stopped at -196° C.

She passed under aventilation shaft. The howl of the turbine grew louder. Cables dropped out of the
shaft like atreg's black roots. They hugged the ceiling, and she followed them to the third chamber. Here
there were cylinders on only one side, and avast collection of black-boxed batteries on the other. She
counted carefully down the line of cylinders, two, three, four, five from the door. There. In the front row.
That one had Tom.

With her gloved hand she touched the stedl surface. Traced the stenciled number. It had been so long.



Sheturned, and with her back pressed against the cylinder, did to the ground. Her legs bent reluctantly,
and shewinced againgt adull achein her hips. She was sixty-four and could no longer deny that age was
catching her, despite the rigorous diet, the constant exercise. Her eyes closed, and again shefelt the
clutch of fear, like ablack-hooded figure rattling the bars of her rib cage, warning her that she was
running out of time,

Suddenly, the howl of the turbines rose in pitch as the wind outside heightened, and she distinctly heard
Tom'svoice cdling her, distant, dmost angry. Her eyes snapped open. Dry and gritty eyes, accustomed
to facing unpleasant scenes.

Tom does not want to come back.

She could hear his spirit twisting through the turbines. Staring straight ahead at the stacked black boxes
of the batteries, shetried to ignore the cold howl of hisdemands. "It's not like I'm offering you achoice,”
she muttered. " So shut up.”

She pulled the satchel onto her lap and opened it. Amid the vidlswas aspindle of clear plastic, longer
than her hand but no wider than her little finger. She picked it up and held it to the light. The soft plastic
squished alittlewithin her grip.

Embedded inside the trangparent spindle was a glittery white shaft, asfine as ahuman hair. Shetipped
the spindle back and forth and watched the shaft sparkle like athread of fresh snow. It wasa
hypodermic needle, encased in protective plastic. Six incheslong, the ceramic needle was sharp enough
to penetrate a human skull--even askull that had been frozen for thirty years.

"Seethis, Tom?" she asked softly. "I'm going to use thisto drag you back--whether you want to come or
not. Because you owe me. Dammit, Tom, you owe me plenty, and I'm going to collect.”

She looked up expectantly, waiting to hear the roar of his protest in the humming voice of the turbine. But
there was nothing beyond the mindless howl of the gale.

Partll:
liquid nitrogen

EARLY TV COMMERCIAL: MARSNOW! (excerpted dialogue)

Thetime is now.

In the first decade of the new century the United States of America will take a bold step forward.
We'll expand the horizons of all the world's people by establishing a permanent human presence
on Mars. And what's more, we'll do this without rending the pocketbooks of the American people.
Using available technology, we'll launch an unmanned mission to Mars that will use automated
and robotic equipment to establish a habitat on the planet's surface--a habitat that will be put to
use by a manned mission scheduled to follow twenty-six months | ater.

WE'l do this, if we choose. Mars Now! Because the future won't happen until we make it.

2.
The Future Won't Happen UnlessWe Make It
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Katie Kishida had been thirty-four years old when Tom's surgeon informed her in hushed tonesthat she
would soon become awidow. "Y ou understand. Hisinternd injuries are just too extensive.”

Katietried to understand. Tom had been dive when the rescue team pulled him and his crew of
firefighters from the wreckage of the forest service helicopter. Alive. And sheld been alowed to hope.
Now ...

"Oh, Katiel"

Katie turned to see quiet tears on her mother's crepe-paper cheeks. Belle Schiller had arrived at the
hospital during the hours Tom had been in surgery. Now her arm went around Kati€s waist as she
hugged her daughter close. "Oh, Katie, I'm so sorry. Thisisjust so wrong. So wrong.”

The surgeon hovered over them, his hands half-raised asif he wanted to contain any sign of hysteriathey
might exhibit. Katie tried to nod. Tried to assure him that she did understand, that she was al grown-up,
in control. But her voice broke. "What am | going to tell my children?' Joy was twelve, Nikki wasten.
Daddy had two little princesses.

The surgeon had no answer for her. From the ook on hisface, Katie knew he wanted to leave, that after
years of dealing with grieving rlaives, he ill had no idea of what to say. But something held him back.

Hesad, "I know it'sdifficult for you to hear thisat thistime, but we'd like you to consider an organ
donation. Y our husband's heart is still strong, and his corneas could--"

"No." Unlike most people, Katie and Tom had actualy talked about their own mortality, had debated the
possibilitiesin late-night sessions, hisvoice coming to her out of darkness as helay next to her in their
bed. He'd been skeptical, frugal. She'd been insistent. Now he would soon be dead. Katie glared at the
surgeon, revitalized by sudden anger. ™Y ou won't take any part of him!" she snapped. "And you will keep
him dive aslong asyou can."

"Kétie..." Belle soothed. "Come st down. Y ou don't have to decide right now."

"The decison'smade, Mom." She gently removed Bell€'s hand from her waist, and patted it softly.
"Excuse me, now. | haveto make aphonecdl.”

"Mrs. Kishida," the surgeon indgsted. "There's no easy way to say this, but | want to strongly advise you
to reconsder. We can't help your husband. But by donating his heart, we could save somebody else's
loved one; you could give somebody else another chance at life. And your husband did indicate on his
driver'slicense that he wanted his organs donated.”

"But it'smy decision now, isntit? And | say no."
"Ketie--"
"No, Mom." She adjusted her purse on her shoulder and turned to leave.

"Mrs. Kishida," the surgeon said again, thistime with atinge of sarcasm in hisvoice. "Y ou can see your
husband now. Or don't you want to be with him?"

She glanced briefly over her shoulder. "Therés nothing | want morein dl theworld.”

Tom had never wanted to spend the money. But Katie was a stockbroker and she had redl estate



dedlings and the money wasfar lessimportant to her than Tom. She fumbled in her pursefor her wallet,
shuffled through the assortment of plastic cards until she found the one bearing the emergency number of
Forward Futures, Inc. She held that and her AT& T card in one trembling hand, staring at them, willing
this moment to be part of anightmare. This could not be real. She struggled to open her eyes, to wake
up. When that failed, she started punching numbersinto the telephone.

It rang only once before awoman answered. "Forward Futures. Y ou've reached the emergency line."

"ThisisKatie Kishida," she said, and gave her member number. It wasthe same as Tom's. They were on
the family plan, dong with their two daughters. "My husband, Thomas--" Her voice broke, and for the
first time since the accident, she began to sob. "My husband Thomasis not expected to live through the
night...."

The woman from Forward Futures was solicitous as she recorded Kati€'s information. But she couldn't
hide the eagernessin her voice; the cryonics company didn't perform more than one or two suspensionsa
year, and each one was alearning experience. She assured Katie they would have a suspension team at
the hospita in Bakerdfield within three hours, and then she hung up.

Katie could smell the stench of burning forest. The scent cut across her consciousness as she returned the
phoneto its cradle. She looked quickly over her shoulder, fearing... fearing some supernatura assaullt,
perhaps, she didn't know. Then she saw thefirefighters. Four men in smoke-stained flight suits, milling
dlently in the waiting room outside the ICU, their cheekstaut, their gazes carefully fixed on thefloor, on
thewalls, Katie's mom among them, her strong hands massaging awhite tissue, the bearer of bad news.
Bellelooked up as Katie approached. The firefighters|ooked too, for amoment anyway, their eyes
darting nervoudy while heartfelt banditiesfilled theair: "Let's not stop hoping.”, "It could have been
anyone.", "Damn, what atragedy.”, "Why Tom?"

Katie hugged each one of them, though she could find nothing to say. Then she turned to her mother.

Looking on Belle, Katie saw much of hersdf--the same petite build, the same golden blond hair and
lightly tanned skin, the same meticulous nature--offset by a quarter century. "Who'swith Tom?' she
whispered, knowing the answer even before she asked.

"Roxanng," Bdle said. "She camein off thefirelineto see him. She said she wanted to be donewith him
for aminute

Katie nodded stiffly. Emergency personnel liked to help each other out. She wondered which nurse had
bent the rulesto let Roxanne Scott into the |CU. She exchanged alingering glance with her mother, then
pushed cautioudy past the door.

The rooms on the intensive-care ward were glass-walled. A few were draped. Most were open, the
patients clearly visble. The air trembled with the rush of ventilators, the pulse of monitors, a chaotic night
song of struggle. A nurse caught sight of her and started forward with an angry glare, but before she
could reach Kétie another caught her by the elbow and whispered something in her ear. "He'sin the third
room," one of them said gently.

But Katie had aready seen Roxanne through the glasswall. She hurried forward, only to pausein the
doorway .

Roxanne stood beside the bed, her gaze downcast, one hand resting lightly on the hose of aventilator
that whooshed beside her. Katie could not yet bring herself to look at the figure in the bed, so she studied
Roxanneinstead.



Likethefirefighters outside, Roxanne till wore her forest service flight suit. But there were bloodstains
on the deeves and chest. With agtart, Katie redlized it was probably Tom's blood. Roxanne was the
EMT who'd brought him in. She was dso Katie's oldest friend--or at least her surrogate sibling rival.
They'd been next-door neighbors-- two only-children who'd long ago adopted the testy relationship of
ssters born too close.

Katie must have made some sound then, because Roxanne looked up, quickly removing her hand from
the ventilator's hose. Her face was dirt-streaked, her dark brown eyes framed with smeared mascara.
The scent of burning forest haunted the room. When Roxanne spoke, her words were low, but clipped
with fury. "If he'sdying anyway, why don't you get him off this ventilator?'Y ou know he hated this shit.
I've been on more climbs with him than you have, Kétie. I've seen him on thefireline. Hewas no
life-grubbing coward. He knew who he was and where he was going and he wasn't afraid to die. Please,
let himdieclean.”

Katie listened to the rhythmic pulse of the ventilator, so smilar to the rhythm of her own bresth whenever
she worked through her fear on asheer rock face, climbing behind Tom. Roxanne liked to lead. Could
she be thinking of taking mattersinto her own hands? Katie lowered her chin defensively, agesture that
echoed old backyard conflicts when Roxanne would try to tug her over the line. "Hisfamily hasn't even
seen himyet. Why areyou in such ahurry?'

Roxanne's eyes narrowed. She leaned forward dightly, her fist cocked near her breast. "My old man was
|eft to rot on aventilator. Y ou remember what that did to him."

Katiefdt hersdf grow stone cold. Roxanne might have been her friend. She might have been Tom's
friend. But shewasn't family. She had no rights here.

But Roxanne wasn't through. "My mom loved Dad too much,"” she said. "She didn't want to et him go.”
Her gaze seemed to take Katie's measure. "' heard you told the doctors to keep Tom alive aslong as

posshble”
"That'sright."

"And do you think aman like Tom would want to live like this?' Roxanne jerked her chin a the figure on
the bed.

Almogt unwillingly, Katie followed her gaze.

Tom lay with a sheet pulled up to his bare chest, hishands dack at his sdes. He had a plastic mask
strapped over his nose and mouth, his eyelidslooked bruised, and his cheeks were swollen with edema
An 1V had been inserted in his neck, and his weathered bronze skin had taken on asdlow hue. Katie felt
her hands start to tremble, so she quickly stuck them in the pockets of her blazer. "Listen, Roxanne," she
said softly. "No matter what you say, no matter what you believe or what you think Tom believed, I'm
not going to let him die. Not now. Not ever."

The stinking scent of smoke that accompanied Roxanne taunted Katie, rousing perilous memories of
nightsin the wilderness and the hot fed of Tom's skin againgt her own. She squared her shoulders. "Just
stay out of my way, Roxanne, because I'm not letting him go.”

Katie heard a step behind her. Roxanne looked to the noise. Her eyes went wide in shock, then
immediately clouded in confusion. Katie turned to see Tom's brother edge into the room, his brows
pulled down in adark scowl that was asure sign of uneasiness among the Kishidamen. Harlow wasa
little taller than Tom, alittle huskier, but the resemblance was close enough that she could understand
Roxanne's moment of dismay. Harlow studied Roxanne suspicioudy, then turned to Katie. "Has



something changed? Is heimproving?'

Katie shook her head. "They say he won't make it through the night." She glared at the surprise on
Roxannesface. "But it'snot over," she promised. "It's not over."

Harlow had brought his mother, Jane Kishida, up from L.A. Jane was adight, dender woman, her black
hair styled in awavy permanent laced with dignified gray. After Roxanne left, her Buddhist prayersfilled
the room with awarm mutter of hope. Tom had never practiced her faith. Hed been more or lessa
Christian, but Jane had never seemed to mind.

Later, Katie's mom brought the girlsin. Joy wastwelve; Nikki was ten. They both clutched hankies, their
eyes aready swollen and red with crying. Katie comforted them for awhile, then shetold her mother to
take them home. "They're too young for this" she said.

When they were gone she kissed Tom's mother on the cheek. "1 have to go meet someone, Jane. I'll be
back."

She went down to the lobby, saw that it was empty, then checked with the front desk to seeif the team
from Forward Futures had arrived yet. They hadn't. She waited just inside the glass doors of the hospitd,
saring pensively at the circular driveway and the road beyond. A security guard seated at a desk near
the door asked her if she needed help. She shook her head. " Just waiting for someone.”

A few minutes later an ambulance turned off the roadway and onto the hospital grounds. Asit came up
the driveway, she made out the Forward Futureslogo on the side and sighed in ambivalent relief. They
were here. She was thankful for that, and yet at the same time their approach dispelled the last bit of
doubt sheld held about the doctors diagnosis. Hope that she hadn't even been aware of harboring blew
out of her like alast breath. Cold swept into the resultant void, akind of frozen determination. She
straightened her shoulders and raised her chin as the ambulance rolled to a stop before the glass doors.

A single man got out. He was dressed in street clothes and as he strode across the foyer, arust-red Mars
pinon hislapd glinted in the artificid light. Kati€'s gaze fixed on it. Tom had worn apin like thet, every
day hewasn't in hisforest service uniform. The pin was a politica statement, an open vote of support for
Mars Now! and the troubled misson to Mars.

The glass door clacked open under the cryonicist's hand. The security guard looked up from behind her
desk, her suspicious glancetaking in thislatest vigitor.

The cryonicist looked young--too young to be dedling in death--his dark Mediterranean skin sill as
smooth and unworried as a child's. Kétie stepped forward. In her peripheral vision she noticed the
Forward Futures ambulance pulling away toward the parking lot. "Hello," she said, thrusting her hand
out. "I'm Katie Kishida."

He accepted her hand. His skin felt hot, vitd, dive. Her fingers basked in the eectric warmth. "Hello,
Mrs. Kishida. My name's Gregory Hunt, and I'm the suspension team leader. I'm sorry we had to meet
under these circumstances. Isyour husband's prognosis il the same?”

She nodded. "But at least you're here. Now helll have achance." She reached out hesitantly and touched
the pin on hislapd. "Tom wore one of these. He talked about Marsalot. A new frontier, and dl that.”

Gregory amiled. "Hell get there. It'simportant that you believe that. Y our husbhand's not going to die
tonight. HE's going to deanimate, and that's atemporary condition. Desth isn't the relentless power it used
tobe"



"l do believethat." Katie studied him with narrowed eyes. He looked to be only in his early twenties. But
obvioudy he shared her indignation at the progpect of Tom's degth, and for that she forgave him his
youth. "'l don't like being defeated,” shetold him, asthey walked together toward the hospitd's
adminidrative offices. "I'm not ready to give up on Tom. How could I? How could | let him die now from
something that may be survivable in ten years? He's my husband! ™

That was her mantra. He's my husband. Beyond love, beyond hate, beyond death, that connection
would remain. She could see hersdlf loving another man, visualize Tom with another woman. But any
such bond must be temporary because between Katie and Tom there was a connection that must
awaysexis in defiance of time or thelogic of the perceivable universe. They were mated in away that
was permanent and irrevocable. No matter how far apart their paths should wander, if therewasto bea
last day of the universe, they would enjoy it together.

From timeto time Katie had tried to explain these fedingsto Tom in the dark of their midnight
discussions. "Wow, that's deep,” he'd say, and she could imagine hiseyesralling in aslent Oh, brother.
But the way he held her let her know that deep inside, he believed it too.

Shelooked up at Gregory Hunt. His eyes were dark and narrow. Not at al handsome, yet lit with a
riveting intengity that would be hard to forget. Histhick black hair was cut short in the front, long inthe
back, tied in aneat ponytail behind his neck. He had arighteous certainty about him that in other
circumstances might have been annoying, but in this moment it played perfectly to her mood. "1 don't like
giving up,” shesaid again. "If the Good Lord wants Tom now, as my mother says, He's going to have to
fight mefor possesson.”

The corners of Hunt'slipsturned up in the faintest of smiles. "Theteam'sready,” he said. "And Forward
Futures has an agreement in principle with this hospital, so there shouldn't be any problems. Weve
aready notified the adminigtration, and they've agreed to allow usto begin suspension proceduresin the
ICU. Assoon as aphysician declares your husband clinicdly dead, we can take him."

Around midnight, Katie's mother returned to the hospital. The girls had finally goneto deep, so sheld left
them under the watchful eye of aclose friend. Katie nodded. "I'm glad you could come back." She
looked around the little hospital room at Tom's mother, Jane, and his oldest brother, Harlow. She wished
hissgter, [lene Carson, were here. llene was the oldest of the three Kishida children, atransplanted
Cdifornian who'd made hersdlf into a hot East Coast palitician, winning asest in the U.S. Senatein the
last dection. If Katie had a mentor, it was Ilene. For sixteen years sheld stood beside Katie whenever life
got ugly. In an age that discounted the value of an elder generation, Katie had cometo think of llene
Carson asthe head of the family. But Ilene wouldn't be coming tonight. Bad westher had delayed her
flight from Washington, D.C., and she wasn't expected to arrive until noon tomorrow.

On Katie's sde of the family there was only herself and her mother. So everyone who could be expected
tonight was aready here. It wastime. Katie took a deep breath.

"l have something to say." Facesturned to her, eyes wide with sympathy. She suspected they wouldn't
stay sympathetic for long. "A few yearsago Tom and | made some... unusud preparaionsfor our...
ultimate deaths. We signed a contract with a cryonics company called Forward Futures--"

"Oh, Katie--" Harlow interrupted.

"Judt, listen. Please," she said. "We made arrangements for ourselves and the children to have our bodies
suspended in liquid nitrogen in the event of our deaths. We never dreamed we'd need the servicethis
soon.”



"Katie, what are you talking about?' Belle asked. "I don't understand....”

Harlow stepped in with an explanation, saving Katie the burden of composing an answer. But ashe
spoke, helooked at her, not a Belle, and doubt was heavy in hisvoice. "Cryonicsis the practice of
freezing human remains... in the hope that some new technology will dlow an eventua cure.”

Jane's face registered open disgust. "Harlow, you can't be serious. | have heard of that Suff. But it isn't
real. Even the supermarket tabloids make fun of it. Tom would have never, never--"

"Mom--"
"Y ou won't make ajoke out of Tom's death!" she cried. "l won't dlow it."

"Thisisnot ajoke," Katie said, her voice more harsh than sheintended. "Thisis alast resort and no one's
going to stop it. My persona physician will be here soon. She doesn't think cryonicsisajoke. If Dr. Ruiz
agrees there's no hope for Tom's recovery, then shell wait with me. When Tom's heart finally stops
sometime tonight, shelll declare him legally dead, and the suspension processwill be started. Theteam
from Forward Futuresis dready at the hospita. The sooner hisbody isfrozen, the less deterioration his
brain will suffer."

The two older women stared at her in shocked silence. But Harlow was nodding dowly. He came
around the bed; dipped hisarm around her waist, "I'm with you on this," he said.

Katie nodded, shivering, feding suddenly faint insde.

Belle sarted shaking her head. "I don't understand,” she said. "When Tom... if Tom dies, hissoul will go
to God. How can you--? How can you expect to--?"

"l don't know anything about souls, Mom. Y ou know |'ve been an agnostic since | learned what the
word meant. | do know that aperson in cardiac arrest can be revived through CPR, but a hundred years
ago aperson in that condition would have been declared dead.”

Jane stirred. Shelooked at Harlow with angry eyes. "Cryonicsl" she snapped. "'1've seen those strange
people on talk shows. Do you redly believe them, Harlow? What do you know about this?*

"I'velooked intoit," he said cautioudy. His gaze shifted sdeways toward Katie. "Haven't sgned up for
anything yet."

"Itisstrange,” Katie admitted. "And troubling, because it changes the definition of desath.” She bowed her
head, feeling a deep pain behind her eyes. "We should have told everyone before, | can see that now.
The company advised usto, but we didn't want hard fedings.”

"Y es, you should have told usl" Jane cried, her ddicatelittle hand closing into afist. "Oh, why am | so
angry? If thereés any chance of saving Tom, | want to takeit. But... but this! Is he going to be dead, or
not? Should | grieve or should | hope? Will there be afunerd? Therewon't be abody. Oh, Tom, I'll
never live long enough to see you again.” She broke down sobbing. Harlow |eft Katie, to knedl at her
Sde

Katie gazed at them, mother and son, while Jan€'s questions echoed in her mind. But she had no
answers.

"Katie?' Her mother's voice whispered near her ear. "1 want to speak to you aone, Katie."
"All right, Mom."



Shelet hersdlf beled outside the room. Somewhere down the hall another patient moaned. A nurse
barked acommand in aharsh voice. A cart clattered past. Belle set her hand on Katie's arm and looked
into her eyes. "l know how much you love Tom, darling. And | know you'd do anything to save him. But
have you thought about what thisis going to do to you?"

Katieblinked in surprise. "It's going to give me hope."

"But what kind of hope? That someday, hundreds of years from now, Tom will wake up into aworld full
of strangers, hisfamily long gone?’

"l hopeto bethere" shesaid. "I hopeto have the children with me. That's dl. It's achance. Better than
givinguponhim.”

"Will you be awidow? Or awife with an absent husband?'
"I don't know. Mom. | haven't exactly had alot of timeto think about it."

Belle gave her aquick hug. "I know, darling. And I'm sorry. But I'm so worried about you. Hope can
carry people through theworst of times. But it can aso poison lives. | don't want you to waste your life
hoping for something that will never happen.”

"I redlly don't want to talk about this now, Mom. Later, dl right? But not now. The cryonic suspension
will take place whether | change my mind or not. Tom signed contracts. It was his decison. But I'm not

going to changemy mind."
Bdlenodded. "All right. Then | won't say anything dse. If thisiswhat the two of you redly want ..."
"Itis, Mom. And thank you for understanding.”

Harlow was il explaining the proceduresinvolved in a cryonic suspens on when the attending physician
looked into the room. "Mrs. Kishida," he said. "Could | speak with you, please?' Katie nodded, and
stepped out into the hall with him. Helooked at her, his dark eyes angry. "I've just been informed you're
planning to place your husband in cryonic suspension. | guess the doctor's alwaysthe last to know. Is
that why you're unwilling to gpprove an organ donation?’

Katiewas at alossfor words. Before she could find something to say, or even decide on her emotions,
the doctor plunged ahead with his opinion. "Cryonicsisafraud and you're wasting your money. There's
no way to repair the physica damage caused by the freezing process, and even if there were, there will
never be adrug to cure your hushand'sinjuries.”

Katie discovered her mouth open in amazement. She closed it firmly. "'l don't agree,” she said, and turned
back to Tom's room, in no mood to deliver atutorial now on predicted advancesin cell repair
technology. But then she hesitated, glancing back over her shoulder. "My persona physician will be
taking over Tom's case," she said. " So you needn't concern yoursdlf further.”

The doctor arched one eyebrow skepticaly. "And he approves of this?'
"Yes, shedoes," Katiesaid. "And yes, Dr. Ruiz has hospita privileges. Everything's arranged.”
He seemed surprised. "Then you've planned ahead for this?"

"Of course. Forward Futures won't accept patients on alast minute basis. They consider that unethica.”
Y es, Katie had planned for this. Katie had planned everything in her life. Shefirmly believed that lasting



joy was not achieved by happy accident. "Tom's chances of eventud recovery will multiply if we get him
under quickly."

The physician shook his head in open contempt. "Zero times anything isgill zero. And asfar asI'm
concerned, the whole business of cryonic preservation is unethical. Those shysters have convinced you to
gpend awhalelot of money for nothing, while the people who might have been given life through your
husband's organs are left to die.” He turned and stalked off through the ICU. Katie stared after him, her
teeth tightly clenched.

"Katie?'

She turned to see Gregory Hunt. HE'd changed his street clothes for surgical garb. Now he leaned
againg the desk of the nursé's sation, atal man, with athin, muscular build. "Sorry,” shesaid. "l didn't
seeyou there.”

He studied her with cool curiogity. "Just camein. | wanted to let you know we're dl set up. Well be able
to begin cooling procedures within minutes of your husband's clinical death. And Dr. Ruizishere. I've
aready explained the procedure to her.”

Katie nodded. "Thank you."

Heinclined his head in the direction the staff doctor had taken. "I'm sorry you had to be subjected to
that, but it's a pretty common reaction.”

"I know."

"Then you haven't changed your mind?"
"Of coursenot."

"But yourefeding guilty, just the same.”

She sighed, her gaze sinking to the floor. "Don't you ever repesat thisto anyone waiting in that room,” she
said, her voice so low that Gregory had to lean forward to hear her. "But Tom never really wanted to do
this. He signed the contract just to make me happy.” She looked up, to meet Hunt's gaze. "But he
belongsto me. | have aright to do this. No one else has any claim on hisbody. And hislifeisjust as
important as anybody eses.”

Tom expired in the wee hours of the morning. His heart had been beating erraticaly for several minutes
and Dr. Ruiz advised everyone present that it was time to say their good-byes. Katie waited in a corner
of the room while one by one, the family performed whatever ritesthey felt were necessary. Then she
stepped forward. She stood for amoment, gazing down a Tom, silently cursing the oxygen mask that
perched like a parasite over his mouth and nose. There seemed <0 little left of him. She bent and kissed
hisforehead, her eyes half-closed as she drank in the familiar scent of hisskin. Blinking hard, sheran her
fingersacrossthe graceful curves of his brows and cheeks. Hislong eyeashes were encrusted with
blood. Forty-six yearsold, and still asbeautiful asthe day shed met him. "Bastard!" she hissed through
her tears. "How dare you do thisto me?"

The cardiac monitor ceased its nervous pulse and wailed aflatline. "Tom!" Katie cried. Shefdll forward,
her forehead pressed againgt his shoulder while the world seemed to burn around her. Then Harlow's
arms enfolded her. He pulled her gently away. " Clear theroom,” Dr. Ruiz said sharply. "Except you,
Katie" she amended, with a sympathetic glance.



"I'm going to stay with Katie," Harlow said, and Dr. Ruiz nodded.

"Mr. Hunt," she caled. "Get your team in here." Then she commenced her examination and moments
later declared Tom legdly dead.

Katie stood with her back pressed against Harlow's comforting bulk while Gregory Hunt and an assistant
guided along, whedled cart into the room. The cart's lower deck was|oaded with medica equipment
and oxygen cylinders. Locked onto the top was aman-sized canvas cradle supported on asted frame.
Katie knew enough to identify the Forward Futures life-support cart. Sheld seen articles on it, skimming
the text with only academic interest.

A second assistant pushed adolly loaded with ice chests into the room. Ben. That was his name. A
young man like Gregory. And the middle-aged woman who'd helped Gregory with the cart was Connie.

The team of three worked with determined speed. Connie started disconnecting the hospital monitors.
Gregory stripped off the oxygen mask and smoothly inserted an endotrachedl tubeinto Tom'sthroat.
"Well work with the hospitd's IV," he announced. "L et's get him moved.”

With Dr. Ruiz helping, they transferred Tom to the canvas cradle on the life-support cart. Katie
shuddered at the body's limp posture, and again, when the white sheet dipped off, exposing aragged net
of sutures across Tom's swollen abdomen. Then they had him on the cart. He amost disappeared behind
the high canvas sdes of the cradle.

The bed was pushed out of the way. Ben dipped into the gap with one of the coolers. He set it on the
bed and opened it. It was crammed with bags of crushed ice. He hefted one, tore it open, and began
packing raw ice around Tom's head and neck. Dr. Ruiz stepped up to help him. "We want to cool the
surface blood,” he told Katie. "Minimize cellular degradation as much aspossible.”

She nodded, fedling empty, hypnotized by aritua she didn't want to understand. Her focus shifted to
Gregory and Connie where they worked on the other side of the cart. "That's the heart-lung resuscitator,”
Ben said as he ripped open another bag of ice. "We want to continue circulation--keep the tissue
oxygenated.”

Gregory maneuvered an arm of the machine out from under the cart. He raised its €levation, then swung it
around again, settling the cusp against Tom's chest. He glanced up, and his gaze met Katie's. She could
fed her hope pour into him. He seemed to fed it too. His expression grew darker, more grim. "Were
ready,” he muttered. And Connieturned avave.

Pneumatic sounds filled the room: a harsh suck-and-release rhythm as the HLR started acompression
sequence againgt Tom's chest. Connie attached an oxygen line from the cart to Tom's endotracheal tube.

Unexpected motion drew Katie's attention. Her eyes widened as she watched Tom'sright hand start to
clench, then open dowly. A shudder ran through his body. His mouth opened, and she could hear air
wheezing past the tube, into hislungs. "He's alivel " she whispered. ™Y ou said he was dead. But he's
dive”

"One point five grams sodium pentobarbital!" Gregory barked, as herigged anew 1V lineto the catheter
aready in Tom's neck. Connie yanked open astorage drawer in the cart. Tom was breathing in and out
now, in dow noisy gasps asif fighting the rhythm of the machine.

"What's going on here?' Harlow shouted as his armstightened around Katie.

Dr. Ruiz stepped toward them, her calming hands outstretched. "It's the machine. It'srevived him. But



just temporarily.” Shelooked over her shoulder as Gregory readied asyringe. "If wetook Tom off the
machine, his bresthing would stop again. He looks like he's functioning now, but on his own he's not
functiond.”

Gregory administered the sodium pentobarbitd. "Y ou're poisoning him, aren't you?' Katie asked.
"It'sabarbiturate,” Gregory snapped.
"To secure anesthesia,” Dr. Ruiz explained. "He's dead, Katie. HE's not coming back.”

But hewas alive. Katie could see that. He was breathing on his own. She shook her head, not
understanding the vagueness of this death. She wanted to run to him, shake him, make him wake up. But
shedidn't want to interfere. Thiswas the trestment Tom needed.

But what was Tom thinking?

What did he fed ? What did he dream under the ministrations of the machine? Washe aware at al of
what they were doing to him? Did he know that they wereforcing him to die again?

Then the drug took effect. Tom's twitching movements subsided. His attempts at bresthing faded back
into the ugly rhythm of the machine. "He'sgone," Harlow whispered.

"Moreicel" Gregory shouted. Connie scrambled for another cooler. Gregory's gaze cut across the room
to Katie ashe helped Ben and Dr. Ruiz pack ice. His expression was hard, half-accusing. "Well be
giving him aseries of drugson theway into Los Angeles,” he said in clipped syllables. "They're intended
to support his brain against damage from reduced blood flow." He accepted abag of ice from Connig,
ripped it open, and emptied the contents across Tom's chest. "All right, let'sgo. Well finish packing icein
the ambulance.”

Hetook the head of the cart; Ben took the foot. Together, they wheeled Tom out the door. Katie
followed them, Harlow supporting her arm.

Outside, she had abrief glimpse of her mother's anxious face, of Jane, red-eyed and crying. Of Roxanne
Scott. So Roxanne had finally come back. Huge, dark circles framed her eyes as she glared at Katie.

Katie stumbled past them. The world had begun to buzz around her. She could hardly fedl her feet or
hands. Maybe thisredlly was a dream and she was about to wake up.

The doors of the ICU snapped aside. There was an devator ride. Gregory asked her something. She
couldn't devel op an adequate answer. Then shewas Sitting in achair, in a corridor somewhere, her head
between her knees. Harlow was rubbing her back and her mother was kneeling in front of her,
whispering reassurances the way sheld done when Katiewas alittle girl.

Thisisreal, Katie thought. And I'm not going to wake up. She studied the stains on the embossed
pattern of the vinyl floor. Listened to the hum of air-conditioning beyond her mother's voice. Observed
the flickering shadows cast by a defective fluorescent tube. Her skin was damp and cold, asif her body
had just broken afever. Head still down, she did her wrist between her legs so she could check thetime.
Threeam. And twelve minutes.

Sowly, very dowly, she sat up. She rubbed at the dampness on her face, ran her fingers through her long
blond hair. Not yet daring to examine the hollowness benesth her breaest.

"Hey," Harlow said. "Better?'



"L et ustake you home," Belle urged.

Then Roxanne spoke up. She stood across the corridor, her arms crossed belligerently over her chest,
her dark eyes hard with anger. "I can't believe you've donethis, Katie. Y ou lived with Tom for years, but
now I'm starting to wonder if you ever really knew him. Y ou dways sat out the tough climbs, but Tom
never did. You were afraid of dying, but Tom wasn't. Why are you torturing him like this? He has his
owndestiny. Let himgo."

Katie studied her for amoment, wondering--not for the first time--who Roxanne Scott redlly was.
Roxanne had been closeto Tom for years, in an odd relationship that seemed more man-to-man than
man-to-woman. Competitive. Macho. Not that it mattered now.

Katie's gaze shifted to Harlow. Helooked flustered, struck dumb by Roxanne's display. "Wheres Tom?"
she asked him.

"In the ambulance. They're going to finish packing him in ice before they transplant. Hunt said it would
take afew minutes.”

Roxanne stepped forward. "Think about it, Katie," she warned.
"Shut up!" Harlow snapped. "Just leave her done.”

But Roxanne wasn't the kind to be put down easily. "Y ou want to play God, Katie?'Y ou think you can

take chance out of your life? Well, it won't work. Tom has aright to his destiny. He was my best friend.
And | know that he was not afraid to die." She nodded her head in ashort jerk of affirmation, then she

turned and stalked away down the hall.

Harlow stared after her, swearing softly under his breath. "Whered you pick up that airhead?’
"Roxanne'savery spiritua person,” Katie said, her voice asfiat and detached as her soul.

She looked around. There weren't any friendly directiona signs, so she guessed thiswas not apublic
area of the hospital. But across the halway was abulletin board, and pinned to it, haf-hidden behind
lecture announcements and sheets of paper detailing the latest revisonsto hospital policies, was aposter
of Mars emblazoned with thelogo Mars Now! Katie blinked in confusion, rocked by an odd sense that
the poster hadn't been there amoment before, that somehow it had suddenly materidized in her field of
vison asakind of icon of hope.

He'll get there. It's important that you believe that.

She stood cautioudy. Brushing off aflurry of helping hands, she shuffled to anearby water fountain. She
drank the icy water; splashed more on her face, then looked back at Harlow. "1 want to gointo L.A.
withhim."

"Oh, Katie, no!" Bellesad.
"I want to go with him," Katie repeated, wiping her face on her deeve. "l want to see thisthrough.”

"No, Katie. It would beamistake," Bdlle sad. "Stay home. The girls need you. And you'll want to
remember Tom theway hewas.”

"No. | have to know what I've done to him." Guilt was beginning to est at her. Tom had died twice, but
both timesthey'd caught him, pinned him in a state somewhere between life and death. But what if
Roxannewasright? What if heredlly needed to die? What if there redlly was a soul? What if he needed



to make thefind journey and he couldnt... because she/d bound him to thislife. | need you, Tom. And |
won't let you go.

It was sdlfishness, pure and smple. She could see that now. And she could accept it. She wanted Tom
back. For hersdlf. For the children. Damn the consequences.

Shelooked back at her mother, determination running like a.cold liquid metal through her blood. "Tom's
helpless now. He's depending on me.”

Harlow sghed. "I'll driveyou, Katie. Y ou know wherethis placeis?'
"Yes. I've been there before. Tom and |. Welooked over the facilities before we signed up.”

"Come on, then," Harlow said, taking her arm. She kissed her mother good-bye, then followed Harlow
to the ambulance bay.

Wedged Time-Alternate L andscapes

Time stretched. Thought proceeded with glacid downess, asif hismind had grown vast and diffuse so
that each eectronic sgnal required hours to reach its destination. The condition made his pain exquisite.
He could follow each long, dow, deep, and reentlesswave of it acrossthe entirefield of his avareness.
... should... not... fedl... like... this. The thought took long yearsto form. He dready knew hewas
dead. He knew he should be blissful, secure in the house of God. Y et he was not. A familiar essence had
been stolen from him, teased out of hisbody cell-by-cell by the dividing hand of God. Something that
was not him, yet was part of him, just the same. All gone. Even the memory of it. He couldn't nameit; he
couldn't visuaize it. He could recognize it only by the amorphous emptiness|eft behind indde hischest, a
wound that ached with the fierce pressure of vacuum.

"You're confused,” God said. "There's nothing more of you than this. 1've brought you out of the world
whole, just asyouwent in."

Liar! Hisanger erupted smultaneoudy around the periphery of hisnebular awvareness. It acted asan
imploding shock wave, driving his diffuse sdf inward. He began to contract, and as his span shrank, time
quickened.

God shook his head in mild disgust &t this childish display. "Oh, stop it. Temper tantrum or no, you can't
go back."

But there's more. You've forgotten something. A part of me... so familiar. I'm not complete.
God failed to understand. " Earthly attachments don't mean anything now. Y ou'll get over it."

But hispain didn't ease. And he continued to contract. Not only himself, but the universe that housed him,
s0 that he soon found himself imprisoned in awarm, moist, dark womb. The belly of God. The
environment was suggestive. For the first time he recogni zed the shape of the emptinessin hissoul, saw it
for thefamiliar dark outline of another wound throughout the substance of hisbody. He grasped at the
shadow, but there was nothing there. What have you done with her? he asked in horror. My
familiar.... He groped for the proper title of this other who was part of himsdf and yet different. My
familiar --

"Youreadone" God indgsted. "Always have been."



My Familiar! hecried. You've taken her out of me. | want her back! Give her back to me or let me
go. Hethrashed furioudy, twisting and kicking, trying to bresk through the walls of the womb. He had no
usefor God. God couldn't fill the emptinessinside him. Only she could do thet. | love her more than
you. Let me go. Hethrust his head back, dealing aharsh blow to the body of God. He kicked with his
feet until God cried out in pain. He thrust with hishead again, and thistime a shudder ran through the
wallsof his prison and amoment later hefelt asif the weight of the world had collgpsed upon him, asif
he'd been suddenly incarnated into the center of the earth and al that rock pressed down upon him,
forced him into a channel that was much too small to pass his body. Then he was through.

Faling.

He screamed in terror as hisbody plummeted into night. There was nothing above him but starsand
distance, the air so thin it was dmost impossible to breathe. The lack of it set his head and heart onfire.
He curled into himsdlf like afalling spider, sensing the presence of ground somewherefar below. Forgive
me! he cried to God. Take me back.

But God refused to hear him. God had vanished into the starry void, pouting, feglings hurt.

Anger issued from the active boundary of the empty places. It gave him strength of will, if nothing else,
and he decided: | will fly.

Heforced his body to open. Deliberately, he soread himsalf against the wind, belly down, armsand legs
wide, head up. Little good it did him. He fell faster, plunging through thicker and thicker layers of
amaosphere until the wind screamed in his ears and he grew so hot he thought he would ignite.

Then abruptly, the stars vanished. Nothing but inky blackness all around. The air that flowed to hislungs
wasthin, icy. Tasting of snow. Hisfiery body glowed with afaint red light, human meteor plunging
through cloud. What lay below? What difference? Ocean hard as land at this speed. His eyesrolled back
in his head. He would never befilled. Her shadow would languish insgde him. He would die an absolute
death, for God wouldn't have him now. "Why?" he roared, but the wind tore the word away before he
could hesr it.

S0 he prayed--not to God, but to her, forming slent words with freezing lips, Save me, save me, save

Theroaring in his ears grew louder. The wind seemed to be sweeping up past hisface at impossible
gpeeds. Something struck the outstretched tips of hisfingers. Helunged at it. The impact shattered his
fingernails. He reached out again, more dowly. A smooth, frozen surface raced past his groping fingers.
He clawed at it, and came away with bits of icelodged in his ruined nails. Thewind bellowed like ariver
caught in anarrow gorge. The gale was being channeled upward by thiswall of ice! The wind bounced
him around. Hefdt likeabird in astorm. The wind tossed him into theice wal. He hit it with his
shoulder, and for amoment hisfal aimost stopped. Then the wind eased and he plunged downward
again. But now he had an idea. Maybe it was not too late to fly. He spread hisarmswider. Thewind
caught him and tossed him up. He spun, and fell, concentrating on the irregular buffeting of the gale
againg hisbody. Flying. Bodysurfing the ssorm. He learned quickly. If he hdld himsdf just right he could
float, bobbing up and down only afew feet, his hand upon thewall to mark his position.

He drifted dowly down, and dowly, the darkness began to ease. A diffuse light radiated through thefog
around him, to be caught and amplified by the white face of theicy wall. The sght heartened him. But his
lips were cracked and frozen, and his nose and toes and fingers had lost dll feeling. He looked down, but
al he could see was adimengonless gray. Hewastrying to decide if the surface was only afew feet
away or severa thousand when he dipped below the gale zone. He plunged, screaming. He could hear



the gale roar on above him, but he was beyond its aid. He dropped feet first into abank of soft snow,
sinking to his shoulders. His body rang with the impact. He groaned. He could still hear the distant roar of
the gale, but closer, he could hear the soft crunching of the snow as hishead rolled againgt it, the terrified
wash of hisbresth, the boom boom of his heart.

I'malive. Heregarded his exigencein astate of incredulity. "My Familiar,” he whispered, closing his
eyes. A amileplayed on hislips, cracking the frozen flesh, sending rivulets of cool blood washing down
hischin. He didn't care. Hewas dive. And he could fed the presence of his Familiar in thisworld like the
pressure of sunlight on asummer'sday.

LA. FLOW--NEWSAND INFORMATION
Flash Call Line Anonymous Message--Recorded 3:17 a.m.

"Here's one for you. You know Senator Ilene Carson, that East Coast hotshot on the National
Health Care Committee? You know--'Cost-cutter Carson'? Well, her baby brother's about to be
cryonically preserved herein L.A. You might want to ask her how she feels about that when she
arrives at the airport today. A hundred fifty thousand dollarsjust to put a dead man onice...."

3
Dead Man on Ice

Corvette. Beemer. Porsche. Jaguar. Lamborghini. Lexus. Z-car. The namesrolled together in a potent
chant as Katie counted the company on the freeway. Even a 4:00 am., I-5 was busy. A lot of fine cars
out in the night. And why not? Traffic flowed at 4:00 am. It was agreet timeto drive.

"l doit sometimes," Harlow said. Hisvoice touched her like a searing light in the darkness. She flinched;

glanced a him. She could see hisface... just barely. Lit from below by the dash lights, which held turned
way down. She hadn't even redlized she'd spoken out loud. Must betired. She touched her forehead, as
if she could fed brain burn. Funny, shedidn't fed tired.

"Sometimes| get up in the wee hours," Harlow went on. "And | drive for ahundred milesor more... in
any direction. It doesn't matter where | go, ‘cause | just turn around and come right back. It'sthe driving.
Givesyou achanceto lose yoursdlf for awhile. Zen meditation.”

"I'm not tired,"” Katie said.
"It hit," Harlow promised.
"Look at the cars." Thousands of cars. So much power.

White lights coming, red lights going, lanes of life flowing forward, back. A landscape utterly transformed
fromits primeva design. Nothing here as nature intended. Nothing at dl. No. Thisgreet freeway wasa
human thought, rolled out smooth and laid across the countryside, the uppermost sedimentary deposit of
time. So much power. Nature didn't have a chance.

She chuckled in grim satisfaction. Nature had designed Tom's body so that it couldn't hedl theinjuries
he'd suffered. Nature had decreed that he should die. So Nature was the enemy now.
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"Kétie youd! right?'

She stared past the flow of traffic to the lights of the ambulance dmost a hundred yards ahead. "Did you
know that every day the average American consumes two hundred fifty thousand caoriesin food and
fuels used to produce that food? That's equal to one hundred eighty quarts of Haagen-Dazsice cream a
day." A mirthless chucklerolled past her lips. "Now that's power."

"Do you still seethe ambulance?' Harlow asked, an edgeto hisvoice.

Katie nodded. "Three ahead," she said, as amotorcycle passed them on the right. Thoughts did round
and round inside her heed, asif caught on the rim of awhirlpool eager to pull her consciousness under.
One hundred eighty quarts of Haagen-Dazs ice cream. The freeway seemed fantasticdl, dien. Threads of
thought flowing between the oceans and the mountains. Cdifornia's cogitation. Nature remade.

| love you, Tom. You belong to me.

A light snapped on overhead. She leaned against alamppost, chomping on asmelly cigar, the cold weight
of areadied gun heavy in her pocket: a Hollywood-issue New Jersey hood, doing bad Jmmy Cagney.
You want to take him, God? | won't et you take him.

Tomorrow she would consume two hundred quarts of Haagen-Dazsice cream, and the day after that,
two hundred and fifty. And her power would grow. The spectacular thought that had made this freeway
would be nothing but an infant'sfirst andlyss of the difference between smooth and rough, compared to
the thoughts that would be, when the thinker learned to command the disposition of individual molecules.

Nature didn't stand a chance.

She grinned like adeath's head, her empty hands closing on adream. Nanotechnology. An ugly, ungainly
word. But the dream spun bright in the long night on the freeway. Nanotechnology: the promise that one
day thinking machines could be built on the scale of bacteria. Acting machines. Working on command to
reshape theworld. To raise the dead. To rewrite the limits of life. To make the universe her playground.
A child-safe playground. And she and Tom utterly safe there. "They're heading for the off-ramp,” she
sad.

"| seethem.”

Dawn began to paethelight show. Bright signs advertising motels and al-night convenience stores
faded. Headlights winked out. Traffic thickened at once on al sides as commuters | eft early to beet the
rush. Harlow dowed, squinting worriedly as the ambulance made aleft turn one block ahead. "It'sdl
right,” Katiesad. "l know theway."

She guided Harlow thelast few blocks, ingtructing him to pull into a crowded parking lot in front of a
squat gray building almost unnoticeable initsbasic ugliness. "Forward Futures,” Katie said with agrin.

"So | see" Harlow responded, nodding at the sign done in letters drawn to look asif they'd been swept
by the jet stream.

The building was three stories high, basic cinder block, remarkable only for its scarcity of windows.
There were offices on the second floor A few lights showed through the windows there. Otherwise the
building might have been the proverbia black box, smooth-walled, contents unknown. " The ambulance
will pull up to abay inthe back," Katie said. She could fedl Harlow's measuring gaze, and smiled to
herself. He didn't fedl the power yet. Not yet. But he would.

"Y ou sureyou're up for this, Katie? How about getting some deep first?"



"I'm not tired." She opened the door and stepped out, stretching, breathing the sour Los Angeles air. She
wasn't tired at all; she was feding downright giddy. She dammed the car door with an eager crack! "We
madeit, Harlow!" She ssomped the ground for emphasis, then turned to him with agrin. " So many things
could have gonewrong! Tom could have died at the crash site, and then some coroner might have
wanted to autopsy him. He could have died at the hospital hours before Gregory could get there. He
could have had massive damage to his brain. He could have had impaired circulation. Someonein the
family could have made a gtink about thiswholething.”

"But none of that happened! Hal | won thisround, Harlow. | won. And I'm going to fight fate every step
of the way to get my Tom back."

Harlow carefully locked the car. "How do we get ingde?!

Asif in answer, keysrattled in the glass door fronting the building. Katie looked up as ayoung woman
pushed the door open from the inside; she beckoned to them. Katie didn't hesitate. She started up the
steps, hearing Harlow follow close behind. "Hi. My name's Maryann,” the young woman said asthey
approached. "1'm so sorry to hear about the accident.” Maryann had wide sympathetic eyes, short blond
hair, abold nose, and wore no makeup at all.

Katie swept past her. "Have they unloaded him yet?'

"They'rejust starting. But he'sreceived dl histransport medications, and histemperature's aready down
to twenty-two degrees C."

"Isthat good?"
"Y es. The sooner we can get his temperature down, the lessischemic damage hell suffer.”
"lschemia... lack of blood flow?'

"Yes." Shelocked the door behind them. "Most of the staff is here, and we've already prepared the
perfusate. Y our husband isrelatively young and has experienced general good hedlth, so were hoping
surgery and perfusion will proceed easily.”

Maryann led them through alobby equipped with three obvious security cameras, past the entrance of a
small auditorium, to aheavy stedl door. Again the keys. She unlocked the door and let them through.
Harlow was beginning to look nervous. "Tight security,” he muttered.

"A lot of people object to what we do here," Maryann responded, tension in her voice. "We have a
responsibility to protect our patients.” She looked over at Katie. "Gregory said you wanted to observe
the surgery and perfusion. You redizeitl take severd hoursto complete.”

"l want to seeit," Katie said. Because to see it wasto be part of it. To know that everything that could
be done for Tom was being done.

"And I'm gticking with Katie," Harlow added, almost belligerently.

Maryann had them change into surgical scrubs, then sheled them to asurgica unit. "He'sin here” she
sad, indicating atable, only half-visble past the medica team surrounding it. Katie craned her neck to
see. The HLR had been removed. The body was packed inice and draped in surgica cloth. It might
have been anyone under there.

She recognized Gregory behind one of the surgical masks. He eyed her doubtfully. ™Y ou doing dl right?"
he asked.



"Fine." She moved closer. Uneasy. Determined not to get in the way.

"We're going to perform surgery on thefemora artery to connect a heart-lung bypass,”" Gregory said.
"Well use aperfuson pump to remove his blood and replace it with a perfusate that'll better support his
tissuesand inhibit edema. The fluidswill circulate through a cooling bath, and that'll keep his body
temperature dropping. We want to get him down to afew degrees above freezing, and then well
introduce the cryoprotectants.”

Histone was optimistic. But Tom'sinjuries dowed the process. There were mutters of concern over the
next forty minutes, but the staff worked efficiently, the team did itsjob. Katie Sarted to get wobbly on
her feet and Harlow found her achair. Findly, Tom's body temperature reached 5° C. A stainless sted!
hand drill was used to open asmadl burr holein Tom's skull. Katie came over to watch. She felt uneasy
about it, asif she were trespassng, illicitly viewing apart of Tom that should never have been exposed to
her vison, that never would have been exposed if somehow she'd managed to protect him.

Guilt, shethought, was not alogica emation.

Gregory showed her the brain. It looked white and shiny. The blood in the cerebral vessels had been
completely replaced with the clear perfusate. "L ooks good,” the chief surgeon said with an air of
satisfaction. "L et's prep him for the heart-lung machine.”

Tom's chest was exposed, and the surgeon cut aline down its center, dicing through the breastbone, and
findly, carefully exposing the heart. Tubes were placed in the aorta and the heart, and then connected to
alarger, more complex heart-lung machine than the one that had been used in the hospital. And once
again, Tom's circulation was restarted. Now cryoprotectants were gradually added to the perfusate
solution, mostly glycerol and mannitol, to minimize ice formation and reduce freezing damage. It wasa
long process. The concentration of cryoprotectants could not be alowed to rise too quickly, or osmotic
pressures across the cell membranes would further damage the body's tissue.

Four hours passed. Harlow had finaly gone home, promising to be back before the end of the day. Katie
found hersdf gtting in the building's lunchroom, across the table from Gregory, an untouched sandwich
onaplateinfront of her. "Eat," he said.

She picked up the sandwich and took asmall bite. It seemed tastel ess. She drank some skim milk. The
morning's euphoria had faded, but she till felt astrong undercurrent of happiness. "It'sgoing wdll, isnt
it?" she asked.

"Quitewdl," he agreed.

They returned to surgery just asthe cryoprotectant perfusion was judged adequate. Katie stood aside,
watching, while Tom was taken off the heart-lung machine. The surgeon closed theincisonin hischest.
Then, using the burr holein Tom's skull, the surgeon placed a temperature probe on the surface of Tom's
brain. He closed that incision. Another temperature probe was placed in Tom'sthroat, and athird in his
rectum.

Then the ice packs and protective wrappings were removed. For the first time since the hospitd, Katie
could see Tom'sface. It had ayellowish cast benesth histan, and its texture seemed stiff, dmost waxy.
Like an artificid copy, shethought. Exact in detail, but unquestionably inanimate. She felt something give
way insgde her: astrut snapping beneath her emotiond architecture,

Tom wasgone.

Then two large plastic bags were wrestled over hisbody, eclipsing her view. She sared at awhite wall



until her breathing had steadied and her composure had salf-repaired.

Findly, Tom was submerged in atank of silicone oil. Wire leads from the temperature probesin his body
were connected to acomputer. "The Slcool bath isat minusten degrees C," Gregory explained. "Well
be adding dry iceto it over the next day and ahdf to dowly bring Tom's temperature down. After that
hell be transferred to liquid nitrogen Sorage.”

"] want to seethat t0o," Katie said.

For thefirst time since sheld met him, Gregory redly smiled. "Somehow | expected that. But right now
you must be about ready to collapse on your feet.”

"Redly, I'mnot. | ansoglad | came here... but | should be going home. The girlswill need me. I've
aready stayed away too long."

"Let'sgo out and get something to et first," Gregory said. "Y ou haven't had anything all day. Unlessyou
get something in your system, you're going to get the shakes when this adrendine high finally wears off.
After weeat, I'll drive you back."

"Ohno," Katie said, shaking her head. "I'm not riding with you. Y ou haven't had any more deep than |
have"

"I've had catnaps,”" he said defensively.
"I'll take the shuttle.”

"Well a least let metake you to dinner.”

Katie was surprised to see that it was already dark outside. She sat in the passenger seat of Gregory's
old Toyotaasthey drove about six blocks to avegan restaurant Situated on one end of a convenience
mall. He was wearing hisMarspin again.

The restaurant was dimly lit. Indian music played softly in the background. The dining area was about
haf-full, mostly with yuppie clientele. Katie stopped at the pay phone to call Harlow. Hiswife answered.
She said Harlow was till adeep, but that he was determined to drive Katie home as soon as she was
ready. Katie gave her the address of the restaurant, then called home. She talked to her mother and then
each of thegirls. "I'll be homein afew hours™ she promised. "Wait up for me." They said they would.

She found Gregory in abooth at the back of the restaurant. He'd aready ordered for both of them. She
sat down across the table from htm, and suddenly felt asif she might never move again. Gregory quickly
shoved a basket of crackerstoward her, and she ravenously devoured four packs. The waitress brought
aglass of milk, and she drank half.

"Thisdoesnot fed red," she said after aminute.

"Bethankful for that,” Gregory said.

She shook her head, confused at her own dispassion. "I can't accept that he'sgone.”
"He's not gone. He'sjust away for awhile.”

"A longwhile"

"Maybe." He picked up hisfork amlesdy; set it down again. "When were you born?”



Shegave him ascowl of mock suspicion. "Why?'

"You'retill young. But I'd be willing to bet that when you were born your parents didn't own acolor TV,
nuclear war was expected at any minute, spaceflight was limited to afew hoursin orbit, any pregnant,
unmarried teenager was shunned, computers were found only &t elite universities, theideaof blacksin
elected office was controversia, commercid jet travel was only afew yearsold--"

"All right, dl right. So I'm an antique.”

Hegrinned. "Thepoaint is, youre not. You're only in your thirties, and yet the world has undergone
immense technologica and socid changesin your lifetime. And therate of changeisaccelerating. Thirty
years--"

"Thirty-four."
"If we can hold thisworld together that long, who knows where well be?!
"Mars?' sheteased.

He frowned disgpprovingly, asif shed made asacrilegiousjoke. "Yes" he said quietly. "That's exactly
what | mean. We could be on Mars. Y ou. Me. Tom. With bodiesthat won't easily succumb to injuries.
With bodies that we can control precisely, and shape to suit our needs.”

"Thirty years. Maybe fifty. Maybe more. But it will happen. Y ou need to keep a perspective on time, al
theimmensty of timethat'savalableto us"

"If cryonicsworks."

He shook his head. "No. If nanotechnology works. And why shouldn't it? Our bodies are aready
maintained by molecular machines, naturdly occurring. When weve developed artificid andogs, welll
havewon."

"What are you going to do on Mars?"

Helooked gtartled, asif sheld caught him at play in achildren's romance. Then he leaned acrossthe
table. Thiswas not fantasy; not to him. "1 want to see Marstransformed into area world. Add an
atmosphere. Find water. Design life-forms, plant aforest. Makeit live."

"Paradise found.”
"Paradise made. The human need for crestive action satisfied.”
"And to go where no one's gone before. How long do you plan on living?”

"As Gregory Hunt?' He shrugged. "I doubt I'll last more than athousand years before my own growth
and change makes that identity meaningless. But something new will come of me. Evolutioninthe
individud, rather than the species. A thread of life stretching, changing through the eons. Different at
every point from what has gone before, yet al the points connected through time. In time anything can
happen. And it will al have started right here--" He rapped the table.

"In southern Cdifornia. Yes." She amiled. ™Y ou dream fine dreams, Gregory Hunt. | need a dose of your
confidence. | do."

They talked more--about cryonics, about Mars, about Tom, and what he'd meant to Katie. The food
came, and Katie found that her appetite had been restored in full. They werefinishing alast course of



herba teawhen Harlow arrived. He came hulking up out of the restaurant's dim aideslike a stiff-legged
bear. She stood up to greet him. He hugged her and kissed her on the cheek, then shook hands with

Gregory. "Ready?"

"Yes." Shereached out ahand to Gregory as he stood up. "I'll call you tomorrow." Then she hugged him.
"Thanksfor everything."

Out on the dtreet, the traffic seemed uncommonly noisy; the air smelled foul. A panhandler accosted
Harlow. Harlow told the old derdlict to shove off. "Gregory wantsto live forever," Katie said.

Harlow raised an eyebrow. "A bit ambitious.”

Katietried to imagine the old panhandler endowed with immorta life, with the kind of control over nature
that Gregory envisioned. She frowned, speculating, then suddenly turned back. "Hey! Old man!™

"Katie! What are you--" Harlow started after her, but sheignored him.

"Hey, old man." She positioned hersdf squarely in front of the man and waited until she was sure his gaze
had focused on her. His eyes were blue, bleary and red-rimmed, amost hidden under his sagging eyedlids.
He had a good growth of sat-and-pepper beard, aragged ski cap, and the usual odd assortment of
cast-off clothes. He smelled of tobacco, body odor, and acohol, and hisface was inflamed from
scratching. 1t suddenly occurred to her that he probably wasn't much older than Tom.

"Can you spare aquarter, fifty cents?' he asked. He nudged a guitar case with hisfoot. "I usudly sing for
aliving, but I've only got five strings. Thisisasx-string guitar.”

"What would you do if you could live forever?' Katie asked.
The man stepped back suspicioudy. "Y ou from the devil 7"

"I'm not offering. I'm asking. Ten dollarsfor an answer. What would you do if you could liveforever in
good hedth?' She dug around in her purse and pulled out abill while the old man hemmed and hawed.
"Answer?' shewheedled, holding it out for him to see.

"I'd fuck women like you." He snatched at the bill, but Katie quickly yanked it back. Her eyes narrowed.
"Okay. You just spent a hundred years fucking women like me. Now what?"

"Hey!" hewhined. "I answered your question.”

"It was a boring answer. What would you do next?"

Hetook another step back. "1--1'd like to have a sailboat,” he sammered. "I lived one year in Tahiti,
back in'69. No one believes me, but it'strue. I'd... like to go back there.”

"And do what?'

He shrugged, the set of hisbody telegraphing a growing resentment. "Just live. That'sal. What'sit your
fucking business anyway?"

Katie nodded. She gave him the money.
Harlow waited afew feet away. He shook hishead at her. "I don't know you, Katie," he said.

She craned her neck to look at the stars overhead. There weren't many visible past the city's glow.



"Youreinterested in astronomy, aren't you, Harlow? Wheres Mars?'
He sighed. "Y ou know, | think it's below the horizon right now."

"Oh." The disclosure carried more weight for her than it should have. She looked down at the sdewalk;
scuffed her feet. Took afirg tentative glance at the void in her heart that sheld studioudly ignored over the
past day. She shuddered. "I don't think I want to live without him," she whispered.

Harlow quickly put hisarm around her. "Come on. Y ouretired. The car'sright over here."

But it wastoo late. She'd dready started crying and she didn't think she'd ever stop. Harlow settled her
on the front seat of the car. He shut the door and the seat belt did home. When he got in on the other
sde, he hugged her and kissed her and handed her abox of tissues. "I'm getting you out of thiscity.”

Somewhere on the way up I-5 she must have begun to doze, because she woke with a start as Harlow
shut off the engine outside her own house. The lights were on. She wiped her face with atissue, then
blew her nose. Harlow opened the door for her. In the house, petite hands lifted aside the curtains. A
young face peeped out "It's Mom!™ Nikki shrieked. And suddenly the front door dammed open and
Nikki and Joy bolted out and into Katie's arms, squirming and crying, until they were dl three sitting on
the driveway. Harlow seemed to pick them up as one, herding them into the house with disagpproving
noises. Belle stood just inside the door. She patted Katie's shoulder and smiled sadly. Tom's mom was
waiting just behind her. It was difficult to read any emotion on Janeésface. Then Tom'ssgter, Ilene,
swept into the room from the direction of the kitchen.

"Kétie dear!"

Only two little words, but Katieimmediatdly felt some of the gloom begin to lift from her heart. llene had
aways known how to make things better, had aways been ready to help. This petite woman of fifty-five
had been eected to the U.S. Senate only four years ago, but aready she'd earned nationa stature.
Tonight shewas dressed in beige satin pj's, her hair neat as ever in an easygoing perm, and wire-rim
glasses on her flat nose. It wasthe first time Katie had seen her without makeup, and she was struck by
how vita and forceful her expression was even without the emphasis of cosmetics. "llene, I'm so happy
to seeyou." And she meant it.

"Katie, darling,” llenesaid. "I'm so sorry. | didn't get in until this afternoon. | would have picked you upin
L.A. if I'd known you werethere. Asit was, | wanted to drive back for you, but no one knew quite
where you were." She dipped between the girlsto kiss Katie deftly on the cheek.

But as she pulled away, Katie caught alook of warning on her mother's face. Belle's throat bobbed
nervoudy. "Katie... wevetried to explain to llene the, ah... arrangements you've made for Tom. She's
not entirely happy about it."

Not entirely happy? Katie felt ahint of uneasy warmth cross her cheeks. She didn't want to dedl with
controversy. Not now.

Bdlle glanced anxioudy &t Ilene before continuing: "Katie, I'm afraid the Situation has gotten alittle
more... complicated since you left the hospital last night. Have you seen the news reports?”

"News reports?' Katie echoed, looking between her mother and llene.

Ilene nodded, allowing just atouch of afrown to darken her face. "When | arrived at the airport, | was
accosted by areporter and cameraman from aloca newspaper. They wanted to know how Tom's
cryonic suspension could be judtified, given my views on the economics of extraordinary medica



procedures. | had no ideawhat they were talking about. Cryonics? At first | didn't even recognize the
term. Then | recalled hearing about this crackpot idea of freezing dead bodies. | thought the reporter
must have gotten her factswrong and | told her so. It never occurred to me that you and Tom had reglly
involved yoursdves with--" She interrupted hersdf, a hurt expression on her face. "Why, oh why didn't
you warn me what was going on?"

Katie blinked helplessly. "I let everybody know last night, in the hospitd. Y ou weren't there. | couldn't
wait." She hugged the girls closer to her sides, wanting only to disappear with them into her bedroom.

"Y ou could have shared your intentions with me years ago,” llene said. There was no anger in her voice,
only hurt--that Katie could have |eft her so vulnerable. "Why did you never mention it? Doesthewhole
idea embarrass you as much asit embarrasses me?”'

Katiefelt her cheeks go crimson. She shook her head, uncertain just how sheld earned this reproof.

"Lighten up, llene," Harlow growled. "Katie's had arough twenty-four hours. This can wait until
tomorrow."

"I'm sorry," llene said. And sheredlly did sound distressed. "But we have to talk about it tonight. Katie,
we've been friendsfor years. So | haveto tell you that | think what you're doing is sacrilegious. | also
think it'simmoral on secular grounds. It needs to be stopped now. At once."

"llene!" Jane cried, in avoice fully mortified.

"I'm sorry, Mom. But | can't just stand by and let this atrocity go on. Tom isdead. We need to have a
funera, commend him to God. But where's the body? Being used for medica experiments by an
organization of crackpotd”

"Y ou should have stayed home!" Nikki blurted. Joy beganto cry.

"It'sdl right,” Katiesad. "It'sdl right, it'sal right." A mindless, motherly drone to soothe the children.
Shed dready withdrawn from the moment, encased hersdf in an imaginary bubble that diverted the angry
words around her. "I'm going back into L.A. tomorrow," shetold llene. "Why don't you come with me?
Well talk about it on theway."

EXCERPT FROM SPEECH BY SENATOR CARSON:

"...before national health-care reform, one quarter of all children in America lived beneath the
poverty line. One quarter of all children never saw a doctor outside of a public hospital
emergency room. National health insurance changed this. But national health insurance can't do
everything. Some have asked us to include funds for artificial hearts or experimental organ
transplantsin our program. And | sympathize with those in need. But funds will always be limited,
and it'simpossible to overlook the fact that for the cost of one artificial heart we can provide a
full vaccination series for thousands of children. The choices are harsh, but we have to make
them...”

Choices
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Katie awoketo abrilliant glare of afternoon light pouring in through her bedroom’'s western window. The
light ignited a pounding headache right behind her eyes. She groaned in protest and rolled over--to
discover Nikki watching her from Tom's haf of the bed.

Nikki lay on her side, her head propped up on her hand. Her plain brown eyes--showing just abit of an
epicanthic fold to mark her father's heritage--held an expression as calm as Mr. Spock's. Soft wisps of
short brown hair framed her seriousface. Katie smiled at her, and reached out to touch her tanned
cheek. A fleeting smile twitched across Nikki's thin lips, then disappeared.

Katielay back againgt the pillow with along sigh. She pressed the hedl's of her hands against her temples.
"Oh, | think my head's going to crack... what timeisit, anyway?"'

"Almost two," Joy sad.

Katieraised her head in surprise, to see her older daughter Sitting cross-legged at the foot of the bed. Joy
was twelve, and the changes of puberty were dready showing. Her breasts were budding benesath a pink
sweatshirt that suddenly looked too smdl. Her face was thinning, giving up its girlish roundness for the
more defined lines of ayoung woman. But her eyes were the same: wide eyes, with theiris so dark the
pupil waslogt init; warm eyes, like adark body emitting heet in the infrared. Magnetic eyesthat had won
her a court of boyfriends from the age of four. Her father's eyes. "We're sorry we woke you up, Mom.
But we needed you."

"They're talking about Daddy on CNN," Nikki added.
Katie shoved herself up on her elbows. " What?"

Joy made adisparaging noise. "They're just trying to embarrass Auntie [lene. You know how the media
is"

"Like dogs chasing cars," Nikki explained. "They snap and growl and try to bite your tires, but driveon a
block and they'll never think about you again.”

Unless they make you crash, Katie thought. She studied her younger child, thisten-year-old who'd
somehow come to possess a deep-set self-assurance that most women couldn't manage until they'd
reached a successful middle age.

Nikki's probing gaze seemed to observe her thoughts, but she made no comment on them. " Somebody
from Forward Futures has been trying to call you," she said. "At least he was this morning. But we
unplugged the phones.™

Katiefrowned in confusion. Her headache was beating in time to her pulse now, and she desperately
wanted a cup of coffee. "Who was caling me? Did you take a message? Why'd you unplug the phone?"

"Too many newspeople trying to get in touch with Auntie. Y ou know how it goes. They weredriving us
crazy."

"| sure never thought it'd go thisway." Katie lay back on the pillow again. How had things gotten so out
of hand?"Dammit!" she said, Stting up suddenly. "Thisis nobody's business but ours."

The girlssaid nothing. But through the silence Katie could feel their expectation. She was the mother and
it was up to her to somehow set things right. She sighed, her fingers moving softly against Nikki'sarm.
She looked a Joy, inadequacy hanging like aweight around her neck. "I'm sorry | haven't been here for
you."



"It'sdl right, Mom," Nikki said, Sitting up. ™Y ou had more important thingsto do. But | want to go with
you when you go back to see Daddy."

Katie'slips parted in sudden concern. How much had they been told? What did they understand? " Nikki,
Daddy's not in ahospital anymore.”

Nikki rolled her eyes. "I know, Mom. | know. He's supposed to be dead. But we know better.
Someday well have him back." Joy nodded her agreement, even astearswelled up in her eyes.

Katie looked from one to the other, wondering again at the wisdom of what she/d done. They were only
children, clinging desperately to a promise that most people would consider irrationa and irresponsible.
What did they redly believe?

She chose her words carefully. "Nikki. Joy. | want you to understand, right now, from the beginning.
Weé're not getting Daddy back. At least not within our lifetimes. Heisn't going to be here for you. Not
when you graduate from high school, not when you get married, not when you have children of your own.
Hewon't be here. Maybe, in another time...." She shook her head. "But not now."

Nikki swallowed hard. Her lips began to tremble. "I know, Mom. | know all that. But | want to go with
you to see Daddy.”

Katie shook her head dowly, sorrowfully. "No. It'stoo ugly, Nikki. | don't want you to remember him
likethat."

"But it'sokay for you?" shesaid. The hurt in her eyes seemed boundless. ™Y ou think you love him more
than | do?'

"I don't think love can be measured,” she said. Joy started weeping softly. "Oh, Joy," Katie whispered.
She gathered them both in her arms. What was this doing to them? she wondered. What would thisdo
to their lives?

After she showered, she had Nikki reach behind a nightstand to plug in a phone, then she called Forward
Futures. "The news mediasal over us," Gregory said. "l didn't know you were sster-in-law to a
senator.”

"It's been the same here. How's Tom doing?'

"Fine. We're dill bringing him down to dry ice temperature, minus seventy-nine degrees C. Were
scheduling the transfer to liquid nitrogen storage for tomorrow afternoon.”

"Okay. I'll bethere."
She hung up and looked at the girls. "Guessit'stime to face Auntie. Has she cooled down any?"

"Nope," Nikki said. "I took alot of stuff from your cryonicsfile thismorning and gaveit to her to reed,
but she hasn't changed her mind. She il thinks were nuts.™

Joy blew her noseinto atissue. "l don't understand why she wants Daddy to die."

"She doesn't want Daddy to die, honey. She believesthat he dready is dead, and that helll never be dive
again.” But then she hesitated, thinking about what she'd just said. Wasit true? llene had ignited a
nationa controversy last year by maintaining that some medica procedures were Smply too expensive
for society to support--even if they proved effective. Was Ilene applying those same principlesto Tom?



How could she?

Kati€'s thoughts flashed on the first time sheld met 1lene. She'd been eighteen years old, Tom was thirty,
and Dad was furious. Nobody had thought it would work--except Ilene. She'd come west for avisit and
insde an hour she'd plumbed Katie's soul, given her approval to the affair, and offered Katie the
encouragement awoman-child needed to smother her own self-doubts.

Then shed worked her magic on Dad, convincing him that the Situation was redlly not so awful after all.
Ilene of the slver-tongue, aborn politician but never a phony. Without Ilene, Katie and Tom might have
cometo nothing.

And her influence had continued through the years. Though childless, Ilene had understood how Katie felt
when her first daughter had been born two months premature. And later, she/d used her influenceto bring
the whole family back from avacation in Europe in time to say good-bye to Katie's father when held
suffered amassive heart atack.

These specia deeds stood out in Katie's memory, but they weren't what made her love llene. No. It was
the congtant, undemanding nature of her interest, the humanistic content of her thought, her unflagging
alegiance to the smple and ancient concept of family.

So how could she abandon her brother now? Katie sighed. It wastimeto find out.

Shefound llenein the living room, curled up on one end of the couch. The coffeetablein front of her was
strewn with pamphlets, booklets, and magazines, dl dealing with cryonics, while balanced on her lap was
the book-length contract that was Tom's suspension agreement. But she wasn't reading. Her attention

was fixed on a picture of Tom and the girls that rested on the mantel. She had afaraway ook in her eyes.

"llene?"

Ilene's gaze shifted. The fatigue lines around her eyes hardened when she saw Katie. But her voice was
soft with sympathy. "Katie darling.” She glanced at the pamphlets on the table. "1've spent the last few
hours reading, as you can see. | wanted to understand. And | think--"

She drew adeep breath, then let it go inasigh. "Oh, Katie. | know how much you loved Tom. And |
know how much heloved you. Y ou had one of the finest marriages | have ever encountered, and you did
not waste your daystogether." Shelooked again at Tom's photo on the mantdl.

In the brief pause, Katie struggled to find afew words that might turn the conversation. She didn't want
to talk about these things. She wanted to kick herself free of thisroom and float away, aboveit dl, and
never connect with the tumult in her mind.

But llene had other plans. While Katie was till floundering, she leaned forward and took aim at her
emotiond core. "At timeslikethiswedl operate oningtinct. And | know your ingtinct istelling you to do
anything to get Tom back. Do anything. But he's gone, Katie. Y ou have to accept that. For your own
peace of mind. For the children. None of us getsto choose our fate."

Katiefelt the blood rush to her face as her earlier doubts returned. She pressed her hot cheek against the
doorframe, grateful for the cool, hard pressure of the wood.

"I'm not going to change my mind," she whispered, feding the words like an oath.

Ilenelooked at her over the gold rim of her reading glasses. ™Y ou know thisisn't just a private
dissgreement.”



Katie nodded miserably. "I know you're being hounded by the media. Did you give a statement?”
"I've explained my opposition to... the method you've chosen for my brother'sinterment.”
"He choseit, llene.”

"Katie, | don't want to hurt you any more than you've aready been hurt. But weve dways been honest
with each other. | know that Tom only wanted to please you when he signed this contract with Forward
Futures." She tapped the document on her Iap. "He would never have chosen thisend for himself. He
was too generous, too much in love with theworld."

Katiefound she couldn't meet llene's gaze. Because llene was right. Tom had signed the contract only to
please her. Nevertheless, held signed it willingly. "His eyes were wide open. And so was hismind. Heis
inlovewith thisworld. And he's not ready to leaveit."

The senator was shaking her head. "Y ou've put mein aterrible postion, Katie. I've dways maintained
the conviction--against grest opposition--that this society cannot afford extraordinary medica efforts. We
have to know where to draw the line on treatments or we're going to bankrupt oursalves. Thisiseven
worse. How isit going to look if afortune is spent to preserve my brother's body? Not hislife, mind you.
Smply his dead body."

Katiefrowned. Shed aways figured that what she did with her own money was her own business.
Certainly it was not the business of 1lene's condtituents. " The funds are coming from an insurance policy.
Not from any government. And we paid for that policy. Tom and I. Out of our own moneys."

[lene picked up the contract, setting it on the coffee table with aloud thud. She sat up alittle Sraighter;
leaned alittle bit closer to Katie as she asked: "Do you think everybody's entitled to this service? Should
cryonic suspension be part of our nationd hedlth insurance plan?’

Katie sghed and looked away. What did national health insurance have to do with Tom?"I'm not here to
decide for everybody," shesad. "Just my family."

llenesfrown was grim. "Unfortunately, | am here to decide for everybody. That's part of the job of
United States senator. And I'm telling you there's no way this country can afford it."

Katielet her anger bail off through adow count of ten. "I don't want anything from the government
except the freedom to choose for my family,” she said. "If you'd like to witness Tom'stransfer to
long-term storage, it's scheduled for tomorrow afternoon. Y ou're wel come to come with me and
observe. If not ..." Sheleft the sentence unfinished, though her eyes shifted toward the front door.

The gesture didn't escapellene. "Yes," she said iffly. "Yes, I'll go with you. I'd like achance to pay my
last respects.”

Drivinginto L.A. the next day, Katiefdt asif shed endured two deathsin thefamily. Tom'send wasa
physicd redity. The demise of her friendship with llene was only acerebra adjustment, but it ill hurt.
She could hardly believe this person beside her was the same Ilene sheld trusted for so many years.

Sheflinched as llene's voice broke her train of thought.

"Was Tom actualy dead when those cryonicists started pumping poisonsinto hisbody?' Ilenewas
driving her rental car, her sharp gaze scanning rapidly between the traffic on the freeway and Katie's face.
"I've heard that cryonicists were accused of murdering an old man afew years back. That they killed him
with an overdose of barbiturates so they could get on with their procedures.”



Katie blanched. It hadn't been like that, she told herself. But she remembered the case [lene referred to.
The patient had been legally dead, just like Tom. She shivered, remembering Tom's brief resurrectionin
the ICU after Gregory connected him to the heart-lung resuscitator. Tom had started breething on his
own. Hed been dive. Anyone could have seen that. What had he been thinking? And had she been an
accomplicein hismurder?

But she held her questions close to her heart, hoping fervently that [lene would never learn the bitter
details of Tom'slast moments. She paed to think what mischief 1lene could make of that. "He was dead.
Dr. Ruizsaid 0."

Shefdt drawninto hersdf, likeasnal initsshdl. Shedidn't want to tak to this stranger who looked like
llene.

Where had her old friend gone? Had she ever redlly existed outsde Katie's mind? A whiff of [lene's
sophisticated perfume reached her, and she trembled with fear. [lene had dways known how to influence
people, how to wield power. Sheld developed that talent generally described asforce of personaity long
before sheld obtained any political clout. It waswithin her reach to isolate Katie within the family. Oh,
sure, sheld never turn Harlow, but their mothers... what did the two older women redlly think of what
sheld done to Tom? Katie knew they both held reservations; that they'd said nothing much againgt it only
to avoid hurting her.

She saw again what amistake it had been for her and Tom to keep silent about their intentions. If they'd
let the family know from the start, they'd have had that much longer to explain, to convince. But they
hadn't wanted to upset anybody....

Guess everybody was plenty upset now.

Her figt thunked the armrest in asudden spurt of anger. "What do you want from me, llene? Y ou've
looked over the contract. Y ou know there's no going back. Tom's suspension can't be reversed evenif |
wanted that.”

Ilen€'s gaze fixed on the traffic; her stern expression didn't waver. "I want a statement from you that this
wasamistake. That it'swrong and greedy to seize more life than our natura span. That we should put
our resources into the welfare of our children and our world, not into ourselves.”

Katie stared at the road ahead of her. Two deaths. Two deathsin two days. "1'm going to miss you,
llene"

A light rain seemed to have inspired an early rush hour that day. It was only one o'clock, yet the city's
streets were clogged with bumper-to-bumper traffic. They were il six blocks away from Forward
Futureswhen llenefindly gave up. They left the car in amini-mall parking lot, bought two umbrellas, and
garted walking. The fumes from the creeping traffic ssemed more pungent with the rain. Boom cars
competed with each other for mastery of the street. Suddenly, traffic ceased moving dtogether. "L ook,"
Katie said, craning to see past the young trees that lined the street. "There must have been an accident. |
can see police cars on the sdewak. Their lights are flashing. Hey, wait aminute.”

She blinked her eyes hard and strained to see through the rain. The sidewak up ahead was crowded.
Crowded with people holding Sgns. Protesters. Katie felt her heart skip in sudden anxiety. She hurried
forward, holding the umbrellaas ashidld againgt the danting raindrops, lifting it every few stepsfor a
visud update.

After ablock, she was certain the protesters were congregating in the parking lot of the Forward Futures



building. Another block, and she could hear shouted obscenities overlaid againgt an unintdlligible chant.
She could see only one police officer. The others mugt till have been in the patrol carsthat had been
driven between the trees and parked on the sdewalk. Still ablock away, Katie came to asudden and
undignified hat. What should she do?

"If you want my advice," llene muttered in her ear, "you'll find aback entrance.”

Katie looked down at the shorter woman as she huffed and puffed under her umbrdla. llene's expression
was cool and firm as she studied the congregation. "And... you?' Katie asked tentatively.

Ileneturned to her. "Into the breach,” she said. "1'd rather go head-to-head with the mob than be caught
sneaking into aplacelikethat.” And she strode forward purposefully, leaving Katie to follow or not.

There must have been more than two hundred people occupying the Forward Futures parking lot, though
very few of them seemed concerned with the actual business of cryonics. White Supremacistsl accused
one sign, held by ablack man arguing heatedly with aleather-booted skinhead, whose T-shirt was
emblazoned with the prediction: The Future Belongsto the Aryan Nation.

Money for the Living, Not the Dead was carried by afrail young woman with two small children clinging
to her skirt. That seemed to be a popular sentiment. Katie also made out:

No Greedy Geezers.

Put Our Resourcesin Babies, Not Corpses.

Poor People for a Better Life Now.

Shelter for Five Homeless Families or $ One Body Preserved $.

And of course thereligiousright had representatives present: Y ou Can't Dodge Hell in a Freezer brought
abrief amileto Katieslips as shefollowed llene.

Beyond the protesters, awoman on the stairs argued with the lone police officer. Katie recognized
Maryann, whom she/d met the day Tom was brought in. Apparently, whatever she was saying failed to
sway the cop. He shrugged disinterestedly and turned to look out upon the crowd with an air of smug
satifaction.

Then two bored-looking reporters on the edge of the crowd recognized Senator |lene Carson. They
perked up immediately. Beckoning to the cameramen who'd been standing under the eaves of a
neighboring building, they started forward to meet her.

Thefirst reporter was ayoung man with black hair and athin mustache. " Senator Carson!™ he shouted,
before his cameraman was even ready. "Are you going to enter the enemy's camp?"

"Has your position on cryonics changed, Senator Carson?' asked hisfemal e counterpart.

Ilene drew hersdf up in an officid attitude. She suddenly looked much taler than her five feet two. "My
position has not changed. I'm here primarily to view my brother'sremains, but I've also scheduled an
ingpection of thefacility...."

Katie started to edge around them, but the second reporter saw her and stuck amikein Katiesface,
"Mrs. Kishida, do you redly believe your husband will live again?' Katie eyed the mike suspicioudy,
wondering if they could get eectrocuted in therain. "Mrs. Kishida?' the reported pressed.



Kati€'s gaze shifted to the reporter'sface. "I believe héll live forever.”

Sheleft Ileneto the reporters and pushed her way through the crowd until she could climb the stairsto
the front door. Maryann, the Forward Futures staffer, looked at her with a helpless frown. "Can you
believe this? And we used to have such anice, quiet home." Katie mumbled something sympathetic while
the door was unlocked, then she stepped inside.

The sméll of coffee and wet clothes washed over her. Thelobby that had been so empty yesterday was
packed today with news reporters and Forward Futures members. "That's her," someone said, and
suddenly a pocket tape recorder wasthrust in her face. "Mrs. Kishida, have you changed your mind
about your husband's suspenson?’

"Of course not." She pushed her way forward, leaving questionsin her wake.
"Katie"

Craning her neck to see past the crowd, she glimpsed Gregory waiting by theinner security door. She
waved to him, and darted through the pack. "There's Senator Carson!™ someone shouted, bringing
Katie'sfifteen minutes of fame to apremature end as Ilene entered the lobby. Gregory held the security
door open, apained expression on hisface. "Sorry about dl this. | didn't--"

Somebody pushed Katie hard from behind. She stumbled into Gregory, knocking him back against the
door-jamb. The raw thunk of fist against flesh reached her ears as pain blossomed in her back. Swearing,
sheturned to see alittle man in ablue-and-green tie-dyed shirt racing down the corridor into the working
heart of the facility. Hisblack skin glistened in the overhead lights. His buttocks worked like agazelles. ™
Security!" Gregory bellowed. He lunged after theintruder. Katie dammed the door shut behind her and
gprang after them.

The rubber soles of her wet shoes squeaked as she pounded down the corridor. She could taste fear in
her mouth. Tom was here and he was helpless. Who was this stranger? He was skinny asan AIDS
patient in hislast days, but oh, so strong. What did he intend? She could not believe it was good after the
violence shed fet in hishands.

She saw him hesitate at the door of the surgical unit. Gregory was dmost on him when he legped away
again, ducking into a cross-corridor. As she rounded the corner, she heard afire door dam open. An
alarm went off. Footsteps pounded down a stairwell to the basement vault where the patients were kept
in storage. Tom was down there, in acold room just outside the sedled vault. He was scheduled to be
transferred to the vault in afew weeks, when his body temperature had been brought down to that of
liquid nitrogen. But now he was exposed and vulnerable.

Gregory got to the fire door ahead of her. He dammed it againgt the wall and leaped down the stairs.
Vaguely, Katie was aware of other people appearing in the corridor, shouting at her. But sheignored
them. Half flying, haf faling, shefollowed Gregory down the gairs, her feet hardly touching ground until
she hit bottom. Then she grabbed the dowly closing fire door at the base of the stairsand flung it openin
time to see Gregory make a diving tackle around the intruder's hips. The two men hit the floor with athud
and rolled, crashing into three large stedl cylinders of liquid nitrogen. The tanks skidded on their dallies.
"Look out!" Gregory shouted. He let go of the man and rolled away as one of the cylinders crashed over,
sguare in the spot where held just been. ™Y ou son of abitch!”

Theintruder was dready on his knees. His head swiveled, brown eyes afire with determination. Then he
focused on the coffinlike tank that held Tom's body packed in dry ice. He scrambled over to it. He
kneeled at the side of the tank, his hands poised just over the rim asif he wanted to touch the body but
the cold held him off. For an instant the scene metamorphosed in Katies mind: vita, colorful life praying



at the white tomb of degth. Then she hit him. Drove her shoulder againgt his and sent him skidding once
moreinto thefloor. Sheraised her fist and dammed it into hisface. Sudden pain burst through her
knuckles and she drew back in shock. Sheld never hit anyonein her life. Then she closed her fist and
gruck him again.

To her surprise, he didnt try to fight back. He twisted and flopped asif the only thing on hismind wasto
get away, run away, asif there were some possibility of escape from the facility. He grabbed the carry
handle of thefallen cylinder and pulled againg it, trying to extricate himsdf from her grip.

Then Gregory had his hands. And suddenly the room was full of peoplein white coats. "It'sdl right,
Katie, weve got him now." She released her grip on him and turned away. She found hersdf Sitting on
thefloor next to Tom'sice coffin. She scrambled up to it; peered over the Side. She could see nothing of
him under the white layers of ice. Her breath tore through her throat in harsh gasps, and the cold burned
her lungs

"What did hewant?" Ilene asked |ater, when the police were conducting their investigation. She stood
with Katie besde Tom's body while the staff brought up the equipment for the transfer. Therewasa
tension in the room Katie hadn't felt two days before. Words were issued, not spoken. Each one sharp
and to the point. Movements were rapid and brusque. No joy of camaraderie today. A hogtile army was
waiting outside the door.

"He wouldn't say what he camefor,” Katie said. "But he called us white supremacists. He figured we
weretrying to timetravel to an age when AIDSwill have wiped out the African people.”

"Doeshehave AIDS?!
"Who knows?'
"Isthisorganization racist?"

Kati€'s eyes shifted in sudden humor. "They took Tom, didn't they?" llene's expression hardened into a
scowl. Katie looked away. "Besides, I've been introduced to severa Hispanic names,” she added
unessily.

"Too much money for too few people,” [lene muttered.
Katie frowned at her. " Since when did you become a Communist?'
llene stiffened. "I'll write that one off to the Stress of the day.”

"Geethanks." The "stress of the day" had |eft Katiein anasty mood. She wanted to get Ilene out of here,
wanted the cops out, the reporters out. Wanted to restore the easy sense of unity and mutua support that
had carried her through her first day here. But things weren't going to work out that way.

"What'sthat?' |lene asked, as ahuge, more-than-man-sized metal cylinder wasrolled into the room.
They stepped aside, and it eclipsed their view of the tank that held Tom.

Katiesaid: "That's Tom's storage vessdl. It's made like agiant thermos bottle. Hell be placed in it and
cooled some more, and eventually the vessd will befilled with liquid nitrogen and that'sit. Long-term
stor--"

She dropped to the floor before she knew what had happened. Only as she pressed her forehead against
the cold linoleum was she conscious of the explosion that ripped through the room in adeafening pulse of



pressure and sound. Something hard struck her on the shoulder and hip. A supple weight fell across her
legs, then rolled away. Her ears were ringing, but beyond that--only silence. Asif the force of the
explosion had driven dl sound out of the room.

Then somebody shouted, shattering the moment of calm. "Get out! Get everybody out! One of the
cylindersiscracked. Weve got aspill.”

Fog started billowing through the room, bringing with it asepulchra chill that set Katiesteeth to
chattering. She raised her head and looked around. She saw Ilene on the floor behind her. Her eyeswere
closed. Her glasses were twisted, one side shoved up over her forehead. Amid the salt and pepper of her
hair, Katie could see blood oozing from an injury just above her ear.

Katie twisted around. Through the fog she saw an overturned nitrogen cylinder wedged beside Tom's
tank, itsend torn open, curled teeth of shattered metal where the valve should have been. The valve was
gone. A clear, glassy liquid boiled from the wreck, spreading across the floor with alarming speed. It
swept across her outstretched fingers as she scrambled to get away.

Liquid nitrogen could only exist at -196° C--atemperature more than cold enough to freeze living flesh.
Y et itstouch didn't hurt. The contact was amost soothing, like the caming breeth of avery cold fog.

Stll, Katie logt no time scrambling to her feet. In the suddenly frigid atmosphere her body quaked with
cold. Water vapor crystalized on her hair and eyelashes. She danced backward on shaking legsto avoid

the expanding spill.

Theliquid caught Ilene. It boiled againgt her feet, her legs, generating awhite fog that obscured her body.
Katie reacted ingtinctively. She jJumped forward, grabbed Ilene under the arms, and pulled her toward
the door. Supporting llene's head on her forearms, she brought her out of the room and into the stairwell.

A crowd of people clogged the way. Suddenly there was nowhere to take llene, so Katie stretched her
out on thefloor, just outside the open door. She kept a careful eye on the spill, but its progress had
hated. Drainsin the floor were carrying some of theliquid away, while the rest boiled off into harmless
gaseous form.

Sowly, theair in the room cleared and she could see the shattered equipment, the dented cylinders, the
fallen chunks of concrete that had been knocked off the ceiling,

"What the hell happened?’ somebody shouted.
"One of the nitrogen cylinders ruptured. 1t must have been defective.”
"No," Katiesaid. "It was abomb."

Gregory dropped to his knees beside her and started examining Ilene. "It was abomb, dl right. And
thankfully the storage vessdl shielded us from most of the blast, Breathing. Heartbeet. Lookslike
concussion. Must have been hit by flying debris." Helooked up the stairwell "Got an ambulance on the
way?" he shouted.

From somewhere upstairs, somebody shouted yes.

Katie took adeep breath to cam her racing heart. Then she leaned back on her heels and looked
around. The stairwell was jammed. People sitting on steps, others milling around. The predominance of
white coats made the few spots of blood more prominent. A cop at the top of the stairs was shouting for
everybody to evacuate.



"We're damn lucky," someone said, "that no one waskilled.”
"He had abomb," Katie muttered, shaking her head in disbdlief. "I didn't seeit.”

"He must have had it hidden under his shirt,” Gregory said. He was till crouched over Ilene, teking a
second measure of her pulse.

Suddenly Katie's head jerked up. Shelooked again into the cold room. The bomb had been planted on
one of the nitrogen cylinders by Tom's coffin. The cooling tank that held his body hadn't been sheltered
behind the huge storage cylinder. It had been fully exposed to the blast. When she saw the metd debris
that lay acrossthe tank, her eyeswidened in horror. She darted into the room, unmindful of the cold

now. She started to grab at the debris, but suddenly Gregory was with her. He caught her hands. "It'stoo
cold. You're going to hurt yourself." He used his shoesto kick the debris asde. Shefollowed his
example. Even so, the cold penetrated her feet like alance. Her chest ached withit.

When they had the surface of theice cleared, she leaned over the tank. More metal fragmentswere
buried in theice. How many had reached Tom's body? "His head," Gregory muttered. "That's dl that
redlly matters. Has he had any damage to his head?’

A man in awhite coat stepped up. Katie recognized the surgeon who'd worked on Tom. He had thick
white gloves on his hands. Reaching into theice, he drew out acurled, triangular piece of metal. Then
some shards of glass. He removed afew chunks of dry ice and threw them on the side, then he reached
down to run his hands around the plastic bags that encased Tom's head. A look of relief broke across his
face. "l can't fed any debristhisdeep,” hesad. "l think he'sal right.”

Nobody laughed &t the irony of the statement.

Katie stayed at thefacility until Tom'stransfer wasfinaly underway. It was night when she left. She went
to the hospitd to vidt Ilene. The senator had remained unconscious for only afew minutes. She'd been
awake by the time the ambulance personne arrived, but the emergency-room doctors had insisted on
keeping her in the hospital overnight. “They just want to bill my insurance company,” she grumbled. Then
her dark eyes met Kati€'s. "'l heard what you did,” she said. "'l want to thank you for getting me out of
there”

"If I hadn't doneit, someone else would have," Katie said, pulling achair up to the bedside.
"Can't have a senator die on the premises, eh?”

Katie smiled. "Y ou've aready given us enough trouble, Senator Carson. Dying would have been just too

Ilene sighed, her head and shoulders resting on the pillow, one side of her head heavily bandaged. She
seemed older tonight than Katie had ever seen her. Her eyes were red and the worry creases on her
forehead were white. "Do you get the fegling you've suddenly been dipped into adifferent world?' she
asked.

"I know | have been," Katie answered sincerely.

"Y ou poor child. It's been arough couple of days, | know. Probably the roughest you'll ever have. And |
added toit. I'm sorry for that, Katie."

"Weve dways been friends.”



"We aways have been,” llene agreed. Her powerful gaze locked onto Kati€'s. "But | don't know if that
can go on. Most peopletoday try to overlook their philosophicd differences, asif philosophy weren't
important. But I'm not like that. I'm not afraid to talk about politics or religion or desth or responsibility.
And | ill don't like what you're doing to Tom. | shouldn't have attacked you the way | did, but my
fedingswere honest. Those... cryonicists--" Her jaw muscles went tight when she said theword. Katie
could hear her real meaning behind the attempt at politeness: those nuts, crackpots, ghouls ...

"They'rejust peoplelike you and me, Ilene. Maybe alittle more optimistic.”
"Or Hfish."

Katie stood up to leave. "I'm sorry you fed that way--"

"Katig, | just don't understand why you're doing this."

Katieseyesflickered widein surprise. "Oh, llene, that's so smple. | love Tom. And I'm not willing to
givehimup.”

Wedged Time-Alternate Landscapes

Snow. It surrounded him, held him, cushioned him. A deep snowbank. He could almost see the presence
of his Familiar in the white sparkle of the crystals. He could fedl her touch againgt his unclothed body.
Her spirit ran through him, warming him, denying the cold.

Helifted his head. Was she near? He thought he should try to crawl out of the snowbank, but hisarms
worked duggishly. He pushed with hislegs, and managed to move afew inches before he fel back. He
lay till, staring up at the whitening sky, enjoying the warmth. He turned his head. There were peculiar,
bright red traces in the snow. He followed one of the broken smears until his gaze settled on his hand. His
fingertips were bleeding. Strange that he couldn't fed it. He squinted, peering closer at hisfingers. Tiny
crabs made of snow were walking across his nails. Six-legged, with minute eyes on stalks and pincers
tenderly exploring hisskin. A dozen of them could fit on the nail of hissmallest finger. They crawled up
out of the snow and onto his hand, his shoulder. He could feel them working at historso, hisgroin, his

legs

They weren't hurting him. At least, hefdt no pain. He watched one remove an egg from the cluster under
its abdomen. Holding the egg delicately in one pincer, the crab inserted it into a pore on hisforearm. He
felt atwinge then, a peppery sensation that seemed to break out at once al over hisbody. The crab
reached under its belly for another egg, adjusted itsfeet dightly, and inserted it into another pore. Food
for the crabs, hethought, and laughed grimly. A bit of sun broke through the clouds, sarting little
ranbows dancing in his eyelashes.

He dept. When he awoke, the sun had falen behind the dliff of ice that towered over him, its summit lost
infog. The crabs had left his body. If he gazed into the snow, he could make out their shapes, but they
were utterly gill--their eyestalks folded flat, their legs huddled under them--afrozen army. He closed his
eyes, and the blackness inside him took the shape of his Familiar. "Where are you?' he whispered. He
could till sense her presence... somewhere. Intheair? In thelight?

He struggled to get up. The snow felt cool and pleasant againgt hisbody. Is that right? he wondered.
But then, he wasn't the same man he used to be.



He held up his hands to the fading light. He no longer had skin on hisfingers. Instead, ahard, bony gray
shell had grown over each phalanx. The skin on his handswas gray, thick, dick, and hairless, like dolphin
skin. Hiswhole body--

--had thickened. He could fedl the smooth, hard, insulating fat beneath the streamlined surface. Heran his
hands up and down historso, not displeased. His penis was protected in a prominently displayed pouch.
Histesticles had retracted into his body. He lifted one foot and looked at it. Uttered ashort laugh. Big.
Gray and smooth on top, gray and rough on the bottom, the sole divided into thick pads, dense gray fur
in between. Histoes looked thick and short.

Hereached up to fed hisface. Hisfingerswere remarkably sengtive. Hefdt aflat face, athick layer of
fat hiding al evidence of the detailed structure of the bones beneath. His nose wasflat, hisnogrilssmall.
His browridge seemed to be protrudent. His head was hairless and dol phin-smooth. He grimaced,
searching out needle-sharp teeth with athin, dry tongue.

He sensed the presence of his Familiar in this transformation. She'd brought the wind to dow hisfall and
the crabsto change him. But where was she? He could fed her in only the most diffuse way, and he
began to worry that she was dead or disassembled, her spirit torn into athousand parts and scattered
between the wind and the crestures in the snow.

But if shewas dead, why had she bothered to save him? There could be no life for him, alone.

He clambered out of the snowbank onto firmer, icier footing. Hisfeet held the surface easly. Thewind
gtill roared above him. He was in ashallow bowl, like a pool that had been carved by awaterfal before
winter cameto thisland. Snow flurries showed him the cleft where the wind raced in, before striking the
dliff of ice. That wasthe direction hewould go.

L.A. FLOW--TRENDSETTERS"A Glimpse of the Other Sde"

"... I was moving rapidly through a dark tunnel toward a brilliant white light. | felt no fear, no
concern at all. I was happy. | knew | was dead, but that wasn't a problem. | was on my way to
God...."

S
Arrested on the Way to God

"How do you fed ?"

"How do | fed?" Katie echoed Gregory's question, her mind playing over possible answers as she guided
the Audi down the dark highway. Tom had been on ice amost six months, and the media bluster had
long since died away. Her life had taken on aregular beat, and she didn't dwell too much on the past.

"| fed dl right. | fed like the worst isbehind me." Her hands rested easily on the steering whedl asthe car
gped past an dmond orchard, spring blossoms burning like whitefirein the headlights. 'l canfed Tom
out there. He's not absolutely gone. That helps, you know. It helpsalot.” She glanced at Gregory. Inthe
dim green light from the dash his face seemed a collage of shadows. Strange, how she could admit things
to him that she could never have admitted to anyone e se--not even Tom. She teased him about it
sometimes Father Gregory ...
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"Y ou know, sometimes | think he canfeel me. That he'strying to get back to me." Sheld been an avid
materiaist for so long that this confession drew ablush to her cheeks. She laughed to cover her
embarrassment. "Quick, save me! I'm becoming aspirituaist!”

She caught aflash of white teeth in the dark and knew that he was grinning. She smiled hersdf, quietly
happy in his company. Gregory was akid, just twenty-three, yet she felt more comfortable with him than
with friends sheld known al her life. In the months since Tom's death sheld come to depend on him likea
brother. Like abrother ...

Did other women treat him this way? She hoped not, but she suspected it was so. Some men had a
knack for putting women o a ease that the women would confess anything to them, confide anything.
Father Gregory. It was crud to tease him that way, yet the tag seemed to fit. Hisface wastoo rough to
be handsome, his nose too large and harsh, his dark eyestoo narrow. But his masculinity was never in
doubt and K atie admired him--just as she might admire apriest, or ahypothetica brother--someone
whose sexudity had nothing to do with her. "Thanks for coming tonight,” she said.

"Hey, I'm honored.”

She snorted. "Oh, I'm sure Roxanne will shake you free of that misconception in the first three seconds.
Shedidn't invite you over because she likes you--"

"I know, | know. She intends to have me for dinner. I'm honored that she considers me important enough
inyour lifethat she needsto barbecue me.”

Katie laughed again.

They |€ft the orchards behind and entered wooded foothills. Shortly, they turned off on aside road, then
Katie dowed until she found the start of along, winding driveway overhung with trees. "Thisisit."
Roxanne's house was set in aclearing at the end of the drive, surrounded by a carefully tended lawn and
garden. It was alarge two-story structure with ahuge deck in front and amber lights glowing by the door.
Katie parked on the lawn, at the start of aflagstone path lit with footlights.

"Forest rangers earn this much money?' Gregory asked as they stepped out of the car.
"Roxanne's an only child with alargeinheritance. Kind of like me."
llAh.ll

"I can't remember atime when | didn't know Roxanne. We were dways together as kids--except when
we weren't spesking.”" She chuckled softly. "This scene over Tom's suspension isn't our firgt falling-out,
you know. Guess weve gotten in the habit of forgiving." She gazed thoughtfully at the house. "Roxanne's
ared unusua person. Love her or hate her, shélll never bore you."

"And shelivesheredone?'

Katie shrugged. "Oh, she's had live-in company from timeto time, but last | heard she was going solo.”
She looked up at the house. Soft yellow light glowed through the curtains and blinds in the front room.
"Sheand Tomdid alot of climbing together. His death redlly hit her hard.”

"And the susgpension.”

"Yeah. We hardly talked at the funeral and not at all since... until she called thisweek. But she's been
talking to someone, because she knew al about you. She was very interested in you.”



A door opened on the deck. Three black Dobermans charged out, barking afearsome warning. Gregory
started. But Katie walked around to the front of the car, clapping her hands together. "Cass! Julie!
Ember!" The dogs surrounded her, still barking and growling, but their tone had gentled. "Girls, thisis
Gregory. Hes going to visit tonight.”

Gregory stood giffly asthe dogs sniffed him, their suspicion asoft growl in their throats. One of them
nipped hishand. "Get away from me!" he snapped, flinging hisarm out over their heads. They bounced
back afew feet, then stood their ground, staring at him with unfriendly eyes.

"They just don't like some people,” Roxanne caled. She stood on the deck, leaning on therailing,
dressed in tight-fitting blue climbing pants and aknit tank top that showed off her dender, muscular body.
She'd traded her brown curlsfor ashort boy's cut. Katie wondered what she'd been doing with hersalf
the past sx months. When Roxanne had called afew days ago shed said very little, just ahello, how are
you and hey it'sbeen along time, why don't you come to dinner? Oh, and bring your friend Gregory
aong....

"Better call off the dogs, Roxanne," Katie said. "Or your reputation as a hostess is going to suffer.”
Sheturned her pdms up helplesdy. "Hey, isit my fault they can smell his occupation?!

"Medica student?' Katie asked acidly.

"Undertaker."

Gregory edged gingerly past the dogs. "Yeah, | can seeit'sgoing to be afun evening,” he muttered. He
followed Katie up the garden path.

Roxanne met them at the top of the stairs. Shetook Katie in agreat bear hug, her skin smelling of baby
oil and asubtle perfume.

Katie pulled back in surprise. "Y ou've done something." She stared at Roxanne's face. The early pouches
and lines of pending middle age that had been bardly visible around Roxanne's mouth Sx months ago
were gone. Gingerly, she touched Roxanne's cheek. "Y ou look beautiful. Did it hurt?"

"Some. Worth it, though." She dipped her strong arm around Kati€'s shoulders and kissed her on the
cheek. "I'm back in balance.”

Her skinwas hot, and to Katie's surprise, she felt her own body react with a roseate glow that she hadn't
fdtin--

She shifted uncomfortably, glancing over her shoulder at Gregory. "Roxanne Scott,” she said in belated
introductions. "Thisis Gregory Hunt."

Roxanne glanced back a him, her teeth flashing in amocking smile. "So | gathered.” She didn't offer her
hand. Instead her gaze fixed on the Mars pin on Gregory's lapd. "Mars, huh? Tom was into that--though
| doubt you two had anything elsein common... except maybe Katie?' She cast an inquiring eye.

Katie extricated hersdf from Roxanne's arm and scowled. "At least the misson to Mars hasfinally been
approved.”

Roxanne chuckled at that. "Y ou figure the world will hold together long enough to let it happen? From the
headlines, it soundslike Mother Earthisgoing to hell.”

"I've never been the pessmist you are.”



"Sotrue," Roxanne admitted. She rubbed her hands together like a spider spinning silk. "Won't you come
ingde? I've made some changes. | think you'regoing to likeit."

"Braceyoursdlf," Katie warned Gregory. "Roxanne's dways had unusud taste.
"Somehow that doesn't surprise me."

The door opened onto afoyer with ahardwood floor and shoe racks on either sde. Muralsdonein
classicd Japanese style had been painted on both walls. One depicted an oni, ablue man-mongter with a
build like astocky wrestler. He had horns on his head, alecherous grin, and three evil eyes, al focused
on acowering maiden. The other mural showed the emaciated ghost of afallen warrior haunting his
didoya wife. Thismuch Katie had seen before. She explained the murasto Gregory while they removed
their shoes.

"Kind of grim," Gregory said. He set hisshoeson therack. "l think I'd prefer mountains or flowers."

"Oh comeon,” Roxanne said. "Y ou're not afraid of deeth, are you?' But before he could answer, she
turned and stalked off into the living room.

He glanced a Katie, one eyebrow raised. She gave him alittle smile of encouragement, then together
they followed Roxanne. But they'd taken only one step into the grest room when Katie stopped in
astonishment. "Good God, Roxanne.”

Most of the room was as she remembered it: two stories high, with astairway on the left wall leading up
to the bedrooms, and a wide passage on the right side that led to the dining room and kitchen. Therewas
the danish sofain front of the wall-sized window, now curtained againgt the night. The persan rugslaid
out across the white padded wall-to-wall carpet. The climbing ropes neeatly coiled and hung like
multicolored scul ptures--purple, red, blue, gold--against the honey-colored wood of the left wall.
Life-sized photos of climbers on the right. The granite hearth and fireplace, astack of kindling needing
only amatch to make afriendly fire.

But the wood paneling that had covered the two-story-high wall around the fireplace had been replaced
with ugly squares of artificia rock, fitted with modular handholds. The result wasaclimbing wall, likethe
ones somefitness clubsin the city offered their clients. But it wasn't the wall that had drawn the
exclamation from Katie.

Theartificid stone ended three feet below the pesk of the ceiling. In the triangular space between rock
and roof, Roxanne had fitted a portrait of Tom. The poster was three feet high at the center and dmost
nine feet long. It had been printed from a photograph. 1t showed Tom's face and bare shoulders, his
muscular arms stretched out to either side. He seemed to be leaning on awall or perhaps the back of a
sofaand he appeared to be looking down on everything that went on in the room. The photo was
black-and-white.

Katie stared at the picture. It captured perfectly Tom'swide dark eyes, so unusud in Japanese families
that they'd joked about asmear of Dutch trader in hisancestry. And there too, the half-smile that would
sometimes grace hislips when helooked at her. What was Roxanne doing with a picture like this? She
turned away, fighting to still the anger that was dowly building in her throat. Her gaze fixed on Roxanne.
"Was he your lover?' she croaked.

Roxanne chuckled. "Never. Never. Ashard as| tried.”

Katieglared at her, wanting to cut Roxanne, to hurt her, for placing this doubt in her mind. But Roxanne
seemed obliviousto her. She sat on the persian carpet in front of the fireplace, pulling on climbing boots.



"Then why?' Katie asked. She could fed Gregory move up beside her. He touched her arm in agesture
of support.

Roxanne looked at them, her brown eyes sparkling with satisfaction. "Why isaquestion | don't handle
very wdl."

"Cut the crap,” Katie snapped.

Roxanne sat bolt upright. Anger flooded her eyes. "All right. Y ou see those gentlemen over there?' She
pointed to the three head-to-toe life-sized photos of climbers mounted on the far wall. "Tom amost
joined that gallery. Each one of those gentlemen was afriend of mine, and each oneis dead. Frank there,
on theleft, bought it on the San Diego freeway, when adrunk dammed into his motorcycle. Gary pulled
an OD. And Richard fdl."

Katie had seen the portraits before, but she'd just assumed they were decor. Now she studied them,
puzzled, still angry, wondering who the hell Roxanne Scott redlly was. She turned on her suddenly. "So
you collect pictures of dead men?Y ou invited me hereto tell methat?'

"No. | invited you hereto climb." Shelaunched apair of boots a Katie's chest. Katie's hands flew up,
catching them out of reflex. They were extremely light, with low-cut blue leather uppers and abrown
sole. Brand-new. And just her size. "I'm not dressed to climb.”

"So go in my room and grab some clothes. Come on, Katie. Y ou're not going to get pissed at me and
leavefirg thing after driving dl the way out here, are you? And | bet your squeezeis hungry. Hell be
disappointed if you don't et me feed him."

"Gregory's not my squeeze," Katie muttered. She looked up, to exchange a glance with him.

He appeared wary and uncomfortable. She didn't blame him. He hadn't asked to be caught up in her
nasty persond affairs. "Whatever you want to do,” he said softly.

She didn't know what she wanted.

Her gaze shifted to the climbing wall, and Tom's portrait overhead. Then she asked Roxanne the question
foremost in her mind. "Why's Tom different?’

"Hestheonly onel never laid." Roxanne let that settle out inthe air for amoment, and then she started
laughing. She rocked back and forth on her butt, laughing too hard. A phony laugh, loud and harsh and
suddenly extinguished. Her gaze met Kati€'s. There was no humor in her eyes. Only acool glint of pain.
"Let'sclimb," shesaid. "And touch my captive angd.”

Alonein Roxanne's room, changing into climbing pants and T-shirt, Katie's anger dowly dissolveslike the
walls of afortresswashing away under aheavy acid rain. She'sleft feding isolated/emotiondly
detached/fated--like a patient being prepped for anecessary surgery. All liesin readiness. Katie must
only dress for the operation and present hersdf. Already she can fed Roxanne'sfingersinsde her mind.

She knowsthat Roxanne is set to dissect her, and shetells herself to go home, that she doesn't haveto
go through with this. Then she pretends not to hear. Tonight Roxanne has become amagnet, abeacon
that burnsin her mind like aflare againgt an ocean of night. It'salmogt asif Katie can see her through the
walls of the house, sorawled on the sofain the living room, engaging Gregory (alesser light) in baited
conversation. Roxanne is half-reclined, one smoothly muscled arm resting on the back of the sofa. Katie
can visudize the subtle terrain of that arm with artling clarity.



Downdairs

There are no ropes. Katie makes mention of thisfact as she studiesthe wall, but Roxanne's not
concerned. "It'seasy,” she says. "And not even two stories high."

Just high enough to hurt.

Gregory watches from the couch. There are four different approaches. Katie salects one near the
chimney, because it seems easiest. Roxanne nodsin approval, standing by as Katie reachesfor thefirst
handhold, just dightly over her head. Shefindsadimplein the rock that will hold her toe and she pulls
hersaf up far enough to gain another handhold. She feelsawkward. Her chest is pressed againgt the
rock, and she can't see her feet. Roxanne's fingers brush theinside of her thigh and sheflinches. "What's
amatter?' Roxanne whispers. She takes Kati€'s thigh in both hands and guidesiit away from the rock.
"Youretoo closeto thewal. Sit back. That'sright. Find your baance. Let your legs carry the weight.
Dont fight the rock."

"Right. What'swrong with me tonight?"
"Nothing | can't fix."

Katie frowns. She wants to open up the distance between hersalf and Roxanne, so she settles her stray
foot and looks up for the next hold. She climbs dowly and deliberately, past one square of artificia rock
and then the next. Gradually, her body warmsto the activity. She beginsto fed graceful, and confident,
though she keeps one eye on the carpet below in case she has to come off the wall.

Roxanne s climbing on another approach, only afew feet away. Katie's startled at thisredization. She
tries to concentrate on the job at hand, but her mind won't focus. Her eyes keep glancing at Roxanne.

Climb. Fingertips explore the next hold, search out the curves and dimples of the cement scul pture that
pretends to be wind-worn rock. She listens to Roxanne's boots shifting upon thewall. Hears her soft
breathing only afew feet avay.

It doesn't take strength so much as balance. And afocused mind.
Her fingers stiffen. She pulls hersdf higher. It'stimeto find anew toehold.

"You climb gracefully,” Roxanne says, her new face flush with light exertion and very beautiful. "Better
thanme"

"No." Katie shakes her head emphaticaly. She knowswho sheis. On the rocks, Roxanne's aways her
superior.

"You could have been better than me," Roxanne whispers. "If you had any confidencein life beyond the
technosphere.”

Katie's boot turns up ahold, but it's a stretch. She's not well-balanced and is reluctant to release her
hand. Fear starts building in her chest, a cold, spirding waverolling over and over upon itself. She draws
adeep breath; triesto blow the fear away. She can smell Roxanne's perfume. There's no discernible
scent to her swest, though it shines upon her arms and face and chest like ail. "Hot up here," she says.
Shewonders at the logic of houseswith high ceilings. How in the hell are they supposed to be heated?

"Relax," Roxanne urges. "It'sastretch, but you can do it. Focus your mind on the now."

S0 easy to say, Katiethinks, imagining Roxanne's body suspended on arope against ared cliff. "You're



abit distracting to me tonight," she mutters, hoping Roxanne won't hear.
"'Sokay. | don't mind."

"Climbing." She eases her fingers off the hold. Looking up, she seesacrevicein the artificia rock. She
reachesfor that, her hand steady, though she's shaking inside as she fedsthe weight taken up on her
awkwardly set legs. But it is okay. It'sagood hold... so long asthe rock doesn't snap under her fingers.
She knows that things happen that way sometimes. Therock isrotten but doesn't ook it. A little
pressure, alittle more, and--

She pullshersdlf higher, grinning in triumph as her boot leaves the lowest hold.
"You'reflying, kid,” Roxanne assures her.

Her grin widens, because Roxanne's right. She's found away around her fear. She climbs because she's
afrad of faling. But being afraid, each step becomes an exhilarating triumph of will, aceebration. " I'm
alivel"

Roxanne purrs deep in her throat, a sweet sound that makes the skin on Katie's back tingle. "Y ou're
coming out of limbo, you know?"

Katie presses her temple againgt the rock as sheturnsto look at Roxanne. "What's that mean?"

"You know: limbo. A state between. To be part of the world, and yet not take part in it. To be not dead,
but aso not dive. The spirit acaptive, the body... dissatisfied.”

Katie doesn't likethistalk. It makes her too aware of adark curtain that's been hanging across her mind
for months now, hiding hersdf from hersdf.

Her toe dips. She drops against thewall. Her chest damsinto the rock. Suddenly, the only fact that
seems relevant is the distance that separates her from the floor. Her heart hammersinside her chest. She
hears Gregory's exclamation but is unable to respond to it. Her fingers are growing dick with swest.

"'Sdl right," Roxanne says, her voice soft and confident, soothing, like a cool breeze across Kati€'s
cheeks. "Your hands are till in balance. Y our body lovestherock. Searchit. Y ou don't need tech to find
theway. It'sdl inddeyou. There...."

Katie finds a purchase with the toe of her right boot. She hugstherock in relief, her thigh pressing against
it like aniron band. Her arms are starting to shake from fatigue.

"Baance," Roxanne reminds her. "Not strength.”

Katie eases away from thewall, thinking | wanna fuck somebody. Shefindsahold for her other boot. |
wanna fuck somebody. There. It's out in the open. | wanna fuck. Any warm, hard body will do. She
amost laughs at hersdlf, she's so desperately horny. How could Roxanne know it would go thisway?

She reaches up with an exploring hand, but there is no more wall. Only a smooth gloss of poster paper
under her fingertips. A flush of warmth envelopes her. She leans back in surprise and looks, eager to
meet Tom eyeto eye. Thisiswhat shewas climbing for.

But it's not as she expected. The portrait'stoo large. She'sright in front of Tom's face, and she can't take
ital inat once. Her eyes pan back and forth. She leans farther out from thewall.

"Easy,” Roxanne says. "He dont bite."



He's chewed out a place in my soul, well enough. And she's suddenly angry. The prizeisnot as
promised. Roxanne's cheated her. She wants arope, so she can drop down like a spider and be done
withthis.

Later, donein Roxanne's bedroom, where sheld come to change back into her own clothes, Katie sat
down on the edge of the bed and bowed her head, resting her forehead againgt her hands. She hadn't
done drugs since shewas akid, yet shefdt like shed just come down from abad high. A ddliberately
engineered rotten revelatory experience. She fet like the synapsesin her mind had been transformed into
cold metal, clacking efficiently as she explored openly now the hungeringsin her body that had nothing to
do with food. She thought of Tom and the gentle touch of his rough, calloused hands between her legs.
She shivered. Then she stood up, ssomping her foot in a sudden bout of rage. Damn Tom! Damn
Roxanne! And damn life!

She pulled off Roxanne's T-shirt and threw it in acorner of the room, then she stripped off the climbing
pants. She stood in panties and bra, her hands coiled into fists. Her heart pounding under the influence of
adrendine. It'snot so bad, it's not so bad, shetold hersdlf. A lot of people are far worse off than you.
But she could draw preciouslittle comfort from other people's misery. She wanted to hit something,
something safe, something that could take her anger and remain unharmed. Turning, she caught Sght of
Roxanne standing in the doorway, leaning against the doorjamb, her eyes doe-soft with sympathy.

Roxanne.

Katie breathed a soft sigh of disappointment. She'd half hoped it would be Gregory. Father Gregory,
cometo hear her confession/confusion and to give her the absol ution sheld never sought from him before.
Roxanne cameinto the room. Her gaze was wired to Kati€'s. Her bare feet glided across the plush white
carpet. Shedidn't look down. If thered been anything on the floor she would have tripped over it and
fallen. She touched Katie's cheek with the back of her hand. Then she leaned forward and kissed Katie
onthelips, aninterlocking kiss so Katie could taste her mouth and feel the warm probing of her tongue.
Katie didn't resst. Indeed, she openly participated, like an angry adolescent out to prove she could not
be shocked, or even touched in any meaningful way.

Roxanne seemed to measure the violence of her mood. She pulled back, her gaze thoughtful. "Dinner's
ready," she said.

Katie dmost spit in her face. Then Roxanne was gone, as slently as shed come. Katie was alone. She
turned to look for her clothes, her hands shaking in rage. How dare Roxanne attack her peace like this!
What was she doing? What did she hope to accomplish?

Katie dressed, then went into the bathroom to splash water on her face, waiting afew minutes for her
rosy cheeksto cool before she went downgtairs.

There was afirein the fireplace now, and set in front of it, alow black lacquer Japanese table set with
three pairs of honey-brown chopsticks resting on tiny blue ceramic koi. Gregory leaned againgt the
hearth, Sipping anear beer from the bottle. He looked bored and unhappy. Katie wondered again why
Roxanne had invited him, what hisrole wasto be thisevening. He smiled in relief as she came down the
gairs. "Thought you'd abandoned me."

"I congdered shinnying down from the bedroom window, but 1've had enough wall work for one night.”

He said nothing, but his offer reached her clearly just the same. If you want to leave now, we can. She
shook her head dightly. Perhaps it was salf-punishment, but she wanted to see what else Roxanne had
planned.



"We'reto be seated on the floor,” Gregory said. "Y ou there, me here." He pointed to opposite sides of
the table. Roxanne would be sitting between them, facing the fire. " She doesn't want anybody in the
kitchen, so don't bother offering to help.”

"l never do," Katie said.
"Never do what?' Roxanne asked as she swept into the room, bearing alarge silver platter.

Katietook onelook at the contents, and wrinkled her nosein disgust. A sudden sadistic impul se took
her. "l never do eat those things. Roxanne, you can't be serious.” The platter held oysterssetinice,
garnished with lemon wedges and salsa. Y ou won't eat besf, but you et that Stuff? Filter feeders?
They're probably loaded with toxins or heavy metals. Bet you don't even know where they were
harvested.”

She glanced a Gregory. He had awide grin on hisface. Roxanne looked a him in irritation, then her
gaze shifted to Katie. "They're from an aquaculture farm outside San Diego. Thirty-two dollars a pound
and red clean. Come on. | know you and Tom used to eat these thingswhen you werein college." Kétie
stiffened againgt the expected blow. "What was it you used to tell me? That oysters enhanced one’s...
vitality?"

"So do rest and exercise," Katie snapped. But she picked one up and durped it down.

After the oysters, there were stir-fried noodles and vegetables, mandarin pancakes and steamed yams,
and afind course of fresh fruit and frozen yogurt. The food was perfect, and by the time they were done,
Katie's anger had ebbed. Shelay back on the carpet, eyes closed, enjoying the hesat of thefire againgt
her skin. She listened to the liquid splash of coffee as Roxanne poured three cups, and then the
too-casua tone of Roxanne'svoice: "Y ou've participated in alot of cryonic suspensions, haven't you,

Gregory?”

Katie's eyes opened. Shefdt aflash of tension, suspecting the next act had begun. By thetone of his
voice,

Gregory seemed to senseit too. "Only five," he answered warily.
Roxanne et the coffegpot on the table. "Were you standing by waiting for them to die? Like with Tom?"

Katie sat up. She watched Gregory blow thoughtfully on his coffee. After amoment, he answered:
"Sometimes."

"But you don't get called out until people are onthe edge,” Katie said.
"Sure”

Roxanne nodded. "Do they dways die?'

Gregory shrugged. "Not aways.”

"S0 you've seen people recover from near death.”

A cold smile of understanding flickered unexpectedly across hislips. ™Y ou're looking for near-degth
testimonids" heaccused. "Well, forget it. The white light'sa halucination of the dying brain, nothing
more."

Roxanne looked amused. "And an answer like that's just denial." She turned her measuring gaze on



Katie "Thewnhitelightisred."
Katiefdt fear climb her spine. "Y ou don't know that.”

"l do." Roxanne tapped anail againgt her coffee cup. "1 wasin acomaoncefor four daysand I'mtelling
you, there is another sde.”

"Oh, that convincesme," Gregory said. "Not a chance that you were just getting high on oxygen-starved
brain tissue, right?"

Roxanneignored him. "1 know what'swaiting for me. What'swaiting for Tom... if you'd only let him go.”
"Rot?" Gregory suggested. "Worms? Oblivion?"

Roxanne turned on him. "Y ou blind son of abitch! Were part of nature. Why shouldn't our bodies return
to the earth? But our souls move on. Tom's soul needs to move on.”

"Oh Roxanne, shut up!™ Katie cried. ™Y ou don't know anything about it. Y ou don't know anything.”

Roxanne leaned over thetable, her gaze hard. "I'm just warning you. If you ever do manageto revive
Tom's body, you may find there's nobody there. He may take that moment of freedom to continue his
gpiritua journey--" Gregory made anoise of disgust, but Roxanne ignored him. "He may be gone."

Thefire sl flickered: evanescent orangefins, in existence for amoment, then gone. Katie suddenly
realized that Roxanne had |eft the room. She looked a Gregory. Father Gregory. Canyons of doubt
Splayed openin her mind.

"Know what?' she whispered. "Tom told me once that when hewasred little, likefour or five, he
became aware of death. He started asking questions about it, al kinds of questions, about graveyards,
and souls and gods and bodies. And he didn't like the answers. They made him angry. And he swore he
would never die. And that his mother and father and brother and sister would never die. And then his
father waskilled in acar crash. And after that he knew someday it would happen to him too; death
would come and take him. And he wasterrified. Until one day hissister, Ilene, explained to him that
death meant going back to the earth, giving your body back to the earth from which it came. And after
that he wasn't afraid anymore, because the earth was hismother.” Her gaze fdll, to the fading water rings
on thetable. "But Roxanne'sright. We haven't let him go back to the earth. And we never will."

Wedged Time-Alternate Landscapes

A celling of clouds heavy with snow rolled ponderoudly past the peaksthat girded the cleft, whilein the
passitsaf, strands of fog ran like damned souls being carried to hell on the tearing fingers of the wind.

It waslatein the day and the light was fading as he climbed the steep approach. His sheathed fingers
gripped the frozen surface with remarkabl e strength; his great padded feet never dipped. He climbed

eegerly.

Was she watching him? He wondered. Was she waiting for him somewhere close by? He could sense
something... intheair, in the blowing snow. Some hint of a presence. Wasit her? My Familiar. He
reached out, pulling himsdf up through the last step until he could actualy ook out into the cleft.

Thewind dmost dapped him off theice face. He ducked quickly. In hisbrief glimpse held seen asmall
saddle of curved, wind-sculpted ice. If hetried to stand on it, he'd surely be blown down. So he decided



to crawl.

Keeping his head low thistime, he pressed hisfingers againgt theice, and did onto the cleft, edging
acrosson hisbdly until he could peer down the other Side.

His eyesregistered a scene. His brain accepted their input, perused it, and regjected it as utterly absurd.
But the eyes were insstent. They forced the brain to reconsider, and suddenly what had appeared to be
awhite textured smulation of infinity was reveded as a vista of snow-covered mountainous dopesthat
plunged for miles below him, white on white on white, unrelieved even by aprotruding rock face until
findly, & a distance that seemed impossibly far, the snowy dope disappeared into aforbidding gray wall
of fog that reached upward to infinity like avell raised to hide the very end of timeitsdlf.

A crushing darkness engulfed his heart as he looked out upon the vastness below him. Therewasno sign
of her, no sense of her in al that great space. Hed come the wrong way.

A hoarse sob sawed itsway through histhroat.

"Bloody awful winter wonderland, isn't it?" someone shouted in hisear, in acoarse voice barely audible
over thewind.

Every musclein hisbody seized up in surprise. Hedmost sent himsdlf skittering over the edge, but at the
last moment he threw his hands out, fingers soread and pressing hard againgt the ice to arrest hismotion.

The blue-furred hand of a giant reached out to clasp hisarm and steady him. "Whoa! | know weve
changed, but we're not quite deds, now are we?' the creature shouted, its breath cinder-hot against the
membrane sealing hisear. He stared at the fingersthat held hisarm. They were twice the length and girth
of hisown, and covered with smooth, short fur, sky-bluein color. He counted only two fingersand a
thumb, but that was enough to wrap hisarm like astedl band. His gaze followed the thick, stubby,
densdly furred arm up to amonstrous face that grinned at him with amouth large enough to est an infant's
head whole. The teeth inside were huge, sharp-edged chisels, gleaming white and widely spaced. The
tongue winked red. The lips were black asadog's. The nose was fat and bulbous, the eyes were widely
s, and the creature had two bony horns protruding from the top of its head. It sported along mane of
thick black ringlets that stood out on the wind like a headdress of writhing snakes, and its earlobes had
been cut and stretched into huge, grotesque loops by the weight of dozens of gold ringsthat had
somehow been threaded by the living tissue.

It wasn't agiant, heredlized. It wasredly no tdler than hewas, but so powerfully built that itslimbs
seemed too big even for its stocky frame.

And it wasfemae. He redlized thiswith a start of surprise. Though it wore aragged gray loincloth made
of somekind of dried skin, and abrown mantelet around its shoulders, it had made no attempt to hide its
shapely, blue-furred breasts. On the contrary, it seemed to thrust its chest out proudly, asif to be sure he
didnt missthisfeature. It was standing in atrench dug into the snow on one side of the cleft, and despite
the harsh wind, he could smell amusty scent rising from its body that stirred in him fedings he a once
reviled.

But he couldn't get the scent out of him. It touched some addled memory, and at once he recognized the
thing as ademon oni. Somewhere, long ago, he must have heard tales of such creatures, or perhaps hed
encountered them. Oni. Evil thingsthat preyed on the red people of the world. He searched hismind for
details, but there were no details. With a start he redlized there was nothing. His past was as blank asthe
great fog bank beyond the mountain. His memories were as dippery asice. Already, he could recall in
only the vaguest way hisfall, the assault of the cold, histransformation. What came before that he didn't
know. And hefretted that even these memories would be gone soon. And the Familiar? Would she leave



him too? He bit hislip in dow anguish. It would dmost be amercy if the abandoned shadow insde him
could be forgotten.

The demon oni leaned closer to him, her red tongue darting out to touch her black lips. "Why'd you come
up here?' she asked. "What are you looking for?"

"My soul.”

The oni tilted her head back and let go an ugly ped of laughter. " She dumped you, huh?* Her hand
sueezed hisarm even harder, causing him to wincein pain. "Wicked of her to leave you so far from
anywhere. But I'm here now. And you're a handsome one, aren't you?' Her eyeswere abronzy color.
Hefdt acutely uncomfortable under their intent stare. "Hungry?* she asked. He redlized that he was.
"Want to comein out of the cold?' Suddenly he felt the chill, asif the temperature had plummeted in
anticipation of the gpproaching night. "It'll soon be dl blackness out here, but in thewarrensyoull find
bright fire, fresh meat, warm company. Come on." Shetugged at hisarm and he felt his smooth gray belly
dideacrosstheice.

He quickly stabbed at the ice with hisfingersto try to hold himsdlf back. "Let go of me."

"Oh, I can't do that. All of ushereareinit together.” She reached for him with her other hand. Hetried to
twist away, but he was dmost helpless on theice. Catching him under the armpits, she pulled him toward
her with dl the effort of amother lifting ababy. He tried to get hislegs under him, to scramble avay from
that lolling mouth, but he dipped on theice. She pulled him againgt her breast, crushing hisfaceinto her
harsh blue fur. Her odor filled his nogtrils and shot through his bloodstream like a volatile drug, straight to
hisbrain, igniting in him asudden, horrible pang of hunger that was at once adesire for sex, for food, a
gut-wrenching, grasping need for power. "Werein it together,” the oni crooned, as one hand groped at
hisgenitals. "Init for along, long time."

In aclumsy, horricomic move she backstepped and toppled them both into the snow. He was on top of
her, and suddenly he was humping her, his penisrisen from its protective sheath, ramrod-hard asit drove
into her body. She gripped it with tiny musclesthat held never felt before, asif her vaginawerefilled with
minute, pressing hands. She cackled in pleasure under him, her red tongue vibrant, her breath sickly
sweet. "No!™ he screamed, horrified at such contact, such collusion with amonster. He reared back.
Sammed hisfistisagaingt her face. Her smile vanished. Her teeth came together, lipsrolled back like the
snarl of apredator. She caught hishandsin aniron grip. And al the while his buttocks were moving up
and down, up and down, asif they obeyed her will, not his. And when he came he thought he would
never stop, that his body would melt and spurt into hers aong with the semen he gected with a scream of

utter agony.

LA. FLOW--LIFESTYLES "Multiple-Choice Quiz"

Question 1. What is a dream?

a. the mind at play

b. a mental exercise aimed at honing the brain's efficiency in processing sensory information
c. theworld's oldest form of virtual reality

d. all of the above



6:
What |sa Dream?

Katie awoke, shaking with fear, her heart hammering in helpless panic. " Oh, Tom," she moaned. She
reached out to the nightstand and switched on a soft light, then lay back againgt her pillow, staring around
at thefamiliar room. It's only a dream, shetold hersdlf. Only adream.

A dream that had occurred again and again sSince that dinner with Roxanne amost ayear and ahaf ago.
Something had happened that night. Her confidence had been shaken, or her doubt had been exposed.
And the result was the dream.

The dream was dways different, yet always the same. Sometimes there were images to accompany the
terrible emotions. Sometimes, like tonight, just sensation, an impression of ice and cold and ahorrible
feding of emptinessingde her, asif her body had been forcefully aborted of achild.

But the child was il dive. She could hear him in the frozen wilderness, cdling to her for help. But try as
she might, she could never rescue him, could never even find histrall.

"Oh, Tom," she whispered again. She closed her eyes, and ddliberately tried to dow her breathing, cam
her heart, telling hersdf slently, over and over again, that Tom had rio consciousness, no brain activity,
that he was not suffering. But hislast momentsin the ICU had scarred her. To see him cometo lifelike
thet ...

What had he been thinking? What had gone on inside his head during those moments after circulation had
been restored, before Gregory injected the anesthetic? Sheld never experienced telepathy; didn't believe
init. Yet sheknew Tom very well. Hed aways had vivid dreams and he was proud of them. Hed
bragged that he lived asecond life at night, "wedged time," he cdled it, because he could wedge days of
adventure into afew hours of deep. Gregory had assured her that Tom couldn't possibly have been
dreaming during the time hed come dive, that dreaming was part of anormal deep pattern and didn't
occur during true unconsciousness. But she wondered. Many times comatose patients had awakened to
report magnificent and enlightening visons.

No oneredly knew how the brain worked.

"But he's not dreaming now," she muttered. There could be no metabolic or biochemica activity at -196°
C. Hisbrain couldn't be functioning anymore. Y et in her own dream, she could still hear him caling her.

She sighed. Experience had taught her there was no point in trying to go back to deep after the dream.
She checked her clock. Five-thirty. Throwing back the covers, she stood up and pulled on her
sweatpants. This house was cool in late winter.

Her mother was in the kitchen making coffee, dready dressed for her morning walk. The dogs huddled at
the door, worried that they might be left behind, athough they never had been. "Y oure up early,” Belle
sad.

"Ummm." She sat down at the kitchen table, and gratefully accepted a cup of coffee. "I had another
dream about Tom."

"Ah"

She started to Sip at the coffee, but it wastoo hot. "Maybe we shouldn't have sold the old house," she
sad suddenly.
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Bellelooked at her in surprise. "What? Sweetheart, it's a bit late to think about that now,"

"I know. And | don't really meanit." She sipped the searing coffee, so she wouldn't have to say more.
But her gaze roamed unhappily around the kitchen. It waslarge and country-rustic, with wood
everywhere and great window-wallslooking out over an empty pasture. She loved this house.

But it wasn't Tom's house,

Katie had sold the old place last year. Sheld found a new home outside of town, a"gentleman'sfarm,”
with several acres of land. There was an orchard, and a pasture because she thought that someday she
might like to have horses. The pasture was dowly changing into forest. The girls caught abusto their
school in town. Katie worked the stock market via computer from an office off the kitchen. Half her
waking life seemed to be spent on the telephone. "I keep playing this scenein my head,” she said.

With asigh, Belle pulled out achair and sat down acrossthe table from Katie. "Tell me about it."

"It'sglly, but it redlly scaresme.” She stared into her dowly swirling coffee. "1 see Tom coming home
unexpectedly, producing akey to the old house out of a pocket, going into the house only to find it
occupied by strangers.”

"That'seasy. Y ou fed guilty about going on with your life. Maybe you fed guilty about Gregory.”
"Gregory'smy friend, Mom. He's not my lover.”
"Helovesyou."

Katieflinched. She didn't want to face it, but she knew it wastrue. Her lips pressed together in atight
line, while her thoughts danced in congtricted circles. Gregory? It was absurd. Gregory was akid. But al
right, sometimes she was tempted. Father Gregory? Huh. He didn't feel so untouchable anymore.

They sat quietly for afew minutes. Joy's cat came padding down the hall. Katie clucked at it, and it
jumped up on thetable. She stroked its back, listening to the coffee machine steam and fantasizing about
Tom coming home. The phone rang. They both flinched at the unexpected noise: 5:43 by the microwave
clock. Katie sprang out of her chair, catching the phone beforeit could ring again and wake the girls.
"Hello?' she sad, her heart hammering on the burst of adrendine.

"Katie," Gregory answered. "Sorry to wake you, but 1've been up al night and | needed to check in with
you before| deep.”

"That'sdl right. | was dready awake." She struggled to keep her voice steady. "Wereyou on a
ugpenson?”’

"No. I've been working the emergency room."” She kept forgetting--he was now Dr. Gregory Hunt,
M.D. "Have you caught the morning news?" he asked.
"At thishour?'

"Itsadwayslater in D.C. Katie, weve got lega problems. The cryonicsindudtry, that is. Hell. Thewhole
field of biotechnology is being threatened. Listen, Katie, | don't know the details. | just heard of it mysalf
afew minutes ago when Maryann caled me. The board's scheduled a meseting for ten o'clock this
morning. | think you need to be there.”

In adead-flat voice hiding mounting misgivings, Katie asked, "Why?"



"Soyou realy haven't heard." Of dl things, he sounded relieved. "I told them there was no way you could
be part of it. But you know Maryann. Sheworries."

"Gregory, what'sgoing on?"

"I'm wandering, aren't |? Sorry, I've been up al night. It seems some Big Brothers working under the
name Generationa Challenge aretrying to put the brakes on biotech--and one of the specific targets on
ther hit list isthe cryonicsindustry.”

"Oh?" Shetried to treat the statement skepticaly. She was used to hype from Gregory. Like Maryann,
he too was a bit paranoid when it came to threats against the practice of cryonics. Katie was more
concerned about why anybody would suspect her of working against the company. "Why's my name
involved inthis?'

"Well, uh--you're sure you haven't heard?’

"Gregory!"
"Look, Katie, theré's no easy way to say this, but Senator Carson isthe movement's palitical ringleader.”

"llene...!" Shefdt asudden chill on the back of her neck. Somewhere, far off, she thought she heard a
faint voice crying her name.

Katie hit the interstate with the rising sun at her Ieft hand. She clicked the radio on, scanning for news.
Her search turned up bursts of commercias, classic rock, raunchy radio yak... then findly, the cultured,
masculine voice of arespected mediaicon. Hed been around aslong as Katie could remember and she
recognized him ingantly.

"--explore the senator's notion of generationd rights,” he was saying--and by the bent of hisvoice, Katie
could tell theideaimpressed him. "Very smply, the concept that each generation hasthe right to itstime
inthe world--"

She reached down to turn up the volume, but touched the wrong knob and the radio scanned over to the
next station. The Stones, still no satisfaction after dl these years. She swore and scanned back.

"--itsrootsin naturd law. Thelast time natural law was brought into nationd debate was in the context of
the abortion issue. If you'l recal, proponents of the theory propose that because of our natures, some
thingsare inherently immord, like destroying afetus or manipulating genetic materid... or continuing alife
gpan beyond its natural range.”

Her cellular phone rang. Katie picked it up as astation wagon passed her in the left lane. Three
blond-haired children stared at her out the back window. None of them had a seetbelt on. "Hello?"

"--look forward to atime when genetic engineering will have conquered the aging process--"

It was one of her clients, awoman her own age, twice divorced. She wanted to get Katie's opinion on a
company that owned achain of upscae coffee shops. For years the number of adultsliving in households
without children had been growing. Those same adults would presumably have moretime, and more
money for luxuries like gourmet coffee, right?

The voice on the radio continued:

"--Senator Carson has proposed anew series of regulations, akin to our present environmental



regulations. They demand that companiesintending to market technologica innovations be required to
prepare in advance a sociol ogical-impact statement, analogous to an environmental-impact statement, to
determine whether or not the new development will be detrimenta to society asawhole.”

"Society?' Katie echoed softly into the phone. She flashed on a scenewith alot of lonely old fogies
spping Javain afancy shop. Saw hersdf in there among them. The new environment. A debit card for
gourmet coffee; untraceable cash for biotechnology. A cold sweat broke out across her cheeks. She
remembered the phone, and muttered a promise to research the company and call back with an answer
by the following afternoon.

"--economic implications,” theradio indsted. "'Loss of American competitivenessin the globa
marketplace would seem agiven. But the senator, in her far-sighted manner, has addressed this.
Generational Challenge has sihling groupsin democracies around the world. There are even rumors of
adliances with fundamentalist countries--"

The sun flared in Kati€'s eyes. Past the glare she glimpsed the station wagon with the unrestrained
children now stopped on the side of the interstate, a highway-patrol car behind it, lights flashing. Then
Katie was pagt, staring stolidly at the traffic ahead. She could fed her pams dick with swegt. She
reached down, to pop the radio back to scan. On the next station over, the Stones had been replaced by
CCR. On the station after that it was the Police, and then the Bestles, for God's sake, ten thousand times
"Revolution." Twelve stations over shefindly found something new. A stedly, forma sound that seemed
to linger from song to song, with alot of dopey kid-lyrics but some thoughtful Stuff too. At least it was
novel. Sheligenedtoit dl theway into L.A.

Since Tom's death, Katie's socia relationships had changed. Many of her old friends had become distant,
obvioudy uncomfortable in her presence... asif widowhood were contagious.

Katielet them go. In her own mind, Tom's death stood out asageological discontinuity--aboundary
marking the end of one phase of her life--and much of what she'd been and done and dreamed had been
left behind.

The old erabelonged to Tom. The new era she named in honor of Father Gregory. Now she took a seat
beside him, round a conference table a Forward Futures. The company's founding brasswere al present
(anyway, those who weren't yet onice), and every current member of the board of directors. They
treated her politely, but in their surreptitious glances she could read their doubt, the unspoken sentiment
that she had brought this catastrophe down upon them.

Well, maybe she had.

The current CEO was afellow named Harrison Simms, a short, balding, bespectacled gent whose every
move reflected the crigp efficiency of askilled bureaucrat. He sat at the head of the table, carryingon a
low-voiced debate with blond-haired, plain-faced, and perennialy worried Maryann.

On hisother side sat Dr. Morales, the surgeon who'd worked on Tom. Dr. Moraleswas akindly man,
with a deeply tanned face and receding hair that was going to gray.

Katie could put namesto most of the others around the table, but they were more acquaintances than
friends. Findly, her wandering gaze settled on Gregory. He was watching her, his eyes cold, his mouth
setinan angry line. "Have you caught any news?" he asked.

Shelooked away guiltily. "Jugt part of an andyss.”



"They're coming after us."

Sheforced alame smile. "Hey, at least they're taking us serioudly. Y ou know most peopleview usas
harmless crackpots--but not Generationd Challenge."

Gregory stared, asif unsurethat it was ajoke. He must have decided to go aong, though, because athin
smile broke through hisreserve. "Okay," he agreed. "I guessthat'sakind of progress.”

At the head of the table, Simms spoke in a soft yet commanding voice: "Wdll, | guessweve dl heard the
news by now." There was abrief titter from around the table. "Y ou know, I've been afan of Senator
Carson's ever since she entered nationa politics. She's aways struck me as hard-headed, practical, and
honest. | don't think it's going too far to say that she saved the country's health-care system during her
first termin the Senate.” His attention fixed on Katie. "But she's the enemy now."

Katielet go abresath of relief, glad that Smmswaswilling to speak candidly in front of her. "I think weve
al known that for awhile.

Harrison Smms laced his hands on the tabletop and nodded. " So can we assume family influenceisn't
going to count for much?"

Katie laughed softly, self-mockingly. "I think I've pulled al my influence... in thewrong direction.” She
shook her head, wondering about possibilities untried. "It never occurred to meto keep Tom's
suspension asecret. But maybe | should have. Maybe--"

"Forget it, Katie," Dr. Mordessaid. "It's not your fault. Generational Challenge is more than one person,
and cryonicsisasmadl part of their wider concerns. They're sniffing at every fidd dedling with life
extension. But their focusis going to be aban on bioengineering.”

"And that's atechnology we desperately need,” Gregory said. "How are we going to fight this?'

"Play the publicity machine while our lawyerswork on the case,” Smmssaid. "And cdl in dl the support
we can get. But we've got to move carefully. If we can be painted as a godless, power-hungry elite, then
wevelog."

Katie dipped out of the strategy session near noon, ostensibly to visit theloo, but she found hersalf
drawn to the stairwell. She turned the knob of the heavy fire door, pulled hard to get it open, then
stepped through onto the landing. The door closed behind her with aloud snick that echoed against the
concrete walls. The air here was warmer, more moist than in the halway. She walked down the sairs,
her footsteps reverberant. She knew the door at the bottom would be locked. She didn't even try it.
Instead, she sat down on the bottom step, thinking of Tom on ice, somewherein the vault, two locked
doors away.

So many radio stations played the same old music, years-old music, over and over again. Generationa
Challenge would be againgt things like that. Make way for the new.

The door at the top of the steps clunked open. After amoment of hesitation it shut again, and footsteps
descended behind her until Gregory crouched at her side. She could fed his gaze, though she wouldn't
turnto meet it. "You're crying,” he accused.

She rubbed quickly at her eyes. "l am not."

"Hey, don't et them scare you."



"I'm not scared!”
He dipped hisarm around her shoulders. "But...?"

She sghed. "Strategy sessions are fine, but there's one thing no one upstairsis discussing. What if
Generaiond Challenge succeeds? What if we lose?!

"Wewont," hesad firmly.
"But if we do. Will they be able to reverse Tom's suspension?’

Gregory shrugged. "Who knows what they intend to do? But even if they leave the suspension patients
aone, they'll never dlow usto revive them, or even to do the research that would make that possible.”

Katie stared straight ahead at the locked door. "Then I'll take him out of the country,” she said softly.
"WEell takedl of them, if it comesto that."

Shefdt Gregory giffen. "Assuming therésaplaceto go,” he said. "Assuming they'll let you out.
Remember, dead bodies have no rights. And |, for one, have no intention of being run out of my own
country."

That was a sanctimonious answer. She pulled away from him, shrugging out of hisembracing arm. She
had to wonder if thiswas agameto him, away to play the young visionary, and nothing more. "Principles
might get to be aluxury, Gregory. I'll do what | need to do. I'll do whatever hasto be done.”

She stared at the locked door, thinking of classic rock tunes playing over and over again. She shuddered,
wondering if old fogiesredly could change.

That evening, she walked into the house just as |lene's Senate speech was being replayed on C-Span.
Wordlesdy, she dropped onto the sofa beside her mother.

"Generationa Chalengeisnot againg technologica change,” Senator Carson was explaining.
"Technology will evolve; society will evolve, and wewill dl benefit. There will come aday--not so far
off--when we will hed the earth and move out into space. There will come aday-- not so far off--when
the people of the world will grow closer to one another through globe-girdling virtua redlities. There will
come aday--not so far off--when the knowledge of our specieswill be available to every individua
through hypertext. But knowledge is not wisdom, and there will aso come aday--not so far off--when a
brilliant young genetic engineer will attempt to create achild who is more than human. Therewill aso
come aday--not so far off--when nanotechnology will alow therich and the powerful to erase from their
bodies the burdens of old age. And there may aso come a day--not so far off--when the present
generation decidesthat it will bethelast. That there will be no more ordinary children born to ordinary
people. That those who exigt in the present will continue to exist for dl time, never yielding the resources
and wonders of thisworld to anew generation, greedy geezers unto the end of the earth. When that day
comes, we will nolonger be human. And | submit to you today that there is something profoundly
vauable to being human. Our human-nessisworth preserving. That isthe creed of Generationa
Challenge. Let usmoveinto space. Let ushed the earth. But let us dways remain human.”

"How can shedo this?' Katie muttered. "Sheloved Tom. | know it."
"| don't think shesaiming & Tom," Bellesad.

"But shell hit him anyway. What does she think thisis going to do to Joy and Nikki?'



"Shemust fed thisasadeep responsibility.”

Katie nodded dowly. Her mother had away of quickly cutting to the heart of things. Despite their
differences, Katie had never thought of Ilene Carson as anything but a dedicated, responsible woman. If
she was taking this stand now, knowing how it would hurt her own family, then she must fed asound
motivation. And thet frightened Katie. What if llene wasright? What if Roxanne wasright?

And what if | amwrong?

She sat unmoving, staring a the TV, long after the newswas over.

E-MAIL MESSAGE APPEARING TO SUBSCRIBERS OF MOST MAJOR ONLINE SERVICES
WHAT ISPROGRESS?

1. Traditional hunter-gatherers worked only twenty to twenty-five hours a week to feed and clothe
themselves. A modern family of four will probably spend a hundred hours or more... when they
can find jobs.

2. Intribal societies everyone had a place and everyone was important. Today most people don't
know where they belong, or why.

3. Traditional societies saw themselves as part of the web of life. In the modern world people rend
at the web in their frantic effortsto fill their shallow hearts and insatiable hungers.

THISISPROGRESS MORE, PLEASE.

7
TheModern World

Generationd Challenge: It sounded like a game show, but overnight it became the mogt talked-about
subject in the country. For thefirst few days of the media blitz, Katie kept hoping the whole thing would
fizzle as people learned more about the issues. But gradualy she began to understand the redlities.
Immortality was not going to be cheap--not any time soon, at |east. People on the street knew that, and
sentiment was running hard againgt life-extension technologies.

Harrison Smms called her on the morning of the third day, shortly after the girls had caught the busto
school. The CEO of Forward Futures sounded tired. And no wonder. Since |lene's announcement he
must have gppeared on every talk show and news program in southern Cdifornia--plus severd satdlite
feedsto New York. "I need volunteers,” he said. "Sal Greer's doing yet another show with a segment on
cryonics. But he'stossed out the experts. Now he wants suspension memberswith relativesonice.”

Katiefet aweight suddenly settlein the pit of her somach. All the controversy that had accompanied
Tom's suspension seemed to be closing in on her again. "When?"

"Canyou bein L.A. by noon? Katie, we redlly need you on this."

Sa Greer's show wasn't just aloca phenomenon. It was seen acrossthe U.S., by an audience numbering
inthe millions. A voyeuristic audience. They would want to know how Katie felt; what she dreamed.
That was human nature.
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"Givemethe address,”" she said softly. "I'll be there early.”

She called Nikki and Joy's school and arranged to pick up the girls. When she got there, Nikki was
standing outside the principa's office, her ways-serious face locked into a scowl. Her brown hair was
bound high on her head in ano-nonsense ponytail, and she hugged a stack of books under her arm. Joy
waited beside her, her great dark eyesworried, alittle pout on her lovely face. At fourteen, Joy already
had ahost of boyfriends. In acommon sibling opposite reaction, Nikki, two years younger, pretended
not to want any, preferring books and study. Or maybe she wasn't pretending. Nikki was wise beyond
her years. It was possible that in that young, reflective, stubborn mind, she'd aready worked out the
cost/benefits of love at such atender age and had decided to forgo. That would be like Nikki.

Katie had dways found her younger daughter a bit incomprehensible. More so since Tom's death. The
two had been confidants, in the way that mother and daughter usudly are. Tom's death had wounded
her, perhaps more deeply than Joy. A chill had fallen on her dready-cool nature. Sheld made it her
businessto know dl she could about cryonics and the theoretical science of nano-technology that might
one day save her father. She studied hard at schooal, taking all the advanced classes. And she ran track
and cross-country and ingsted on avegetarian diet. But she rarely made timeto play with other children
and so had few friends. Not that she ever complained. And once, about ayear after Tom's death, she
cameto Kétielate one night and thanked her for having the foresight to put her father oniice.

Katie pulled into a parking stall and unlocked the doors.

Joy dipped into the front seat. Nikki dropped her books on the backseat and pulled on the shoulder
harness. "I had a physics experiment set up for today," she said. "Now I'm not going to have a chanceto
doit."

"I'm sorry,” Katie said as she backed the car out.
"What's going on, Mom?" Joy asked. " Something wrong?'

"I'm going to be on atalk show this afternoon. | thought you two should know. Well be discussing
cryonics... and your father.”

"Generational Challenge," Nikki muttered. "It's those geeks, right?"

"] don't know wholll bethere," Katie admitted as she eased the car into traffic. "But thisis our chanceto
show we're just ordinary people.”

"We?' Joy asked, looking straight ahead. She'd alway's been so calm, so capable of happiness.
"Cryonicspeoplein generd," Katie explained.
"Will me and Joy be on the show?' Nikki asked.

Katie smiled. "No. It'sgoing to be rough, Nikki. | wouldn't put you through that. Y ou could befacing a
bad time at school tomorrow aready.”

"Oh, come on, Mom. Everybody in school knows about Dad. When somebody triesto throw abomb at
asenator, word gets around. Anyway, most of the kids think it's cool. So let us go with you, okay?|
want to tell peoplewhat | think."

"Sodol," Joy said softly.



Katie glanced in surprise a her older daughter. Joy had never said much about the suspension. And it
was in her nature to soothe controversy, not court it. Still, she kept aportrait of Tom at her bedside, with
the hand-written caption Once and Future.

"l was going to take the two of you home."
"No way, Mom," Nikki said, and Joy shook her head. "We're at least going to the studio with you.”

Katie smiled, pleased at the depth of their support. "All right,” she said, despite her reservations. She
picked up the phone and handed it to Joy. "Cal your grandmother and tell her what were doing.”

Sa Greer's producer dmost entered a state of rapture when she met Joy and Nikki. "They have to be on
the show," sheingsted. "WEell feature the three of you firgt, asafamily. Such lovely girld The audience
will egt it up."

"Doit!" Nikki sad.
Katieraised ahand of protest. "Now wait aminute--"

"Come on, Mom. We're here to be exploited. So let'sgo al the way. We have to show people that two
grieving kids getting their Daddy back is not wrong."

It's that simple, Katie thought. She studied Nikki's eager face, then looked questioningly at Joy. Tears
glistened in her elder daughter's eyes. "Y ou don't haveto,” Katie said.

" want to, Mom."
Katieturned to the producer. "All right. But if things get too rough, I'm taking them out.”

"Don't worry! Sa loveskids. He's not going to let anything happen!”

They found themselves seated in an arc on stage, S Greer standing beside them as he studied the
audience. Even motionless, histall, blond-haired figure seemed charged with sheathed energy.

Abruptly, theintroductory music began to play. Katie braced herself againgt asudden bout of nerves as
the camera panned the studio audience. She followed its sSweep on the monitor, noting the individua
faces: mostly white, forty and over, with amidwestern fed --tourists come to Hollywood to watch alive
show.

Her breathing accelerated. She'd never been a public person. She treasured the privacy of her persona
fedings, her familid relations. But Sl Greer made hisliving by exposing privatelives.

The camerafinished itscircuit and zoomed in on Sal. His sharp voice snapped into the mike:

"Over the last two days we've featured the opinions of experts on the implications of the Generationa
Challenge, the upgtart political movement that is demanding socid accountability from scientists....”

Katie forced hersdlf to relax as Sd commenced with the introductions. She listened to hisbrief discussion
of Tom's suspension, using the timeto bury her inner feglings as deeply as she could, resolving that while
shewould happily discuss the mordity and ethics of cryonics, shewould not allow Sa accessto her own
inner life,

Sa might have sensed her resistance. He turned to her with a cutting gaze. "Katharine. Y our husband's



suspensi on was accompanied by bitter family objections, public protests, even abomb assaullt. Y et none
of thisdeterred you. Why?"

Katie drew in adeep breath. Shetried to see beyond the studio audience, to the millions who would
view thisshow later in the day. "My husband and | made the decision to seek cryonic suspension long
before his death. We made promises to each other. | wasn't about to be put off by crackpots.”

Greer smiled indulgently, and the audiencetittered. Let one crackpot call the other black. "How do
you fed about the lobbying efforts of Generationad Chalenge?’

She kept her gaze steady. "Their stated intention is to ban life-extension technologies and to outlaw the
practice of cryonics. Asfar as my family's concerned, they're attempting to kill my husband.”

A scandalized mutter ran through the studio audience. Hands popped up. Sd's eyes narrowed. "But
Katharine-- legdly your husband is aready dead.”

She nodded, feding hersdlf on firm ground now. "That's true. But medical technology's continuoudy
changing the definition of deeth.”

"Do you think of Thomas as dead?"

Sheflinched, sartled a thisintimate swervein hisinterrogation. Thiswaswhat she'd dreaded. But
suddenly she wanted to answer the question. For hersdlf.

Looking down at her hands, she groped for words to describe fedings sheld never pinned down. "l
think... | think of him as waiting. Not dead. Not dive. Not accessible. But there, just the same." She
looked up at Sal, surprised at how easily the answer had come.

But Sal wasn't satisfied with the level of her exposure. 'Y ou must have loved him agrest dedl .

The question inspired an unexpected gush of emotion. Her voice went husky. "Yes," she answered,
feding asif that single word has been forcefully pulled from her.

"So do you intend to remain loya to your husband?' Sa asked this question in avoice so casua he might
have been asking for the time of day. "Or will you take lovers? Marry again? Remember, Mrs. Kishida
It could be decades before your husband's revived, if ever."

Katie stared at him, struck speechless by the depth of hisintrusion. Not so for Nikki. She legped to her
feet "Y ou leave her done!" she shouted. "How can you be so crud?'

Sa Greer seemed stunned. "My apologies, young lady. No one here wants to be crudl, or to bring more
hurt on your family than you've already suffered.” He turned back to the camera. "But | need to ask the
questionsthat are on everyone's mind. What isthe legal relationship between Katharine Kishidaand her
deceased husband? What obligations does she owe him? To judge the socia impact of cryonics, we
must apply these sorts of questions, however uncomfortable they make usfed.”

"Hell dways be my father," Nikki said defiantly. And Katie smiled, knowing the bad moment had
passed.

Sa Greer turned to Nikki, hisbrowsraised in interest. "Now here's a point we haven't consdered.
Thomas Kishidaleft behind two daughters, lovely young women who must face the most difficult part of
their liveswithout afather to guide them. What iswrong, what iswrong, | ask you, if thesetwo girlsare
alowed to dream of atime when they'll have their daddy back?'



The studio audience responded immediately, hands popping into the air. Sa Greer legped forward,
gticking awireless mike under the chin of athin, overly made-up woman in thefirst row. "I logt my father
when | wassx," shesaid. "Hedied in the Vietham War, serving his country. But no one offered to
bring him back."

"So you think the practice of cryonicsisnt fair?"

The woman looked suddenly flustered. But with avisible effort, she gathered her indignation and leaned
forward into the mike, so that Greer had to yank it back. "I think death isjust part of being human. These
cryonicigsare alot of irresponsible airheads playing at being God.” She sat down with aproud look that
said sheld made her point.

The audience mumbled uneasily. Katie leaned forward. Sheld regained her balance. Now shewas
determined to seize the moment. Softly: "I think that what it meansto be human is bound to change over
time. Death does not haveto be part of that definition.”

Handswent up al over the audience, but Sdl ignored them as the show's musical theme began to waft

from the speakers. "Our next guest is here to address that very point,” Sal said. "When we come back
well be joined onstage by Senator |lene Carson, the driving force behind Generational Challenge, and,
coincidentaly, the sigter-in-law of Katharine Kishida"

Katie was on her feet before the fadeaway was complete. She turned on Sal, sparked by a sense of
betrayal, which she recognized at once as being foolish. It was Sd's job to set people up, and if he
weren't amaster at it, he wouldn't have such ahighly rated show. Shelet out asharp breath between
pursed lips and looked at Nikki. Her younger daughter was standing a her side, mumbling something
nasty under her breath. "It'sdl right,” Katie said. "Weve been wanting to talk to her.”

"On nationa TV? No tact."

Sa Greer came over and patted them both on the shoulder. ™Y ou're doing great. We're going to givethe
gpot to Senator Carson for afew minutes, then well bring your family in. Or should | say the rest of the
family?' He chuckled and walked away. Katie resumed her seet, leaning past Nikki to whisper afew
words of encouragement to Joy.

The camerasrolled and Ilene walked out in ablue business suit, her hair perfect, her expresson cam.
She shook hands with Sal and acknowledged the applause from the audience, then sat down and
immediately took control of the didogue. "Wel, Sd, you've pulled another coup. From the look on Kétie
sface, I'd say shewasjust about as surprised as| wasto discover theidentity of her fellow guest.”

Sd smiled innocently. "My condolences on the loss of your brother, Senator. And no oneis here today
to try to dissect the levels of your private grief. But perhaps you could tell us-"

Suddenly Nikki was out of her seat again. "' Perhaps you could tell uswhy you want my father dead?"' she
barked. The cameras swung wildly to bring her on-screen. Katie started to reach for her, to pull her back
down to her sedt.

Then she thought better of it. She leaned back, wickedly delighted at this sudden turn.

The audience was gasping. Ilene looked shocked, then hurt, then--for only a moment--annoyed. Katie
turned at amotion in the corner of her eye. Joy had risen to stand beside her sigter.

"Nikki, dear. Joy. Thisissueis complex and--"

"We're not smpletons,” Nikki interrupted.



Katiehit her lip to stifleagrin.

"Of courseyou're not, dear. Nikki, | loved your father, just as| love you. But we have to recognize that
in the wider perspective, death is good for our society--"

"That'ssck!"

"Nikki," Katie said, fedling it wastime. "Please st down.” She exchanged alook with her daughter, and
reluctantly, Nikki returned to her seat. Joy accompanied her, looking stricken.

"It does sound sick," llene was saying to the camera. "But death isthe only force that alows our society
to renew itself with every generation...."

Watching her, Katie fet areluctant admiration for this skilled politician. But she couldn't let thisgo on. As
soon as |lene dowed for breath, sheinterrupted.

"You talk about perspective, llene. About society, about generations. But you make no mention of
people. Real people die. And no matter how much faith we claim to have in apersona God, who could
look at their dying husband or brother or parent or child and say, "We love you, but we're going to let
you die now, for the good of society, even though we know it'sin our power to continue your life. How
many people would make that choice? Senator Carson has. | know sheloved Tom. But she's made the
choiceto let him die because she has per spective. And she wants to make the same choice for each and
every one of you."

Ilene started to rebut, but Sal interrupted her. " Are we going to let Senator Carson make that choice for
us? Back after this"

Katie stood up after the fadeaway and crooked afinger at the girls. "Come on. | think it'stimeto go."
Sa Greer was suddenly there, blocking her way. "Wait. Were just getting into the meet of the issue--"

"Y ou mean the dessart, don't you? A little blood spilled on the stage? No thanks. Weve said everything
that's rdlevant. I'll leave Ilene the spotlight to defend hersdf." And she pushed past him.

Ilene glared up at her with sullen eyes. "Thisisn't persond, Katie."
From Kati€'sthroat came anoise that was not quite alaugh. "Ohyesit s, llene. It most certainly is.”

"Gee, Auntie," Nikki said, in avoice laden with teenage sarcasm. "If we'd known you were on the coast,
we would have invited you to dinner. Next timewhy don't you cal and let us know what you're doing.”

Joy dabbed a her eyeswith atissue and murmured, "Auntie, | wish you'd try to remember who Daddy
wes."

Then they were backstage, K atie hustling them toward the exit, fired by a sense of exhilaration. Sheand
Nikki traded agrin and asmooth five asthey burst past security. "Nobody's going to believe | didn't put
you up to that,” Katie said with alaugh.

Nikki shrugged. "Who cares?’

The tape-delayed show was broadcast |ate that afternoon. Katie watched it with the family, and all
agreed that things had gone well. The audience had been dmost hostile toward Ilene after they |eft. She
worked hard throughout the rest of the show to win them back, with questionable success. The closing



credits were rolling when the telephone rang. "Bet that's Gregory,” Joy called.
Katie smiled and reached for the phone. "Hello?"

"Caught you on TV today. Y ou bitch. Y ou think you can take us down. But we're not stupid. We
know--"

She switched the phone off.

"Mom, what's the matter?" Joy asked.

"Crank cdl." The phone rang again. Katie stared at it suspiciously before she picked it up. "Hello?"
"Hi, thisis PaulaWaylan, Pulse of Los Angeles News. I'm trying to reach Katharine Kishida."
"That'sme."

"Caught youon TV today...."

Katie shivered a the unwholesome echo. But she answered the reporter's questions as best she could.
Thiswas her role now: publicity hack. The reporter thanked her and Katie put down the phone. The
phone rang. Joy groaned. Nikki ran out of the room screaming. Katie grinned and picked it up again.
"Hdlo?'

"Hi, thisis Y vette Sanchez, Associated Press...."

"Hi Katie, It's Gregory. You did great on the show today. ..."

"Hi, thisisRick Touchard. | writefor the San Diego--"

"Hi, Katie. It's Jane. My, your phone's been busy."

"Jane! Y eah, it'sbeen ringing off the hook."

"Y ou were wonderful on TV today. | cdled llene and told her so...."

Riinng. " Power-tripping whore! We're not going to let you screw us out of --"
Katie switched off the phone, asour feding in her ssomach. She stood up and stretched.
"Want some coffee, Mom?" Joy called from the kitchen.

"Sure. I'm going out to the front porch to get someair.”

"Okay. I'll bring it to you."

Shetook her jacket from the closet, dipped it on, and stepped outside. Dusk had fallen acrossthe
orchard. Bats whedled through the air. She gazed down the long, curved driveway toward the country
road, amost aquarter mile away and half-obscured by aline of tal pine trees planted on the boundary of
her land. In the evening stillness she could clearly hear the engine of a car accelerating away, but she
could make out no headlights on the road. She squinted, puzzled. Then her chin sngpped upindarmasa
dull roar and crackle reached her ears. A moment later, billows of black smoke began to waft up among
the pine trees. She spun around, colliding with Joy. Coffee doshed across the farmhouse porch. "Mom!™

Katie turned her around and shoved her into the house, following close on her hedls. "Cadll 911! Thefire
department!" she shouted as she dammed the door behind them. " Somebody's torched the weeds out on



theroad." She grabbed afire extinguisher from the kitchen and a shotgun from a closet. Dropping abox
of cartridgesinto her pocket, she raced for the front door.

Nikki suddenly appeared in her way. "Mom, what's the matter?*

"Stay inthe house," she ordered. She burst through the door, crossing the porch in two strides. The dogs
suddenly appeared, leaping and cavorting about her asif thiswere agame. They escorted her assheran
out into the dow dusk.

She was breathing hard by the time she reached the road. The air was thick with smoke, though the
flameswere gtill small--an angry orange line cutting dowly through the sparse weeds and lapping at the
trunks of the old pine trees. She cursed, vicioudy and loudly, when she saw the blackened skeletons of
the climbing roses that had graced the entrance wall. There was no one around, so she set the shotgun on
the ground and went to work, using the fire extinguisher first againgt the flames that threetened the old
trees.

Nikki showed up amoment later with ashovd.
"| thought | told you to stay in the house!"

"Thisismy hometoo!" She began scooping up shovdfulsof dirt from the burned areas and throwing
them on the flames. Katie growled in frustration as her fire extinguisher guttered empty. Then her mother
was there, with another fire extinguisher and ashovel. At dmost the same moment aneighbor arrived
with hisfire extinguisher, and by the time the fire department showed up, the flames were amost ouit.

Katie stood by the road, shaking with rage as she watched the firefightersfinish their mop-up. Thefire
truck's headlights glared through the gathering twilight. Its emergency lights flashed red and flares burned
incandescent on the road. The tense light splashed across graffiti scrawled on the entrance wall. Not
Money Enough, it screamed on one side. And on the other, To Keep Y ou Out of Hell! And on the road
itsdlf, with an arrow pointing to her driveway, she could just make out the epithet Life Hog!

Sheturned as a car gpproached from down the road. It dowed asit drew near, then pulled off to the
sde. Asthe headlightswinked out, Katie recognized Roxanne Scott's Toyota pickup. "Looks like you're
living in thefast lane now," Roxanne said as she walked over, till in her forest service uniform. She
surveyed the minor damage with an amused smile. "Everybody in the office watched the show. Y ou and
Nikki werered cute.

Katiefdt abit of the fire blaze up in her gut. " So what brings you by, Roxanne? Or do you just have a
nosefor disaster?'

Roxanne grinned. "Disaster's my job, remember?’ Then her grin subsided. She looked down sheepighly.
"Sorry. Y ou know how hard it isfor meto resist abad joke." Katie grunted noncommittaly. “I'm here on
impulse" Roxanne said. "l think about you alot.”

"Come on, Roxanne. It'shardly thetime."

"Hey! What better time? We may not agree, but | figure I'm still your friend. We go back along way,
Katie. | don't want to see you drift away."

Katigs nose wrinkled. "Man, | can till smell the gasoline even over the stink of thefire. Those bastards!
How the hell did they find my house so fast?"

Roxanne shoved her handsin the pockets of her jacket, looking suddenly uncomfortable. "I've got to get
going, Katie. But hey. Call me sometime. Let'sgo climbing. Useit or loseit, you know. Y ou're not



getting any younger."

Katie gtared at the point where Roxanne's hands had disappeared into her jacket. The smell of gasoline
was much stronger than it had been only afew minutes ago. She glanced at the bed of the truck, abit of
doubt festering in the back of her mind.

Roxanne stepped in front of her. ™Y ou and Gregory madeit into bed yet?' she asked.

Kati€'s gaze shifted thoughtfully, to linger on Roxanne'sface. "No." She started toward the truck, wanting
to have alook, but Roxanne moved quickly to block her.

"I know some guys. They've heard about you. They want to see how you climb.” Katie started to brush
past her, but Roxanne yanked her hand out of her pocket and set it squarely against Katie's shoulder.
The smell of gasoline was very strong. "Come on, Katie! Take alook at your life. It'sno fun. What are
you going to do for the rest of your days? Be some kind of geek talk-show heavy?' Her face reflected
her contempt. "Man, | don't know what's happened to you. Y ou would never have let yoursalf be used
likethisin school. Can't you see that the phony mediadavers are out to own you? They love your pain,
your anggt, your futility. They're going to pin you like afucking butterfly in afucking glass-topped box
and ooh and ah over you until they find the next geek-more-pitiful. Save your dignity. Run away. Let it go
now, while you ill can.”

A puff of evening wind stirred Katie's hair and swept the ugly, sweet stench of the fresh burn past her
nose, where it mingled with the scent of gasoline. The fumes seemed to trigger anew blood vessd to
come on-linein her brain. Capillaries nourishing some new neurond inter-connectedness were suddenly
flooded. Certainty struck her like afrigid wind off aglacier. Shelooked into Roxanne's, eyes and knew
thetruth. "Y ou started dll this, didn't you?" she said. "God, | was so overwhelmed | never even bothered
to ask who brought the mediain that night Tom died. But it was you, wasn't it? Y ou knew llene was
flyingin. Y ou set the mediadogson her."

Roxanne's hands disappeared into her pockets again. She backed off nervoudy. "Wake up, Katie.
Y ou'rewasting your life"

"Did you redly think alittle pressure would turn me?"

Roxanne had her hand on the truck's door. "What's with you?'

"You redly stink, Roxanne. Did you spill some gasoline on your jacket?'

"Man, you're over the edge.”

"Doyou think if I looked, I'd find atorch and a can of spray paint in your truck?"

"Fuck you." She yanked open the truck's door and dipped insde, cranking the key over intheignition.
Theengineroared tolife.

Katietook a step after her, fists coiled. "Nobody's got me pinned!” she shouted as Roxanne dammed the
door. "I'm anchored. Anchored solid. And I'm no fucking ephemeral butterfly.”

Roxanne gunned the engine and the truck jerked backward onto the road, itsfat tires spitting gravel. The
flashing red light of the fire truck highlighted the twisted fury on Roxanne'sface. Katie flipped her the
finger as she shifted into first and roared away.

Wedged Time-Alternate Landscapes



My Familiar. Through the darkness he strained to sense her, but her shadow had gone fragile and thin,
like the shadow of astrand of fog on acloudy day. Hefdlt her fear.

A sudden dap like red fire across his face woke him from hisreverie. He blinked, and the last trace of
her vanished.

Helay on the hard rock floor of acavelit by foul-smelling torches. The atmosphere was oppressive,
heavy with heat and moisture. The blue oni hunched in front of him, her mouth leering, droplets of milk
poised on her breasts. Behind her, a crowd of other oni gathered, their peltsred, pink, gray, or blue, their
toothy mouths hideous, their bronze eyesfull of suspicion, and hate.

"He'sdifferent,” onegrowled in an ugly, gravely voice, itsthree-fingered paw pinching painfully at the
smooth, furlessflesh of hisshoulder.

"Not one of us," another agreed. It had atorch inits hand, which it held so closeto hisface that the heat
anged hisskin.

He reared back, but another, ared-furred one, grabbed his hairless head and forced his face to the
unsteedy light. He struggled, but it might have been avise enclosing hisskull. "Look at him, look & him,”
it sneered. "Smooth as afish out of water. What are you doing on amountain, fish? Want meto send you
home?' And it dammed his head against the rock of the cave floor. Darkness wound like smoke across
his mind, but through the clouds he saw the red oni, sanding now, aiming akick at his Sde, the claws of
itsthree-toed foot glisening in the torchlight.

A gurgle of rage erupted from histhroat. With his palm stiff as a hatchet, he hacked at the creature's
ankle, knocking itsfoot out from under it and sending it tumbling down on top of him. For amoment he
thought the sheer weight of it would snap hisribs. Hetried to thrust it away, but it twisted around on his
chest until he was looking into its bronzy eyes. 1ts maw opened. It snapped at him. He grabbed &t its hair
and yanked its head back just before the teeth closed on hisface.

Then the blue-furred oni reached out and dapped her companion on the head with the flat of her hand,
sending it tumbling againgt the cave wall.

The crowd of demons hooted and laughed and suddenly exploded in an al-out brawl. Claws raked at
furred flesh and heads cracked againgt walls with enough force to break flakes off the dick rock.
Horrible growlsfilled the narrow passage, in hellish harmony with the scent of blood. And for the
moment, at least, he seemed to have been forgotten.

Hetried to get to hisfeet, driven by some haf-formed notion to flee. But his body was weak. He couldn't
make himsdlf stand upright. He found himself knuckle-walking, one step forward, when suddenly adirty
child loomed in hisvison. He glimpsed pale skin, wild eyes, touded hair. And he redlized with a start that
thiswas no oni child, but something more fragile, more dear to hisfading memories. A being, ashe had
once been... or known.

Driven by avague sense of kinship, hereached out to thelittle one. But in the child's gaze he saw only a
vacant kind of fury. Then thelittle one sorang into the air, planting the ball of itsfoot againgt hischeek ina
blow that snapped his head back and knocked him off his precarious balance. He went down. The child
darted past him. The oni melee ceased.

He twisted around as a concerted how! rose from the pack of demons. "No!" he screamed asthey
sprang after the wild child, and within three bounds a pink-pelted female caught it. She seized it by the
hair and shoulder and bent its head backward, exposing the smooth, hairless, pae skin of the neck. Then



she sank her teeth into itsthroat, ripping half its neck away.
Hecried out in anguish.

The oni ignored him. They mobbed the little body. He could no longer see the corpse. He didn't have to.
The pop and crunch of bonetold him al he needed to know.

Desperately, he pushed himsdlf to hands and knees and began to crawl in the opposite direction. Then he
was on his feet and running. The passage went down, down, twisting and branching but aways down, the
ar growing heavier and hotter with every step. He could hear the oni far behind him now, hooting and
growling, and he knew that at any second their attention would |eave the poor daughtered child and
return to him. He wegpt in shame as he ran. He was running from those who had murdered a child. But he
didn't dow down.

Now the passage widened. It opened into arounded chamber dimly lit by scattered torches. Steam
ameling strongly of sulphur billowed from wals draped in athick growth of black and purple dime.
Embedded in the dime were glassy cdlsthat varied from the size of afist to the size of aman's chest. The
smallest of them were opaque; the largest quite transparent. He paused beside one, staring through the
sheer purple hull of the cdll at the coiled body of an imprisoned child who watched him in return with dull,
frightened eyes. The child was grotesquely obese, so that though she had the height of atoddler, her
swollen proportions made her 1ook like an oversized infant in abedraggled wig. He reached out to touch
the membrane. It felt crigp and fragile beneath hisfingers. He pushed harder, and hisfingers punched
through the membrane. He quickly yanked his hand back, leaving ahole. The child kicked weskly, her
jaw trembling as she snapped at ablack teat insde her cell.

Heturned away, sickened. But amost againgt hiswill his gaze was drawn to another cdll. Thisonewas
smal and opague, and when he touched it, it felt more substantia than the first. He couldn't seeingdeit,
but on its purplish-black surface he could make out the raised silhouette of an infant. When helaid his
palm over its chest, he could fed the rise and fall of tiny breaths.

A wave of dizziness swept over him. He staggered away from the wall, oppressed by the heat and the
stench and the horrible purpose inherent in this nursery. And yet he couldn't bring himself to leave. He
made hisway dowly around the room. There were hundreds of cells attached to the curved walls, and as
he examined them he could see that each one contained a child somewhere in development between a
fetusand atoddler. An entire generation growing in thewalls, the future's treasure, waiting to be
consumed by the demons of the present. Wasthiswhat he'd asked for? Was thiswhat he'd asked for
when held called out to his Familiar to save him? Had she sent him here? He bellowed in anger, a deep,
ugly, animal sound that reverberated in the chamber and set the babies twitching in darm.

With astart, he recalled the demon oni. He listened sharply, but he could pick up no sound from them,
no hoot or howl or growl. He found no reassurance in that. Perhaps they were moving on him in stedlth.
He chewed on hislips, wrestling with a horrible dread for his own life that urged him to run asfast and as
far as he could--and an equal horror at abandoning the helplessinhabitants of this inking nursery. His
fists clenched in rage. He wanted to smash every pod in the room, release each little victim from this
obscene parody of the jungle laws of nature. But his violence would kill them. He knew it. There must be
another way. He needed time, to think and to learn away around the oni masters of this place.

Reluctantly, he cast about for another way out of the chamber, and found asmall passage haf-hidden
behind aspur of rock. He entered it, relieved to leave the steaming, stinking nursery behind.

After afew steps the passage widened into a second chamber. This one seemed minutely cooler than the
firgt, though itswalls dso steamed benegath athick curtain of dark dime. A net made of tiny bones bound



together with what looked like strips of dried flesh hung from the celling to the floor, dividing the chamber
into alarge pen and anarrow passage. He touched the curtain of bones, peering through the small
gpertures a aherd of thin, dirty children, much like the child he'd seen in the upper passage. Their hair
was matted, and their eyes were dull. Some picked obsessvely at the orifices of their naked bodies.
Some fought with their mates, in dow-motion tusses accompanied by little animd growls. One girl was
throwing dirt in her own face, over and over, her red, puffy eyes never blinking. Another scratched
continuoudy at aforearm aready drenched in blood. A boy pounded his toes with aloose rock. His feet
were abloody pulp, but he continued to raise the rock and bring it down hard against his own body. He
made no cry of pain, and hisdull, frozen face never changed expression.

"Trespasser!" The shriek exploded only inchesfrom his ear. He jumped, twisting one hundred eighty
degreesintheair, landing with feet spread, legs crouched. The blue oni glared a him with her bronze
eyes, her black lips sill rouged with blood. " Trespasser! " she screeched again. "Who sent you here?
Who sent you? Y ou're not one of usl”

He backed away from her, past the curtain of bones. "Run away!" she screamed a him. "Run away, you
coward, you wimp, you pansy, you weakling, you sissy, you spineless, marrowless, namby-pamby,
sentimental fool... before | feed you to the pen of ghosts.” She seized the curtain of bonesin onefist and
shook it hard. The clacking, rattling sound sent the children cowering againgt the walls... except the boy
practicing salf-mutilation. He continued at histask, unperturbed.

He stared at her, asinsistent words pushed past the tightnessin histhroat. ™Y ou edt... these children.”

"That'sright. And I'll eat yourstoo, that's shaping herein my bdly. It'sthat or die. Therésno room for al
of us, and | don't plan to get out of the way."

Helooked at the children in the cave. They gazed back at him with angry, resentful eyes. Greedy,
gluttonous, voracious, rapacious thief of time and space. Where's our turn?

"Who sent you here?" the oni hissed, taking one step closer to him. "Do you remember? Y ou do
remember. She's one of us, you know. One of us. She doesn't care about them"--she gestured
contemptuoudly at the children in the pen--"she cares about you. About you...."

She stepped closer 4till, her three-fingered hand suddenly seizing hisarm. The children began to moan
and cry. "The ghogts aren't like us, you know. They're stupid and dull. They haven't even been born.
We're not eating them so much astheir heritage, you see? Our heritage, ‘cause we never gaveit up,
never intend to give it up. She sent you here, didn't she? So it can't be so bad. Or do you redlly want to
die?'

Revulson had been building up in his chest until suddenly it ripped from histhroat in afiery scream. |
won't doit!"

His rage seemed to energize the penned children. They raced about the enclosure, striking the walls,
throwing rocks, rattling the bone curtain, climbing it and howling.

He grabbed at the curtain and pulled on it. The oni saw what he was about and |egped on his back, trying
to wrest his hands away. He pulled harder and felt the curtain begin to give. The shrieks from the children
were shrill and deafening in the chamber. The oni sank her teeth into the back of his neck, her jaws
working furioudy to snap hisspind cord. He screamed and threw himsalf back againgt thewall, ddlighting
inthe crack of her skull againgt therock. Shefdl off him and he lunged at the net, yanking it hard. It was
filled with children now. They covered it from floor to celling and their combined weight helped him bring
it down in agrest clatter of bones and shrill screams of terror.



He jumped back, staring in horror at what held done. The net was filled with children. Crushed children.
Entangled children. Bloodied children. Only one remained free of the trap hed sprung on them. But the

boy with the crushed feet continued to raise hisrock and dam it down on the remains of histoes, taking
no natice of the confusion around him.

The blue oni waslying on the floor and laughing loudly, hysterically. The chamber was suddenly filled with
demon oni, their sweet breath mingling sckeningly with the sulphurous fumes. They mobbed him. He
punched and kicked and bit at random, and they dapped him about, laughing. Then they caught him and
took him down. A great gray mae rested one knee on his head, grinding his cheek into the floor whilethe
others wrapped his body in strips of thin leather, like undertakers preparing a corpse. Hisarms were
lashed to his Sides, hislegs were lashed together, and then they lifted him over their headsin agreat
hooting torch-lit parade of triumph and carried him from the chamber, down anew passage, periodicaly
damming hisbody against the ceiling for the sport of it, and he began to black out, so that the journey
seemed to him to be composed of discreet scenes and aways down, down the passage wound until
findly, feverishly, he was aware they'd reached an end, awall of ice that blocked the passage and
glowed faintly with what seemed to be clean, cold daylight, a hue of awvesome purity after thelurid, fiery
interior of the cave. The oni held him belly-up and swung him back and forth three times, building up
momentum, chanting with the effort, "Diethen! Diethen! Diethen! Now!" And they tiurled him headfirst
at thewadll of ice.

"No!" he cried, a harsh scream suddenly cut off by hisimpact with theice. Pain burst in bright, black
colorsthrough his head as the ice exploded outward and he wasfalling. He screamed in terror, "1 don't
want to die! "

Somewhere, beyond the rush of wind in hisears, he heard the oni hooting in amusement. Then he hit
bottom.

TV COMMERCIAL: XANALEX CONTRACEPTIVE IMPLANTS

[ Sow pan across the Martian landscape encompassing simulation of Martian base] Masculine
Narrator: Three young men and three young women will be chosen for the first Martian
expedition. They will spend nearly five hundred days in a tiny habitat on the surface of Mars,
eating, sleeping, working, and,..

[ Cut to close-up of masculine hand stroking an oil-sheened feminine buttock, black background)]

Narrator: But Marsis no place for an unplanned pregnancy. So mission doctorswill prescribe
Xanalex Contraceptive Implants for all three men on the expedition. Xanalex, the masculine birth
control that absolutely will not detract fromyour virility or sexual prowess. Xanalex, the safe,
simple implant that will quietly protect you for a full five years.

[ Cut to romantic sunset scene involving simulated Martian tornado moving across red desert
landscape, silhouettes of male and female astronauts in the foreground] Narrator: Until you're
ready, let your guardian be Xanalex.
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Katie turned around to look into the cab's backseat, where Nikki and her grandmother Jane Kishida sat.
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A haf-hearted smile played across her lips a the contrast between the anxiety so apparent on Jane's
softly aging face and Nikki's youthful eagerness. Katie's own emotions lingered somewhere in between as
the cab approached the occupied UCLA campus.

Two years on the speaker's circuit, appearing on talk shows, writing articles and editorias, speaking
before Rotarians, Kiwanians, PTA's, and anybody else who would have her, had |ft her feding more
aged than her years deserved. But today would be easy. She'd be speaking before afriendly crowd at a
Mars Now! conference. It was preaching to the converted, but they'd wanted her to come. So she'd
gotten Tom's Mars pin out of the drawer, pinned it to her blouse, and gathered what little enthusiasm she
hed | ft.

In asudden moment of nostalgia, she wondered if Ilenefdt thistired too. Had the senator ever had a
moment of regret over the palitical storm she'd stirred up with her Generationad Challenge? In a sudden,
vicious shift of mood, Katie found herself hoping it was so.

"Shit!"

She spun around as the cabby dammed on the brakes, narrowly avoiding a collision with the vehicle
ahead. "Not again!" He dapped the steering whed, glaring at the traffic. "L ooks like more assholes
blocking theroad.”

Katierosein her sedt, trying to figure out what was holding things up, but she couldn't see past aminivan
two cars ahead. Ddlivery vans and water trucks lined the curb, walling off any view on that Sde. She
checked her watch. They were dready afew minutes|ate. "Faster to walk, | guess. WEl get out here."
She glanced at the meter, then passed some bills to the cabby. "Thanks.”

"Thank you, maam. And welcome to the once-great UCLA. Man, theworld stinks.”

Katie couldn't argue with him. She looked into the backsest. "Take your last breath of semidecent air,”
she advised. Nikki grinned. Jane sghed in resgnation. Then Katie pulled the latch on the cab door and
stepped out into the stinking heat and glare of aLos Angeleslate-summer morning.

The sun'sraysfelt like lasers burning her skin. She quickly dapped a broad-brimmed hat on her head,
but that didn't soothe the fiery white reflected glare from the huge stedl tanks of the water trucks. Brassy
ar filled her lungs, thick with the smoke of illegal hibachis and the perpetudly stde, eye-stinging aura of
the Los Angeles basin. Over the sounds of theidling traffic, she could hear distant voicesraised inan
angry, unintelligible chant.

"Don't you love L.A.?" Nikki muttered. She stood between the water trucks, gazing at the plazaand the
UCLA homeessvillage. Three kids on skateboards zipped past.

Jane stepped onto the curb and opened a colorful parasol over her head. "Los Angeles used to be such a
beautiful city," she muttered. "It'sawful. Just awful. All these people... why did they come here? What do
they want?'

Reluctantly, Katie turned to take in the prospect. Sheld seenit al before on the news, of course, over
and over again throughout the long summer. But thiswas different. Thiswasred life. She could fed the
hard rhythms of rock and reggae and rumble booming from the columns of white tents that had been
erected on the plaza after the lawn had succumbed to water rationing. Graffiti artists had tended to most
of the tentsin styles that ranged from crudely profaneto intensdly artistic. They'd also lent their tdlentsto
the walks and the groups of portable toilets and solar showers that sprouted throughout the village. Even
the water trucks hadn't escaped untouched.



At onetruck, along line of people waited with ration cardsin hand, their expressions bored and
malevolent. An evangelist addressed them, standing precarioudy balanced on the seat of aparked
motorcycle. He reminded them that they were human too, and that God loved them, even if the
government didn't. Katie admired him for the strength he put into his delivery, despite the awful
amosphere that must be working likefirein hislungs.

It had been two years snce Generationd Challenge had made its presence known. Two ugly, devolving,
declining years, marked by economic stagnation and environmenta disaster, and culminating in the
proliferation of refugee camps across the Sunbelt. Katie could fed the frustration and fear in this place,
the nascent violencein the children's spats, in the mothers curses, in the drunken drawls of useless
fathers. There was a contagious anger here that might erupt and tear the city down if only it weren't too
damn hot to even move.

She rubbed at her watering eyes, then looked down, startled by atug on the hem of her blouse.

"Un dolare?" aragged Hispanic child begged. Flieswalked across the lesions on hisface, and hiseyes
had a frightening, feverish glow. Looking at him, Katie was rocked by a sudden certainty that he was not
going to makeit, that they were not going to makeit, dl of them, all of us, facing the steep, dippery
dopeof history'slast years and the chasm beyond. She pulled back, resisting the apocayptic vision that
loomed in this child's eyes. Things did not have to get worse, shetold hersdf. Things did not haveto.
Therewas gill power in the hands of every individual. Nothing iswritten. Nothing &t all.

Nikki dipped the kid adollar from her purse and nudged Katie toward the sdewalk. Nikki was only
fourteen, but sheld aready dispensed with childhood. She had afocus Katie lacked, and self-doubt
wasn't part of her nature. "Come on, Mom. | see Gregory waiting. Let'sgo.”

Katie edged forward, taking each step with greet care, asif the sdewak might melt under her feet at any
moment and wash away. But even then, shetold hersalf, she would keep her balance.

Asthey passed under the shelter of a shade cloth hung over the walk to protect pedestrians from the
merciless sun, the sense of lowering doom receded. But it didn't entirely leave her. Then Gregory was
there, looking remote in dark glasses. He put his hands on her shoulders and they kissed. Father
Gregory, huh? That phase had passed some time ago. It wouldn't be long now until he'd replaced Tom
atogether--a dread thought that left her heart fluttering in fear. "Y ou look pale,”" he said.

She hugged him, trying to hide her shaking hands behind hisback. "Timeisdipping away," she
whispered. "I fed like we're suck on amudflat, thetide isdowly coming in, and nothing's being done.
Look what's going on here." She pulled away from him and swept her hand toward the village.

What would become of it in thefall, when the mgority of students were scheduled to return? Would the
squatters be thrown out? And would they magicaly disappear? Float off into the ether, never to trouble

society again?

Right.

"Generationa Chdlenge caused this" Katie growled. "They'rekilling us. They're smothering the
economy. They're crushing every research effort aimed at--"

"Technofix!" Nikki shouted. " Get the lab boysin here now!"

Katieturned to her inirritation. But as she did her gaze swept past a placid group of men and women, as
quiet and dusty asthe shaded sidewak on which they sat, so that she hadn't noticed them at first, though
they were only an arm’s reach behind Nikki. Most of them were dressed in cheap T-shirts and ragged



shorts. Cigarette smoke twisted lazily above curled fingers. Sunglasses stared at her, white glints of light
giving the blank lenses an artificid hint of persondity.

At the center of the group sat amonstroudly obese man. Unexpectedly, his gaze locked with Katie's. She
found hersdlf looking into smal brown eyesdmost lost in the looming muscles of adark Polynesian face.
And suddenly she had the uncanny feding that he knew exactly who she was--not only her identity, but
her internal substance, her dreams, her desires.

Her gaze flicked nervoudy to takein the rest of him. His head was shaved except for along ponytail that
hung down his back. He wore rubber thongs on feet that were flattened by the weight of his own body,
and his breath wheezed as hislungsforced air through passages compressed by hissize. A sudden sense
of unease swept across her, and she drew back. Touching Nikki's elbow, she nudged her farther up the
sdewak.

But they'd only gone afew stepswhen Nikki pulled up short. "Yikes! Picket dert." Katie looked, to see
ahuge cordon of sign-brandishing protesters blocking the sdewalk ahead, forming a barrier acrossthe
entrance to the conference hall where the Mars Now! meeting wasto be held. They al wore black
T-shirts. Katie didn't need to get close enough to make out theinsgnia It had become al too familiar
over the past year: agraphic of Earth eclipsing Mars-—-aradical's symbol adopted in opposition to the
Mars pin. Their moronic chant rose over the blaring horns and engine noise of the gtalled traffic: "No
government money for Mars; love your Mother firg!"

The palitical landscape was fracturing. Fringe groups had formed that were only vaguely related to
Generaiond Chdlenge.

"Y eah, the Knights are here," Gregory muttered.

Knights of the Oppressed Earth. Back-to-nature freaks. Againgt al technology. Not at all what
Generationa Challenge was about. But |lene used them, and they used her. For now.

Nikki wrinkled her nose. "What geeks."

"But why are they here?" Jane asked in soft indignadon. "The Mars mission has been approved. They
can't change that now."

"That'sright,” Katie said. The misson to Mars had survived on its minuscule budget for dmost four years.
It wasin an advanced stage of development and no piddling protest was going to stop it. "Let's seeif we
can get through.”

They advanced tentatively up the sdewalk. The closer they got, the more impenetrable appeared the line
of protesters. Close-up, it looked more like arally than astrike line. There must have been closeto a
thousand black shirts.

Now Katie could make out individua faces etched in amost identica expressions of mob anger. An
army of video cameras recorded the performing crowd. One brown-haired, black-shirted Knight leaned
into amicrophone, giving an interview.

"How do we get in the building?' Nikki asked. Jane had taken a protective grip on her arm.

"There." Gregory pointed. On the other side of the wide cordon of protesters, severa security officers
were moving away from the conference building, and toward the line. There seemed to be arehearsed
system, because the protesters parted as the security officers gpproached, opening up anarrow channdl.
"Mars Now?' one of the officers shouted at Gregory through a bullhorn. "Come on.”



"Anescort?" Nikki said. "Y ou've gotta be kidding."
Gregory touched Jane's back, urging her forward. "L et's go--before the mood changes.”

The volume of the chanting seemed to rise asthey gpproached. Katie could fed the eyes of theline, like
the perceptual organs of some many-legged creature, apolitical centipede with poison glandsdl along its
body that spilled a message of hate.

She looked from face to face, trying to discern some spark of awareness, some hint of individua thought,
but finding only mouths moving in pointless mechanica performance, obedient tools of aninvisble magter.

Her gaze touched again on the brown-haired woman involved in the interview... and suddenly the Knight
waslooking right at her, asmug grin on her finely sculpted face.

Roxanne.
Katie grabbed Gregory'sarm. "Take Nikki and Janeingde. I'll join you in aminute.”
"Kaie--!"

"Hurry," Katie said, pushing him gently forward. Nikki was dready through the security channd, with
Jane rushing to keep up with her. "Keep an eye on them. I'll beright back.” And she dipped away before
he could object again.

Roxanne wore a hungry half-grin as she watched Katie approach. Her face looked thin and sunburned.
Her eyes seemed to have sunk deeper into their sockets, like windows sagging before the heat of some
inner flame. Her nogtrilsflared every time she breathed. Like ashaman, Katie thought, scenting the future.
She wore the same black T-shirt astherest of the tribe. Apparently the interview had ended.

"Katie. | was garting to worry you wouldn't makeit.”

The tumultuous sound of the chanting Knights bore down upon them, driving Katie close to Roxanne.
She could see the sweat on Roxanne's cheeks like tiny white points of light. "What are you doing here?"

That hungry smile again. "1 heard you were on the sump. So | came to hear you speak. Brought some
friends, too. It'sbeen along time, eh?"

"Y ou supporting the misson to Mars now?"
Roxanne laughed. "Nah, but | hear the partiesare fun.”

Katie backed off astep. Suddenly, she could fed the heat of human breath just behind her; black T-shirts
crowded up on the periphery of her sght. "No parties,” she said. "Just boring techs. Boring talk."

Roxanne looked away, her gaze moving off over the chanting line. "Not today. Y ou don't want to go in
theretoday."

Amid theroar and heat, Katie suddenly felt the world go very ill. "Nikki and Jane are dready insde.”
Beneath her tan, Roxanne's face paed.
Katiefdt arush of dread. "What have you done?' she cried. "What have you done?’

Roxanne didn't answer. Her eyes had afaraway |ook, asif she were listening to something that only she



could hear.

Katie spun around, in a panic to get to the conference hall. But a cadre of Knights had closed in behind
her, the Earth rolling like water acrossthe flame of Mars, again and again and again, in every direction
shelooked. Sheraised her hands and started to shove a path through them. With the swiftness of an
indrawn breath they closed on her, chanting, screaming, filling the air with heat while stripping it of
oxygen; dick, stinking bodies crushing her, laughing, while their fingers brushed her face, her shoulders,
her breasts.

She had to get to Nikki.

A warning growl ran out of her throat. Shelet fly with her elbows. But hands were on her. She could fed
herself being dragged backward, down. She twisted hard.

And suddenly there was a quiet eddy in the run of Knights. She found herself gasping, staringup a a
huge man in a sweat-soaked gray T-shirt--the same Polynesian who'd occupied the sdewak only afew
minutes before. She felt amoment of raw terror. His shaved head and long, barbaric ponytail gave him a
savage aspect. But the expression in his eyes--she hesitated--as if he were daring her to be afraid of
him, judgments cast down in learned rituds.

She moved back half a step and drew herself up. The Polynesian stood at the apex of aphalanx of
ragged homeless, their armslinked, their mouths silent, their expressions mostly hidden behind sunglasses
or behind cool eyesthat were equaly unreveding.

They pressed forward like an animate spear into the thrashing body of the Knights cordon. Katiefell
back before them, and there was room for her because the Knights were giving way. But only in one
direction. She was being driven that way... whichever direction it was. She'd become so turned around
she couldn't tell if she was moving toward the conference hall or away fromit.

And then astrong, long-fingered hand locked onto her shoulder. She brought herself up aoruptly.
Glancing to the Sde, she saw Roxanne. But the easy confidence Roxanne had displayed aminute before
was gone, replaced by an expression that could have belonged to a cornered back-alley cur.

The Polynesian findly ceased hisforward mation. The lines of homeless behind him dowed, then stopped
inkind. Katie drifted back afew more inches, then strained on her tiptoes to see over the crush. Which
way was the conference hal?

The Knights had quieted, and in the sudden till heat Katie could see the air shimmering over the press of
people. Hibachi smoke dimmed the sun only alittle.

The Polynesian studied the Mars pin on her shirt. "Mars Now!" he said, hisvoice alow rumble. He
looked up. "Why?"

From the corner of her eye, Katie could see Roxanne amile. All around her, people muttered angrily--the
Knights, of course, but the homelesstoo. Mars didn't belong to them. Mars was ahobby, a scam, away
of sheltering money from the swelling populations of the streets. They didn't want to hear about the
promise of Mars. Promise didn't exist here. They didn't buy the challenge. On the streets, challenge was
only adirty set of day-to-day redlities without noble connotation. And the future? That was something
best not considered too often.

"Why Mars?' the Polynesian pressed.

Katie hdf shrugged. "Wewant it." Her words were soft, dmost lost in the mutter, but not said shyly. And



the Polynesian heard her. She could seethat in the hardening of hisdready stony gaze. "We want it!" she
repeated, louder now. Her fist was clenched at her waist, asif she had something there that she would
keep to hersdlf. But she forced her hand open. Shook it gently to relax the muscles. Shook her head. "If
you can't fed Mars, | could never explainit to you. Y ou ether know why... or you don't."

She thought she caught afaint easing of the Polynesian's harsh expression. But her own worry didn't fade.
She stretched up on her tiptoes again, searching over the heads of the crowd, trying to see where she
was, where she had to go to reach the conference hall. Then two Knights close on her right hand shifted
back a step and she saw it--saw the roofline, anyway. It was only twenty yards away, maybe
twenty-five. With asudden movement, she wrenched out of Roxanne's grip. The Knights around her
dtiffened. But they didn't touch her thistime, waiting, perhaps, for the decision of the big man who
watched her now with cold, measuring eyes. They're afraid of him. Shecould fed it in their illness.

"l need help," shetold him softly, surprised at how difficult those words were to utter.
An expression of surprise rushed across hisface. "'l know you. Y ou're the one with the frozen husband.”

Her eyes narrowed combatively. She was only too familiar with the kind of shit that usudly followed
recognition. "We dl make our own choices" He chuckled softly. "Anyway, when the law dlows."

"I'm no friend of Generationd Challenge." Hisface darkened. "Maybe you're not hungry enough.”

She nodded in cold agreement. "Maybe not." A soughing, low-voiced exhdation rolled around her: "
Bitch, bitch, bitch, who does she think she is, anyway? Fucking bitch." But the big man didn't seem
to hear. He shook his head, adight smileon hislips. "Youreared hard-ass" heinformed Katieina
good-natured tone. "Come on. Thisismy neighborhood. I'll get you through.” He took her arm, gently
but firmly. Pressing it benesth his own, he began to advance once again, and Katie could see now that he
was moving toward the conference hdl. The Knights gave way. Shelooked around for Roxanne, but
couldn't find her. Other Knights glared at her, but they moved aside.

A drangefeding came over her then. Despite the mob, the hest, the anxiety, asense of joy touched her.
She could fed adiding eectric potentid in the powerful grip of this strange dly. He seemed to stand at
the point of a human army that somehow extended far beyond the UCLA homeessvillage. She gazed a
him, trying to puzzle out hisidentity, but there was nothing familiar in hisface.

"You'rehere," he announced. He let her arm go. Katie looked around in surprise, to see that the cordon

of Knights was behind her. Ahead, asecurity cadre nervoudy approached from the conference hdl. She
took two mincing steps toward them, then turned back, fishing in her pocket for abusiness card. The big
man had aready turned to go. "Wait!" she cdled after him. "I don't even know your name."

He turned around with awary look. She held out the business card, her hand shaking, suddenly sure he
would shrug and turn away, refuse to take it. And the thought did seem to cross hismind. But then his
hand closed over the card. "It's Ferris Kumunal u.”

She nodded, silently repesting the name over and over to commit it to memory. " Cal me sometime," she
sad. "Maybe we can find some common ground.”

She showed her ID to the security team, and told them about Roxanne's warning. They informed her
everything was under control. They said it without laughing, and then they escorted her into alobby that
was only dightly less chaotic than the Street.

The swdtering atmosphere brought her up short. Either the AC was out, or it smply couldn't keep up



with the mob that crammed the room. This was supposed to be atech conference. But it seemed that half
the people present were black-shirted Knights. Knights of the Oppressed Earth. She felt Roxanne's
influence like a dangerous emationd current seeking a path through the room.

Suddenly Gregory was at her sde. Hed put his sunglassesin his shirt pocket, but his gaze was il dark
and inflexible as he garted in on her. "Where the hell have you been? And what happened to you?' He
brushed at aloose strand of hair that clung to her cheek. "It's dangerous out there--"

"It's no better in here"

"Y eah. The Knights have taken us. Theword is, afew hundred of them signed up and paid the
regigtration fee. | don't like the atmosphere at al.”

Katie nodded agreement. She could fed the tension in the room: anervous, fluttering irritability likethe
sourceless anxiety carefully developed in old cowboy movies just before a dropped pot or a coyote's
howl set the thirsty herd to stampede.

To one side, amiddle-aged man in thick glasses and unfashionable short hair stood on abench and
harangued the crowd, hisvoice like someirritating gnat in the ear. But for now the herd reacted passvely:
ahead shake, atail twitch, an occasiond dirty look.

"Where are Nikki and Jane?"

Gregory nodded toward the far side of the room. "By the auditorium door. Nikki wanted to get agood

"Y ou serious?'

He shrugged.

"Y ou know this conferenceis not happening.”

"Y eah. That's probably why the auditorium doors haven't been opened.”

"I want to get out of here," Katie said. "1 saw Roxanne outside. She gave me abad fedling.”
"She ever give you agood feding?'

"Let'sfind Nikki and Jane."

They worked their way through the milling crowd. Then suddenly Katie stopped, trying to see past the
crowd to the knot that had gathered around the impromptu speaker on the bench. "Isthat Nikki?'

Gregory swung around. "Dammit. | told her to stay put.”
Katie changed directions. The speaker's voice drifted out across the crowd rumble in the lobby:

"Generationa Chdlengeis seeking to makeit effectively illegal for usto terraform Mars--because
without the biologica sciences, talk of terraformingis ludicrous! ™

Almost over Kati€e's head, a black-shirted Knight bellowed, "Tak of terraforming will dways be
ludicrous! When are you nerds going to stop screwing around with nature?’

"Whenwe get it fixed right!" Nikki shouted.



"Love your mother. Love your mother. Love your mother." Suddenly haf the congregation was chanting
the Knights favorite dogan.

But the bespectacled one carried on: "It'simperative that the human race move beyond Earth. Confining
oursalves to one planet leaves us vulnerable to sudden, disastrous extinction--"

"The Western world deservesto be extinct!”
"Let Marslivefred”
"Whoisthat clown?' Gregory muttered. "He's going to provoke these nuts.”

Katieturned around, incredulous. "These nuts are dready provoked! And that clown isthe only one of
al of uswith the gutsto stand up and say publicly what wedl think."

Gregory'sface darkened. He leaned over her, his hand on her shoulder. "Dammit, Katie. Y ou know
we're never going to get anywhere if welook like--" He shot an ugly glance at the bespectacled one.

She knocked his hand away. "Nerds?' she suggested vicioudy. "Eggheads? Elitists?"

"Hey, if the shoefits," Nikki said, sepping up to Katie's sde. Jane followed her, looking asif she might
fant.

"We can't afford to be taken for alunatic fringe,” Gregory said. "Y ou know that. Stop acting likeit's not
important.”

Katiehbit her lip and cursed him slently, cautious Katie, unwilling to risk the words out loud lest they
leave some permanent scar on his affections. Then she cursed hersdlf for her own timidity.

"Comeon," she said, touching Jane on the shoulder. "Let's get out of here before--"

Suddenly, afire darm shrieked overhead. A man screamed something unintelligible. Katie looked up to
see dark threads of smoke trailing from the area of the closed auditorium doors.

She wasted no time on cognitive thought. Moving on ingtinct, she turned around, grabbed Jane and Nikki
by the arms, and started steering them for the door. But everybody el sein the room moved at the same
time in the same direction and in an ingtant the mob had closed around them like avise. Kaiewas
dammed into adress-shirted back. She lost her grip on Jane. Spinning around, shetried to locate her
while keeping agrip on Nikki, but the crowd dynamic moved against her. She caught aglimpse of Jane's
terrified face, now at least three bodies back. Shetried to reach her. But the crowd forced her forward,
toward the door. Why weren't the sprinklers coming on? Then the mob dammed in again. Katie could
hardly bresthe. Shefelt her feet leave the ground as the current lifted her, carrying her toward the door,
and dl thewhile she kept her hand in aniron lock on Nikki'sarm.

And then they were free, spilling outside, sumbling down the steps. Her feet touched earth again. She
gasped for breath, dragging Nikki off to one side as the current fanned out, itsforce rapidly dissipating.
"Get out in the open!" she shouted at Nikki, her lungsfiery with oxygen depletion. "Wait for me there!”

"Where are you going?' Nikki's eyes were wide and moist. Her voice had a high edge of terror that
Katie had never heard before.

"I haveto find your grandmother!”

She shoved Nikki onto the walk and started back up the steps, against the crowd. Faces washed past



her, Earth activists|ooking asterrified as any tech. And then she saw Jane between the columns, alittle
old lady, lost and disoriented. "Jane!" she shouted. "Jane!" Smoke was pouring out of the hdl'smain
doors now and the fire dlarm was screaming so loud Katie could scarcely hear her own voice. " Jane! "

Sowly, Jane turned. Her hand was on her chest. She looked straight through Katie without seeing her
and then she began to fal dowly forward. Katie haf caught her, haf fell with her to the steps below.
Then Gregory wasthere, and Nikki and even Ferris Kumunalu, overseeing eventsin his neighborhood.
But Jane didn't see any of them. Shelay in Kati€'slap, staring up at the shade cloth asif she saw
something there that no one ese could see. And her breath sighed out past her lips as an expression of
wonder stole across her face.

Later:

Near midnight in the hospital parking lot and the doctors weren't promising athing, just " She has agood
chance."

Which was more than they'd alowed for Tom.

Katie thought about this as she sat on the hood of Gregory's car, staring down at the oil-stained asphalt.
Gregory sat next to her, hisarm around her shoulders. "We got her into trestment fagt," he said. "Mogt
heart patients make it when they receive immediate trestment.”

"Uh-huh." But his reassurances chilled her. Even Dr. Hunt wasn't promising anything.

Her coiled fist hammered againgt her thigh. "If only | hadn't taken her to that conference today. My God,
what if something had happened to Nikki too?!

Her brother-in-law Harlow stirred from the shadow cast by aminivan: "Nothing happened to Nikki," he
said. "And you can't seeinto the future any better than the rest of us, Katie Kishida. Y ou had no way of
knowing those terrorists were going to torch the hall.”

Katie closed her eyes and shivered, afear of darkness suddenly rushing in upon her. "That's what scares
me, Harlow. That'swhat really scares me. Our lives are so tenuous. Welike to pretend we're safe and
secure, but we're redly dancing on aknife-edge every day of our lives, and someday each one of usis
bound to dip...."

"Mom's not even signed up with Forward Futures," Harlow interrupted. " She's been thinking about it.
Thinking about it! If she getsout of thisI'm going to seeto it that she thinks about it real hard.”

Gregory squeezed Katie tighter and kissed her on the head. "Jan€elll get out of this."

Katie nodded. She was seeing Jane again, her pale, seamed face crossed with wonder. What had Jane
Seen, so near degth, to inspire that ook of awe?

"Jane...?"

"It was Tom," Jane whispered, days later, as sunlight from the hospital room'’s open window streamed
across her face. "'l saw Tom, but he was alittle boy again. He told me to go back. He told me there was
nothing but afrozen wasteland out there and | should go back whilel till could. | wanted to stay with
him, but he wouldn't et me. He sent me back."

Katie sat by Jan€'s bedside and held her hand. Her skin felt dry and smooth.



"It was only adream, | know. I've dreamed about him before.”

Harlow stood by the window, looking uneasy, his hands stuffed into the pockets of hisjacket. "The
doctors say you're going to make it thistime, Mom. But up to now, nobody lives forever. We want you
to sgn up with Forward Futures. Y ou're the only one in the family who hasn't... except [lene”

Jane gazed & apainting of roses on the other side of the room, afaint smile playing across her lips. "I
miss your father so much,” she said. "Still. After al these years. We had agood marriage, Harlow, and
someday | hopeto join him--"

llMom__ll

"But not yet. I'mold and tired and | hurt. I hurt, Harlow. But I'm not ready to die. I've enjoyed my life.
And there's so much | haven't done. | don't want to be left behind and... and | want to see what happens
to Tom. | want to know if he's going to make it home."

Harlow stepped forward, anticipation bright on hisface. "Then you'l do it?’
"Il doit."
"Despite llene?" Katie asked.

Jane patted her hand. "llene hasn't lived in my house for many years, Katie darling. She's my daughter,
and | love her. But thisis something | have to decide for mysdlf."

"I'm calling Forward Futuresright now," Harlow said. He kissed his mother on the cheek and picked up
the phone.

L.A. FLOW--PERSONALITIES"Back to the Land--L.A. Style"

"Ther€'s no going back."” That's what Ferris Kumunalu teaches at his Primal Society workshops.
"I'ma native Hawaiian," says the former homeless man who now chairs a society that includes
representatives from nearly all American Indian tribes. "I respect the traditions of my ancestors,
their skill at living in harmony with the land. We have much to learn from them. But the world has
changed. None of us has the option of blindly copying our tribal pasts. We must develop new
primal societies, ones that still carry forward the ancient traditions of respect for the earth, that
still teach the ancient vision of humanity as a coequal element of the web of life, rather than as an
outside usurper. But we must devel op these societies within the technosphere of the modern world.

"If we don't discover how to live a sustainable life, our world will surely reject us.”

The Primal Society may be contacted at 1-800-NEW-URTH.

9
Disintegration in the Web of Life

Fony pants were Californias|atest fashion trend. Always baggy, generdly riding low on the hips, and
preferably woven of Memtex, they looked like some civilized descendant of combat fatigues. But it was
fashion dictated by utility rather than whim. The padded thigh pocket was designed to carry aphone
aways at theready. Katie liked to balance the phone with an Office Girl. Sheld chosen white foniesthis
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morning, pulling them on over atank-topped bodysuit, then spraying on sunscreen before topping off the
ensemble with aparasol hat.

She checked her look inamirror onthewall of the ship's cramped cabin, and grinned in satisfaction.
"Gorgeous,”" Gregory muttered, stirring deepily in the bed.

Katie sde-eyed him with ateasng smile, admiring the way hislong dark hair fanned out across the line of
his bare shoulders, the dimple at the smdl of hisback, the tight buns half-concea ed benegath the shest.
She drew adeep breath of satisfaction. Day by day. Sometimes she felt she could live thisway forever,
adrift in time on agentle, sun-dappled current, dazzled by the refractive patterns of the passing moments,
with never aglance wasted forward, or behind. "Want to come up on deck with me?

He groaned, hugging the pillow. "Aren't you alittle early? It's not even light yet." Indeed, it took abit of
imagination to seethe faint frogting of dawn on the circle of darkness visible through the porthole. "I
thought we were supposed to be on vacation.”

Katie shrugged. "Hey, it'smy birthday. Forgive meif I'm alittle excited.”
Hefrowned at her. "Y eah, the big four-oh. So it'sfinaly here. Whoopee."

Her eyebrowsrosein surprise. "Hey, I'm supposed to be the one down in the dumps. GuessI'll haveto
host afunera when you findly makethirty."

"Huh. The numbers don't matter. Y ou're ageless, Katie. Y ou awayswill be."

"S0?1 thought that wasthe plan. Live forever. Ian't that why weve spent the last four years wrestling with
Generationd Chdlenge?'

"Sure." Heturned his head haf away. "But you don't have to be so eager for the timeto go by."

"Oh." She stood in front of the mirror, studying her reflection--the laugh lines around her mouth, the
darting tracks of anger between her eyebrows. So strange, the way the habits of alifetime etched
themsalves on aface. Shetouched alock of her long blond hair. It'd been dmost ayear since shed
ingtructed the hairdresser to start hiding the gray.

Eager for thetimeto go by? Y es, perhaps. Perhaps she was. Generationa Challenge wasfindly on the
run, and the future looked bright--

"Let'sget married,” Gregory sad.
Katiewinced, asif adart had struck her between the shoulder blades. "Wh-what'd you say?'
He sat up then, adark frown on hisface. "Y ou heard me. Let's get married.”

Y eah, sheldd heard him all right. But she couldn't have been more taken aback if held asked her to join
him in asuicide pact and jump off the stern of the ship in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Her heart raced
before the propostion. Why hadn't she seen this coming? She tried to convince hersdf shewas il

adeep and thiswas some sort of nightmare.

Let'sget married?
"Wow," she said throetily. "Where did that come from?"

"Jesus, Katie, do you have to ook so damned shocked? We've known each other six years. Been



together for the last three. Don't tell me you haven't thought about it.”

But she hadn't. Her eyes shifted guiltily. "Guess I've been kind of, living in the present. Weve been so
busy. | just haven't spoent much time thinking about my persond future.

"Maybeit'stimeyou did. | loveyou, Katie."

"l love you too, Gregory. You know | do." That wasthe truth. She could fed it in the fearful, thready
beat of her heart. She didn't want to lose him too. And yet ...

"Y ou want to make it happen again with Tom. | know that. HE's dways stood between us.”
"Maybe not between us, Gregory. But he's out there. We've both based our lives on that belief."

"Sure" Gregory said. "Out there. Somewhere. And you're running across time to him, full speed ahead.
Happy birthday. Y ou're one year closer to thegoa.”

She dipped out as soon as she could. Heart trembling, she practicaly ran up the staircase to the deck, to
stop, hands on the railing, head tilted back, drinking in the cool sea air.

But the air wasfoul. The odor of rot rolled off the bow wave. The ship was plowing through another
agae bloom.

And Gregory wasjealous of adead man.
Tom!

It had been along time since Katie had alowed hersdlf to think about Tom. Truthfully, she was afraid to
draw himinto her active memory. A recollection waslike astonein theriver of time. Buried in the mud at
the bottom of theriver, it was safe from erosion, corrosion, change. But bring it up to the surface of the
riverbed and it would be tumbled in the current, bounced around with athousand other memories until all
itsidiosyncracies were broken off, al itsirregularities smoothed away, its appearance utterly transformed
fromtheorigind.

If she held Tom too often in her memory, she was afraid she would betray hisrough, temperamentd,
dearly red sdf and transform him into some smooth, shiny fantasy knight that she could never love. Tom
wasn't perfect, and that was the memory of him she wished to save.

She remembered Sd Greer and the lecherous bent of histak show: Do you intend to remain loyal to
your husband? Or will you take lovers? Marry again? She groaned. "Oh man, what have | doneto
my life?'

The gtink of the ocean was dizzying, ahate-filled stench from the earth's feverish body. The deck rose
and fell beneath Katie's feet asthe ship plowed itsway through amoderate swell. To the stern, the first
crescent of awhite-hot sun glared from the horizon, extinguishing the faseinnocence of digtant,
pink-tinged clouds and piercing the air with fierce needles of light.

Katie looked to the west to see the Big Idand of Hawaii. The huge convex shapes of the shield
volcanoes Mauna Loaand Mauna K ea rose against an orange sky.

It had been a a weather-monitoring station near the top of Mauna L oathat the rise in amaospheric
carbon dioxide had first been convincingly charted. Now the volcano looked down over the tarmac and
gantries of anewly constructed spaceport. Steam rose ominoudly from the southwest rift. But if the lava



came, it would betoo late to stop thefirst phase of the mission to Mars. That was scheduled to leavein
lessthan an hour. It was her reason for being here. She stood on her toes, clutching therail of the cruise
ship Mardi Gras, and strained to pick out the shape of the unmanned heavy lift vehicle. She could just
barely makeit out. A gleaming white cylinder poised to carry forty tons of automated equipment to Mars
to prepare a base for the astronauts scheduled to follow two years later. She felt touched with a sense of
unredity. All her life, people had talked about going to Mars. And now it was happening. It wasfinaly

happening.

Other passengers were appearing on deck now, but most took one whiff of the algae bloom and retired
to the air-conditioned comfort of the observation lounge. Katie stuck it out in the open while the ship
moved beyond the rot. When Gregory showed up with warm corn bread and coffee afew minutes later,
therewas only afaint, fetid trace remaining, amost lost behind the scent of decking and sun-scorched
vinyl. From the shore, the breeze carried a suggestion of sulfur.

Gregory leaned on therail beside her. He had his sunglasses on. "Thought you might be hungry,” he said.
Hisvoice was distant, mechanical, asif he were speaking a recorded dia ogue left behind by the better
part of himsdlf that had fled this unplessant scene.

Her fists clenched therail. She wanted to bring him back. She didn't want to lose him.

In her mind golden words gushed forth, mocking her asthey strung themselvesinto anet that might catch
adrifting lover:

Help me, Gregory. | want to be done with Tom. | want to be free of him. Help meto let him go....
She could say these words. They were true words.

Probably.

She wasn't sure. How many people are ever realy sure?

A shudder ran through her. The golden voice faded, leaving her with only two words, baldly honest and
cold. "I'm sorry." It sounded so lame. She despised her own twisted soul because she couldn't offer him
morethan this.

His brow arched as he looked down at her. His shoulder shrugged asif it were alittle thing. "Sorry for
what? | aways suspected where | stood with you. So it's done now. It's good to know these things.” He
offered her coffee.

She stared down at the Styrofoam cup, hating him for the bland niceties he would insist upon when by
rights he should be raging at her. But then civility could be an expression of contempt, too, couldnt it? As
if he could expect nothing better of her than this, so why get upset?

Taking the cup, she yanked off thelid, dopping the scalding brew across her hands. " Dammit!”
"Careful," Gregory urged. He offered her anapkin.

Shetook it, and wiped her reddened hand. Maybe she was making too much of it. He was here, wasn't
he? He hadn't given up on her yet.

"Arewe redly fighting?' she muttered. "Y ou know, we haven't even said anything absolute.”
"No," heagreed. "That might berude."



Sheglared a him. "Y ou've got acrue sresk running through you.”
"Kegpsmedive"
"An advantage you hold over other men?"

He gazed across the water, his sunglasses reveding, not masking, the austerity of hissoul. ™Y ou've been
grieving long enough, Katie. Time, | think, to make up your mind."

She bowed her head. He wasright about that, anyway. "I do love you."

"Show me, then. Marry me. Whatever you had with Tom isover and you'll never get it back. Because
you're not the same. Y ou've moved on. Y ou've changed. It's nobody's fault, so stop fedling guilty. You
don't owe him your soul.”

She watched the water speed by, smelled the warm aura of the coffee, unable to compile an answer.
"Marry me," Gregory said again.

That was three times. If she turned him down now, she would lose him, she knew it. He was daring her
to say no, and he was no coward.

Shetook asip of coffee, the steam warm in her nogtrils, the newly risen sun hot againgt her back. "All
right then,” she whispered. Then she said it louder. "All right. Let's get married. Let'sdo it today.” She
looked up at him, trying to gauge how much ceremony he might expect of her. "I'd be honored. | would."

Henodded dowly. "It'sbest." Asif to convince himself.
"l know itis"

A littlesmile moved across hislips. "Today?"

"Yes. Today." She spped her coffee.

How important were vows? Silently, she rehearsed the words that would divorce her from the past:
forsaking all others, till death do we part.

Where was Tom? Already shefelt him dropping behind, like aflower cast upon the water, apassing
memorid to the dead.

Gregory's arm dipped around her shoulder. Sheturned to him. Their lips met. She tasted his passion
through the bitter coffee flavor, the steam-warmed mouth. She closed her eyes and held him close. This
isgood, shetold hersdf. Thisis very good.

"Uh, your phonesringing,” Gregory said.

She garted. Slipping ahand in her pocket, she pulled out the palm-sized phone, folded it open, and held
it to her ear. "Hdlo?"

"Hey! Happy birthday, Mrs. Kishida. | can seeyouon TV."
"Ferris?'
Gregory groaned. He pulled out his Office Girl and switched it on, tuning into the coverage.

"Of courseitsme,” Fearrissad, "stting herein my little gpartment in L.A., tending to my windowsi||



garden, and watching you smooch on nationa TV." A deep belly laugh rumbled up out of the phone.
"They've got acameraon the bridge of the ship and it's feeding aline into nationa launch coverage.”

"You'rekidding." Sheturned around to examine the ship's superstructure, but she couldn't spot the lens.

"My, Katie," Ferriswent on, in the same teasing banter, "you look pretty in the morning light. Or maybe
that'sjust in contrast to that ugly scarecrow you're standing next to." Ferrislaughed again. "How'slife on
the sea been treating you?'

She sghed, hungry for Ferriss optimistic company. California suddenly seemed terribly far away. Except
for Gregory, everybody she loved was back there. Joy, Nikki, Mom, Jane. Tom. "I missjet travel. The
ocean ain't what it used to be."

"Nothing is, baby. That's the curse of the modern world.”
"Huh. You gill onyour diet?'

"One hundred sixty-two pounds off and counting. Some things there's no going back on. Y ou wake up
one day and you step into adifferent world, adifferent life. The door only goes oneway. Y ou opened it
for me, Katie, and | stepped through. I'm a different man now. | il live in the western world, but I'm not
apart of it. | eat the native Hawaiian diet of my ancestors. Poi, sweet potatoes, fruits, and vegetables. A
little chicken and fish. | thrive. Thefat of the western world istempting. So tempting. But unsustainable.
More of us are accepting that every day."

"But not dl of us" Her smile was bittersweet. ™Y our Primal Society till has people like meto ded with.”
"Ah, Katie, you're not as bad as you think."

"Not if you take me done. But there are alot of other people touched with outrageous ambition.” Her
gaze rested on Gregory.

Things were moving. The Japanese had aready come up with a precursor nanomachine that could
assemble a sequence of Smple molecules. It wasn't programmable, but the racy new Southland
supercomputers promised to get past that hurdle soon with their purported talents for molecular design.
The future was bearing down upon the world so fast that sometimes Katie felt asif she couldn't breathe
againg the pressure of acceleration.

Ferrisfdtit too. "It'sawave," heliked to say. "We canrideit, or we can let it pumme us against the reef,
but there's no way we're going to stop it... wouldn't want to if | could. We need to change. And that's
why the dead-in-the-water policies of Generationa Challenge are aweight around our collective neck.”

Now Ferrissvoice rumbled once againin her ear. "I'll let you go, ku'uipo. Y ou and your tall man and
your dreams of power. Wewalk on different roads, but | can still love you. Happy birthday.”

"Bye, Ferris”

She dipped the phone back into her pocket, checked her watch, then looked up at Gregory. "Uh, |
forgot to tell you, but I've got a date.”

Gregory'sfrown wasn't kind. " So get out of it, Katie. | want you with me. Besides, launch isin twenty
minutes." She glanced at the screen of his Office Girl. Launch coverage had gone to adow, sensuous
scan of the engines that would boost the unmanned rocket free of Earth's gravity well. Raw power
wrapped in perfect cylinders. Strafe the atmosphere and be gone. "I'll be back intime.”



Thevirtud redlity chamber was available, naturaly. Everyone on the charter cruise had cometo view the
launch in person, history in the making, and no one wanted to be caught outside the main line of action.
The VR steward sat behind her desk, chewing on awad of gum and watching the coverageon a
large-screen TV. "I need aquickie," Katie said.

The steward looked her over disdainfully, "Y ou familiar?"

"Sure. Don't trouble yourself. | know the routine.” Like most people who could afford it, she spent more
time than was good for her cruising the new artificia redlities.

"Then go ahead. All three rooms are open.”

Katie stopped at the scanner to let the computer download her physical image. Then she went to the
locker and sorted through the gear until she found a set in her size-- footed suit, helmet, gloves. She
carried them to the first chamber.

It wasasmal room, only about eight by eight feet. The walls and floor were padded with gpricot
upholstery and light came from fluorescent pandls overhead. Katie kicked off her shoes and left them at
the door, then stepped into the wired coverdl. It was aloose fit, but it would give the computer a good
gpproximation of her postion.

Outside the room, she could hear aTV commentator discussing the likely scenario for the last few
minutes prelaunch. She picked up the helmet and dipped it over her head. The sound disappeared dong
with the upholstered walls. A dark-haired Asian woman smiled at her from across an ultramodern room
donein tainless stedl and glass. The woman was a computer-generated image, but the eyesthat fixed on
Katie glistened with intelligence, and she seemed more dive, morered than the indifferent seward
outside the door. "How may | help you today?"

"I have an appointment,” Katie said. "It should bein your files. A scheduled connection with Roxanne
Scott, ID number ..."

Theimage nodded. "Y our party isready.”
"Bring me out three minutes prior to the Marslaunch.”

Thewoman nodded again, then vanished, taking the room with her. Another woman appeared in her
place; another room. Katie had to do a quick wipe of expression to hide her immediate repulsion.

The woman she faced was grosdy obese. Sheld lowered hersef into arecliner from which it seemed her
weight would prevent her from ever risng again. She sat in atiny, ugly, roach-infested room, in front of a
window overlooking avast expanse of sky filled with dowly roiling, dirty yellow clouds. Therewasnho
sgn at al of ground below. On an end table beside the recliner a pink-frosted birthday cake burned with
forty candleslaid out in afour-by-ten grid.

Kati€'s gaze returned to the woman. Her hair was slvery blond and very short, combed into ahelmetlike
configuration, not ahair out of place. Her dull blue eyes blinked re-flexively, haf-hidden behind the folds
of fat.

"Roxanne?’ Katie asked, though there was nothing in thiswoman to suggest her former friend... until a
grin dowly spread across the obese woman's face.

"Happy birthday, Katie. It'sbeen along time." Her voice was husky, dmost hoarse. But it was Roxanne.

"Maybe we should have madeit longer," Katie said. "How many hours did you waste composing this



obscenity?'

Roxanne's grin faded. Katie could see her now. She was a ghost haunting the obese body. As Katie
watched, she rose out of the flesh, atranducent figure in loose jeans and afaded cutoff T-shirt. Sheld
been editing her face or else sheld had more plastic surgery, because her nose was subtly different,
flatter, dmost Asian. And her cheeks seemed wider. Katie glanced back at the obese body. The
woman'stiny eyesno longer blinked. Her breast had ceased to rise and fdl with the wheezing of her
bregath.

"The corpulent body of the West,"” Roxanne said, her image asinsubstantia as an early hologram. "Got
theideafrom Ferriss PR. Thought you'd appreciate the humor."

When Katielooked again, the woman in the chair had dissolved to bone and dust.

Katieslip twisted in anger. It didn't bother her when Ferrisran this scene. He was looking for
constructive options. But Roxanne wasjust ftirring the fire. "Look," she snapped. "I've got about five
minutes"

Roxanne regarded her with measuring eyes. "Maybe," she said. "But you never redly know."

Their surroundings had changed. Now they stood under a cloudy sky, on along plain beside the ocean.
For asfar asKatie could see, tumbled, eroded, half-buried blocks of concrete cluttered the flats. Stresks
of rusted iron ran through the sterile ground. Through Roxanne's trand ucent body, she watched waves
rolling against the shore, grind-big adark, coarse gravdl.

"I've given you alot of shit,” Roxanne said. "'l know that. What happened to Tom--it really shook me up.
It made me see how far we've wandered from what'sred.” Katie glanced at her, wondering what
definition redlity carried today. Roxanne didn't seem to notice. "We're gonnarun oursalvesinto the
ground chasing tech,” she said. "And it's such a con. Always promising more and better but never
explaining the price until it'stoo late."

The concrete blocks had dissolved further, settling deeper into the ground. Tall grassfilled the plain. The
ocean was gone, replaced by asea of chaparrd. A fly buzzed beneath a hot bronze sky. Katie tipped her
head back, |etting the sun'simage stroke her face. She could dmost fed the warmth. Someday she
would fed it. VR would be that good. "Have you ever tried looking at the upside, Roxanne? It's not all
bad, you know. Look a me. I'm not complaining.”

"Y eah, but you should be." Perhaps a quarter mile away, a herd of small antelope wandered out from the
brush. An eagle soared overhead. "That's what's so weird. We should al be complaining. Tech has
robbed us. It'sturned usinto uncaring psychotics, but we just tell ourselves that's the way it is.”

Katiefdt her patience snap. "That'salie.

"It'snot. Think about it. How many people have you walked by today without even seeing? How many
people have you seen whose lives or deaths matter to you at al? We're strangersin our own land.” Her
gaze roved out acrossthe grasdand. "'If you met someone out here, you wouldn't ignore them.”

Katie looked down at the carefully detailed ground, wondering why she felt so trapped by Roxanne's
ill-defined fears. She could walk out of the room. Strip off the VR gear and rgoin Gregory. She imagined
the cool, smooth fed of the rocket engines beneath her hand. How far could they go? How fast? Time
seemed to roll away from her like a great dope shrouded in banks of fog that parted now and then to
reved glimpses of future centuries. Ancient forestson Mars. A city surrounding the Sun. Earth giving birth
to independent idands of life, thousands of threads of evolution twining throughout the Sars.



When shelooked up, the chaparral had turned to desert. Banks of skeletal brush were anchored in the
loose sand, their tiny, trembling leaves cagting plaintive shade. Flies buzzed over apile of fresh scat. An
armadillolike cresture hunched in the shade of the bushes, itslong tongue flicking in and out of the
svarming flies.

"It doesn't matter what we believe,” Roxanne said softly. "The earth is bigger and smarter and more
adaptable than any machine we could ever create. It'll outlast us. It'll till be herewhentechisgone... or
when it'smoved on.” She gave Katie an odd look, one eyebrow raised.

The desert became agrasdand again. The grasdand grew into forest, and then into steaming jungle. In
the distance, Katie could hear the crash and roar of some huge dream creature. The life span of the earth
was measured in billions of years, itsface ever changing with the arrangement of continents. She flushed,
suddenly aware of how paltry her own menta vistas became when compared to that.

Roxanne's trand ucent ghost fingers swept across her arm without inspiring any sensation of contact.
"How can | say this, Katie, except straight out? | fed like everything you've donein thelast Sx yearsis
wrong. And it scaresme. | loveyou. | ways have. Weve been friends since we werelittle girls, but |
don't understand where you've gone."

Beneath the jungle floor, Katie suddenly felt the rolling motion of the ship. It was a peculiar sensation, as
if shewere dow-motion surfing agreat wave, carrying her farther and farther away from al that had once
been, and she had no desire to turn back. " There's more ahead of us, than behind,” she said softly.
"Anyway, that'show | need to fed."

Thejungle had lifted into apine strata. The plants here were small, hunched against the oppressive cold.
Katie stared at them, touched by a sudden, vague fear.

"I have AIDS-rdlated complex,” Roxanne said. " Just thought you should know."

Katie swung around, hit by atriplejolt of repulsion, pity, and anger. Shefet the blood hot in her cheeks,
felt the inadequacy of words. "Roxanne! But there's so much they can do for you these days."

Roxanne shrugged. "It's il fatal. Especidly if you'refemde. But hdll, who am | to whine? | haven't
wasted my days. And I'm not afraid to die.”

The plantswere gone. They stood on adope of ice. A thin fog streamed past their ankles, driven by an
arcticwind. "Maybe I'll see Tom before you will, huh? Think you'll be jealous?’

Katie was saved from having to answer by the smulated voice of the computer: "Mrs. Kishida, there are
three minutes remaining before the scheduled launch.”

"Sounds like you've got to go," Roxanne said. Her thin ghost began to waver.
"Roxanne, if therés anything | can do to help you--"

"Oh, thereis. Bdieveit or not, | till fedl closer to you than to anyone else. We're like ssters. And | want
you with mewhen the time comesfor my fina climb.”

The ambient light suddenly dimmed. Katie was | eft ganding in near darkness. She yanked the VR helmet
off her head and dropped it on the padded floor, then ripped open the adhesive strip on the coverall.
Tears streamed down her cheeks. Her throat ached. She pedled off the coverdl, bundled it up, and flung
it into acorner of the room.

"Roxanne, you've dways been so stupid!" she shouted. "And | won't help you die. | won't. | won't doit.”



She swiped at her tears with the back of her hand, stooped to pick up her shoes and hat, and ran from
the chamber, past the critical gaze of the VR steward. From the large-screen TV onthewall she heard a
network announcer mark thetime: "T minus one minute fifty seconds.”

She bounded up the stairsto the deck. A crowd had formed. She spied Gregory standing tall near the
railling and pushed her way through to him. On al sdes, Office Girls with active screens were chanting the
fina sequence before launch. "What's the matter?' Gregory asked, concern flooding hisface.

She shook her head and rubbed at her tears, not trusting herself to speak. Out across the ocean, she
could make out the body of the rocket againgt its gantry. It was ahuge thing, aphallic symbol of power,
and she cherished it. The Office Girlsintoned the fina seconds. There were no ordersto stop the launch
sequence. Everything was go. Excited voices counted down with the network announcer. "Five, four,
three--"

Steam surged up the sides of the rocket. A bright orange flame cut through the roiling white clouds. Then
the rocket body wavered dightly and began to lift clear, standing tall on atail of fire. The roar reached
them across the water asthe engine rose higher and higher into the sky, abrilliant star born in the
morning. Tears Sarted in her eyes again, and sheleaned againgt Gregory, shuddering in ddight a the
roaring walls of sound bounding across the ocean.

Wedged Time-Alternate Landscapes

It was the rending hunger in his belly that woke him. The pain was horrible, asif the acidsin his ssomach
had started consuming hisown entrails. Oh, God, he thought, forgetting for amoment that he'd aready
turned away from God to follow anew deity. My Familiar. But she was gone too. Disappeared, after
he'd stumbled on the den of oni. The redlization ran like abitter toxin through his blood. She'd saved him,
only to abandon him to the oni. Hislips drew back in agrowl of primitive fury, cracking athin skin of ice
that had formed on hisface. "Traitor!" he screamed, and a thousand mocking echoes of hispain
reverberated overhead: traitor, traitor, traitor, traitor... fading dowly. He cowered under the rain of
accusations. Only when silence returned did he open his eyes, blinking away the frost that sought to sedl
him in deep. When helifted his head, thin shards of red-stained ice fell to the ground.

Hefound himsdlf at the bottom of adeep and terribly narrow crevasse, hemmed in by walls of glacid ice
50 close he could have touched them both at onceif hisarmsweren't il lashed to his sides by the oni's
leather thongs. Thelight herewas dim. But it was daylight.

Helaid his head back down on the ground. Then he cautioudy began to flex his aching muscles, testing
the strength of hisbonds. The cold had made the straps stiff and brittle. He strained against them. The
effort sent bolts of pain ricocheting through his bruised muscles, but he persisted. A strap near his elbow
sngpped. Then another, at his hips. And dowly, one by one, each brittle thong broke in the cold. Finaly
he lay sorawled on the frozen ground, dazzled by bits of darknessthat swarmed in hisvision, thetiny
heralds of agreater darkness lurking just out of sight.

It was severa minutes before some semblance of strength returned to him. While he waited, he studied

the ground that supported him. It was solid. He found some satisfaction in that. Deep snow would have
been treacherous, but here there was only athin, windblown layer of powder over adark, uneven floor
of rock. At least, he supposed it was rock.

Odd-looking rock.



Findly, he gathered hiswill and sat up. He was shivering. More from pain than from cold. Or perhaps
from anger. After dl, she was gone. His gaze wandered up the glacier'swalls, trying to find some sign of
the door to the oni'slair. But there was no hint of it.

Weasit an accident that hed ssumbled on that lair of demons? Or had she planned it...? Could she be one
of them? He remembered her fear, and the abrupt way she'd disappeared. Where had she gone? He
wanted her back.

His mind was muzzy and dow. He thought about her in adistiracted, dreamy way, while his gaze played
across the patch of red ice that marked the place he'd fallen. Red-stained ice. How much blood had he
lost? He examined his body. His gray skin was covered with abrasions that seemed to be 0ozing blood
gtill, though nothing looked too serious. How much blood could he afford to lose? Now that he thought
about it, every cdll in hisbody seemed to ache, especidly in hishead. And he was il hungry.

Some part of him tried to provide abit of orientation. You're dying, it said, quite matter-of-factly. This
aarmed him. He didn't want to die. Fear pounded in his earsin the ancient beast reaction. He had to find
food, and soon.

He glanced up at thewalls again, then shook his head. Hed dready refused the oni's food. He wouldn't
change his mind on that. There must be some other food somewhere.

He stood up on wobbly legs, carefully studying the lay of the lumpy ground as he took atentative step. A
pair of eyes stared back a him. He Started, gazing in astonishment at a human face embedded in the
frozen ground. Its glassy eyes were wide with fear, unblinking and coated with rime--the face of a corpse
captured by frost in the moment of final understanding. Now that he looked, he could trace the outline of
the poor fellow's body, the jutting ribs, the thrusting elbow, bronzy skin pulled tight over bone. He looked
at other shapesin the ground and found more faces, more bodies, real human bodies, not like his. The
kind of bodies he remembered from ...

He lunged forward in long, wobbly strides. Dozens of dead eyes stared a him. Corpses everywhere,
filling the bottom of the crevasse. Hundreds of dead, thousands. Old people. Y oung people. Children.
Their bodies piled atop one another, God knows how deep, ad fused together by the ice. The corpses of
those who'd refused the oni's way? Of those who'd refused to do what was necessary to go on? And
he'd thought his defiance had been unique! He laughed bitterly. And then the weight of al those desths
touched him and hefdl to hisknees and began to weep. But his grief didn't last long. Hunger was a baser
inginct. He scratched with hisfingernails at the thin, desiccated flesh of an exposed thigh. It waslike
scratching at granite. He struck at it with hisfist, then yowled in pain. Rolling echoes of hisrage climbed
the crevasse. He threw himsdlf at the corpse, licking the frozen flesh. Histongue came away bleeding. He
legped back, howling, curang himsdlf for an abomination. Theice concurred with that assessment in
violent repercussons.

He grew quiescent, listening to hisvoice tumbling up the glacier'swalls. It would be so easy just tolie
down, to join these individuals who'd gone before, who'd become a part of the frozen, untouchable past.
Perhaps that was why he was here.

But he wanted to live. He still held that desire above his despair. He wanted to live. He wanted to find
her, and live.

He retraced his steps until he stood over the broken leather thongs the oni had used to bind him. He
could suck on those, until they softened enough to chew. But he knew where the leather had come from.
Heturned away.

Either hissight was dimming, or the meager daylight was beginning to fade. He craned his neck, searching



for thetop of the crevasse. A little cry of astonishment stole from histhroat then, and he stumbled
backward. Thewalls! Never had he seen walls so high. He told himsdlf there was no way to gauge
distancein thiswhite hell, and yet... some erudite part of him knew that the glacier'swalsmust risefor a
mile or more, straight up, to frame adiver of sky of degpest blue set with ahandful of white stars blazing
a amagnitude held never witnessed.

His gaze lowered, pressed down by the sudden awareness of his own inconsequential status. A wave of
dizzinessrolled over him and he reached out for support, pressing his palms against opposite walls of ice.

A rhythmic thrumming ran through the glacier. He yanked his hands back in surprise. Cautious now, he
touched thewadlsagain. Thereit was. A faint vibration, likeapulse. A heartbeat hinting that the great
river of icewasin motion. How fast wasit flowing? How long before this narrow crack closed
completely?

He looked up and down the cleft, but he could see no more than afew hundred yardsin either direction
before ajag in the path of the crevasse cut off hisview. He shrugged and started walking downhill,
treading on the bodies of the past. Two steps. Three. Four. Then hisfeet dipped out from under him. He
went down hard, landing on his butt. It wasaminor pain compared to everything else held endured, but it
was too much just the same. Like aflood of oxygen on asmoldering fire, it caused hisrageto flare. He
screamed at the sky, he pounded the ice, he kicked and stomped at the staring eyes embedded in the
ground until they shattered beneath hishedls.

Then acold wraith swept past him, a sentient wind that twisted round and round, seeming to chuckle asit
dipped down the narrow way. The walls overhead moaned, and thin clouds raced past.

The cold. He saw it then as an entity, awitch set to seduce him with an offer of peace, of painless
dissolution in the bowe s of the glacier.

No worries. No right or wrong.

He gazed down at the shattered faces beneath hisfeet. Every one of them had followed the witch. She
caressed hisface with invisble fingers. Her chill breath wafted past the wounds of his breast. He drew
back, shaking interror. "Not me," he whispered. "1 won't go with you."

Thewitch hissed softly in hisears. Her icy fingersreached into his body.

"No!" He spun away and began to run. Stumbling, falling. Praying to his Familiar. Ficking himself up
again, running down, down, down, past one jog and then another as the crevasse zigzagged across the
glacier. Findly he collapsed, exhausted. Helay on hisback and stared up at the diver of sky, blinkingin
disgruntled surprise. The dice of sky was darker, smdler... farther away than it had been before. Hed
been going downhill. But thewdlswererisng.

VIRTUAL ADVERTISEMENT, PAID FOR BY THE COMMITTEE IN SUPPORT OF VENTURE
RAIL:

[Old geezer rockin' on the porch, conversing with young boy.]

GEEZER: Yup. In my day the sky was crisscrossed with airplanes and people could travel
anywherein the world.

BOY: What happened to the airplanes, Grandpa?



GEEZER [Angry scowl]: Well, son, there are some who don't like the idea of the world's people
being free to mingle. They're afraid maybe some new disease might be brought in from Africa. Or
that some goof will come up from Asia with the next kudzu. So they had the government slap huge
insurance premiums on the airline companies. Then they bled them again with taxes to build
NIMBY airports a hundred miles from nowhere. But they couldn't kill the airlines. Nosiree! I'm
talkin' tough companies. In the end, though, all it took to bring the industry down was a cultural
terrorist with a rocket launcher. Three planesin three days. That was enough. People were afraid
to fly, the industry folded, and the world became a smaller, nastier place.

BOY: At least we have Venture Rail, Grandpa. That's how | came to visit you.

GEEZER: We have Venture Rail, now, son. But we'll lose that too if we ever et ourselves be
cowed again.

[Black screen, white graphics)

NARRATOR: To enter your name on a petition in support of the Right to Travel call
1-900-OUR-WRLD.

10:
Our-World

Forsaking all others.... On the surface it seemed acruel oath. Y et it could buy so much. Katie had
gained three years of wedded happinesswith it so far, three years of afine marriage to Gregory Hunt.

Now her daughter Joy had made a marriage of her own.

Closing her eyes, Katie snuggled against Gregory's shoulder. Under the wedding tent the air was hot and
gtill, thick with the scent of meadow grass and pine forest. Joy and her groom had taken their vowsin
midmorning and left by noon, but the guests carried on with the celebration through the hest of the day.
Now five hours old, the party had obtained afine, mellow atmosphere. Raucous conversations had
subsided into quiet didogue. A few people had even fallen adeep on the benches. More had scattered
across the meadow, to nap or picnic in shady patches at the edge of the woods, while some had
wandered back to their rooms at the lodge. Katietilted her head to look up at Gregory. A happy sigh
escaped her lips. Y ou know something?' she muittered, half-adeep in the heat. "There are women out
there, forty-three years old like me, who are having their first babies. And here | am, having just given my
first baby away in marriage." She chuckled in smug satisfaction. "1 expect I'll be agrandmother thistime
next year."

"l expect you will be" Gregory said. "Y ou've got aknack for getting what you want."
"Huh. Let'shopeyou still fed that way next week, after the congressiona hearings.”
"Ah-ah," he said. "No worriestoday. Remember?”

"Right." She kissed him on the cheek. "Y ou've redly been agood boy today. | haven't seen you fighting
with llene even once.”

He shrugged innocently. "Wdll, | promised Joy no politics. Besides, | haven't been able to corner the
good senator yet."
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Joy, being Joy, had invited her auntie the senator to the wedding despite Nikki and Kati€'s objections.
She's il family, and | love her. Right. And on Monday the Senate hearings would begin and Katie
would be testifying before Senator Carson's hostile Committee on Advanced Technologies. Somehow
she doubted the restraint the senator had shown today would carry over to that meeting.

"Hey, Mom." Nikki dropped down on the bench in front of her. "Are we going or what?"

Katie gazed fondly at her second daughter. Nikki was alean nineteen, looking dangerousin her strapless
pink floral gown, as deek and feminine as a pantheress. Sheld taken to wearing her brown hair in a sassy
commando cut that wastotally Nikki. Her brown eyes gazed out a the world with adisturbing intensity.

Katie stretched and groaned, then let Gregory shove her to her feet. "All right, al right. Just hope | don't
fdl adegp ontheway."

They headed for the rest room to change clothes. Off came the lacy finery and on went the climbing
tights. "Ah, that fedsmore naturd,” Nikki said, sghing. Katie grunted. She wasfedling tired and alittle bit
dizzy--the aftereffects of atraumatic experience. She'd actudly cried at the wedding today, as sheld let
go of Joy'shand, set it in the hand of her groom. Where had the years gone? And how had the girls
managed to grow up so fagt?

"Oh, come on, Mom." Nikki interrupted her reverie. "Don't get dl teary-eyed again.”
Katie blinked hard and grinned. " She'stoo young."

"Right." Nikki wasdready in her third year at Stanford, but thank goodness didn't show signs of settling
down anytime soon. "Of course, you were my age when you married Dad. At least Joy had the decency
towait until she wastwenty-one."

"I may have been your age, but I'm sure | was much more mature.”

"Uh-huh, Tel methat when you're done marking time with Gregory."

Katiefrozein the act of arranging her dress on ahanger. "Y ou never missashot, do you?"'
Nikki grinned. "1 like to keep mysdlf centered.”

"Y ou've always had such a cute way with words, Nikki."

"At least | know whereto put my loyalties."

Katiefinished zipping the dress onto the hanger. " Times change and people change. I'm sorry it's been so
hard for you to accept Gregory. But we've been married three years, Nikki. Lighten up.”

Nikki tossed her own dress casualy over her shoulder. "Y ou never did take his name, Mom. Why's
thet?"

Katie shrugged. "What's aname? A name's just an gppliance. Everybody knows me by Kishida. It'd be
too confusing to changeit now."

Nikki chuckled. "Y ou run that same line on Gregory?'

Katieturned haf away, her fingers nervoudy arranging aruffle. "L ook, do you want to climb today?
'Cause I'mredly not into thisfriendly chat.”

"If hetold you it was okay with him, he was lying. He wants to erase Daddy from your life."



Katie yanked the hanger off itshook. "Isthiswhy we don't talk anymore?”
"Hey. You're good at dodge ball."
"That'sit, Nikki. I'm going.”

"No, Mom! Wait." Nikki caught up with her before she was out the door. "I'm sorry, okay? I've got a
big mouth. Gregory's awonderful man. Everything's going to be hunky-dory."

Katie cameto an abrupt stop. Closing her eyes, she bresthed out along sigh, striving for patience.
"Nikki. Gregory is awonderful man. Y ou don't haveto like him. But isit too much to ask that you let me
likehim?'

"Sorry, Mom. But Joy'sthe nice one. I'm the redlist. Enjoy yourself now. Itisn't going to last.”

"Well, if Auntie Ilene has her way at the hearings next week, it'sgoing to haveto last. Because | won't
have achancefor anything else.”

Nikki smiled at that in ady, triumphant way, leading Katie to want to analyze what sheld just said. But
Nikki didn't give her hdf achance. "Comeon,” she said, tugging at Katie's ebow. " Standing around only
makesyou old."

Katie wore a careful smile when they returned to the wedding tent to stash their Stuff. But it wasn't
necessary. Gregory didn't notice them. He was too absorbed in conversation with llene a an otherwise
empty table. Katie frowned when she saw them together, expecting the worst. Though Gregory'sinterest
in cryonics had waned with the passing of time, his views on biotechnology had grown moreradical. Any
regulation felt like too much to him. He wanted to get to Mars and he didn't want to wait alifetime. Well,
at least Joy wouldn't be hereto seeit if thingsgot ugly.

Shelooked around for Roxanne, but apparently the summer heat had driven her back to the
ar-conditioned lodge. Roxanne had suffered full-blown AIDS since last winter complicated by about
with pneumonia. The forest service had given her adisability retirement and now she sat at home most
days, in the company of her dogsand her nurse, cruising through the virtua redlity of the hour.

Katie met her in the VR sometimes. Katie wasn't a perma-suit like Roxanne, but she liked going unde.
Liked it too much, maybe. She knew she spent way too many hours under the spell. But that wasthe
nature of the VR: potent, personal. A deep current that flowed through your blood and pulled you under,
playing with your mind until you didn't want to surface anymoreinto Cold Redlity.

Katie smiled as her mother took her gloved hand. "Y ou look so tired, hon. Are you sureyou're up to a
dimb?'

"It'snothing much, Mom. Just alittle rock hop. Twenty minutesto thetop.”
"Best way in the world to work off tension, Grandma," Nikki chimed in. "When areyou going to try it?'
Bdlle knew when to concede thefidld. " Just be careful

They agreed to that. Picking up thetrail, they followed it across the meadow and into the pineforest. The
treeswerelooking alittle sallow and sickly, with great masses of needles gone from the upper branches.
Katie scowled at the damage. Blameit on the ozone, she thought. On acid rain, on global warming, on
atmospheric pollution, then forget about it. That seemed to be the generd attitude. If it costs money to fix,
forget it. Close your eyes. Don't hike in the forests, don't swim in the oceans and you won't see the web



of life unraveling. Stay in the shade and pretend that everything will beal right.

She caught sight of Ferris. He was holding court on a picnic blanket under the shade of thefirst trees,
mesmerizing some of Joy'simpressionable friends with his degp-throated voice. His eyestwinkled asthey
passed, but he said nothing.

Thewalk got Katie's blood going, and she felt better by the time they reached the base of the rock some
ten minuteslater. She gazed up fondly at the escarpment. She'd climbed here before. There were two
routes up, but since they didn't have ropes today, the sheer climb from the streambed was out. It would
be afree climb, up the north dope of the exposed granite, on adope set back thirty degreesfrom the
vertical, except for asheer stretch at the top. Katie took a pull from her water bottle while she examined
the dope. Two narrow cracks ran down its face, each supporting afew stunted pines. Therewas aledge
at about thirty feet and another, narrower shelf at about forty. It looked easy. She stashed the water
bottle and turned to Nikki. "Age before beauty ?'

Nikki bowed formaly and flourished her hand. "Please.”

It was agood, short climb. When they reached the top, they were able to look out acrossthe forest to
the meadow where the wedding party continued. Katie took off her heimet and lay down in the brilliant
sun, listening to the sound of the stream far bel ow and the buzz of anearby fly. She could remember the
day when every stream in these mountains had supported a population of frogs or sdlamanders. But now
amphibianswere asrare as gold. Hell, even the flies seemed to be declining in number, and that was

damn scary.

"You'regoing to fry out therein the sun," an unexpected voice said.

Katie's eyesflew open. Shelooked up toward the forested dope above the exposed granite to see
Roxanne sitting in the shade not ten feet away, her back pressed againgt the trunk of afallen pine. Her
skin had darkened over the past couple of years and she'd dyed her hair black. With the earlier surgery
on her nose and cheekbones, she looked more Amerindian than Caucasian now. Her eyeswereinvisible
behind dark glasses, but her face glistened with an unhedlthy perspiration and she sat very ill, her
musclesflaccid, asif sheld used up the last of her energy on the rock.

"How did you get up here?" Katie asked in astonishment. She pushed herself up to asitting position.
Nikki was staring at Roxanne asif she were aghost.

"I flew," Roxanne said. "On thewings of an eagle.” Shelaughed softly, self-deprecatingly. "It may have
been amistake. But | wanted to try it onelast time.”

Katie moved hersdlf into apatch of shade. She took out her water bottle and drank, feding acynica
kind of amusement. Roxanne had been trying to get her to go climbing for over ayear now, but Katie
had consstently refused, remembering their conversation in the VR and afraid of what Roxanne might do.
And now here they were, together, at the top of acliff. But Roxanne seemed calm.

Nikki settled down, watching Roxanne warily. Roxanne scowled at her inirritation. "What's the matter?
Afrad 'l bite?'

"It wouldn't bethefirst time" Nikki said.
"Ooh. Guessyou'e not asforgiving as your mama.”
"Guessnot."

Katie wasn't up for asquabble. She bluntly inserted hersdf into the conversation, diverting it. "How are



you planning to get down from here, Roxanne?'

Roxanne tipped her head back against the log. "Now that's a pointed question.” She chuckled to hersdif.
Her skin seemed sdlow beneath the dark pigments, and her perspiration had begun to bead on her
temples. Shewasfeverish, Katieredized. The single buzzing fly seemed drawn to the scent of her swest.

"I've been thinking of going to Africa," Roxanne muttered. ™Y ou know, over amillion more people have
died of AIDSthereinthelast couple of years. So many are gone, the agriculturd system isfdling apart,
and the governments have daughtered most of the wildlife on the game preservesto feed the people. I've
been thinking of going there, but they don't need one more mouth to feed.”

Katie stood and clambered over to Roxanne. She placed her hand on Roxanne's forehead. The gesture
seemed to sartle her. Her eyesflew open, and she flinched.

"My God," Katiesaid. "You're burning up." Sheretrieved her water bottle. "Drink." Roxanne reluctantly
accepted the bottle. She took atentative swig. "Roxanne, how the hell did you expect to get down from
here?' Katie asked again.

"I'm going to fly," Roxanne muttered. The hand that held the water bottle hardly seemed capable of
gripping it. It shook with adow palsy. "I'm going to fly on the wings of agolden eagle. | can becomethe
eagle. With my spirit-guardian I've flown al over the earth and through the canyons of Mars and even
through the empty darkness between worlds. I'll fly."

Katiefelt acold prickle of fear on her spine. "That'sin the VR, Roxanne. Where you can do anything.
But were up here on thisrock for redl.”

Roxanne looked at her through half-closed eyes, asif she were floating on the edge of deep. "Isthat
right, Katie? Are you sure?'

Nikki made a sharp sound of disgust. "She's over the edge,” she said, rummaging around in her pack.
She pulled out aphone. "I'm caling the rangers.”

Roxanne sat up abruptly, her eyes unnaturaly bright. "Don't bother,” she said. "Y our dad's dready
coming for me. Tom'scoming.”" She stood up shakily, staring wide-eyed at the glare of the sky. "There.
Look there." She pointed up.

Katiedidn't want to look. She wasworking on abad case of thewillies. But dmost againgt her will, her
gaze shifted upward. She caught her breath in shock when she sighted a pair of golden eagles soaring in
lazy arcs acrossthe valey. She stood, transfixed by the rare sight, taken by a sense of expectation,
suddenly open to the notion that in the complexity of the world, anything at al could happen.

"Mom, stop her!™ Nikki barked.

Katie's heart legped. Her gaze snapped back to earth. Roxanne had wandered over to the cliff above the
streambed. She teetered on the edge. Every muscle in her body seemed to be trembling and swesat
dripped off her fingertips. Still, she hummed softly to hersdf, dmost chanting under her breath a
glossoldiaderived from some cheery old pop tune.

Katie scurried after her. But she dipped on some eroded bits of rock and went down on one knee.
Overhead, an eagle screeched and Roxanne went very Hill. "He's calling me," she said. Sheraised her
armsto the sky. Then shelaunched hersdlf into the abyss.

At the same moment, Katie lunged forward. She caught a scrap of Roxanne's shirt. Her nails sank into
Roxanne's bony arm. Shetried to put on the brakes, but she felt herself being dragged forward. Her



chest dammed into the rock. She skidded, trying to dig her ebowsin while fill holding tight to Roxanne.
Then, abruptly, shejerked to astop, her chin just over the edge of the abyss. Nikki had grabbed her belt
and was kneeling on her back, swearing ablue streak.

Katie found hersdf staring down at the rocky streambed far below. Roxanne dangled in her hands. My
God, she didn't weigh anything at al. Katie's fingers completely encircled her upper arm. For one
moment, everything was sill. Then Roxanne seemed to wake up.

Her chin snapped back. Her eyes were wild with fright. "Don't let go, Katie!" she screamed. "Don't let
go. | don't want to die. | don't want to." She began to claw at the cliff face, thrashing about so that
Katie's grip began to dip, and her tenuous hold on the thick granite was thrown into question.

Then Nikki spokein anugly growl. "If you fed yourself diding, Mom, drop her."
"No, don't!" Roxanne begged piteoudly. "Please, please, please--- "

"Help me move back,” Katie hissed. Nikki hauled on her shoulders, helping her to edge back from the
cliff, and amoment later, Nikki was able to reach down and grab Roxanne's other arm. They pulled her
back up onto the rock. She collgpsed against the hot granite, shivering, refusing to open her eyesor
move or respond to any of their questions. So Katie picked her up and carried her back to the shade,
and sat with her, cradling her, until the rangers came.

It was late afternoon when Katie stood in the parking lot at the end of thetrall, watching the paramedics
load Roxanne onto the ambulance. Her fever had pushed her into addlirium, leaving her muttering in
some virtua redlity that existed independent of any machine.

Asthe ambulance pulled away, Katie turned, intending to head back up to the meadow to see that the
rented tent was dismantled and the grounds cleaned according to the contract. But Senator Carson stood
in her way. Katie stopped short, staring at llene, redly seeing her for thefirgt timein years. Good God,
how she'd aged! She looked like her mother, Jane. Nedt, gray-streaked hair, wizened face. Katieran a
quick calculation and redlized that |lene was Sixty-four. That would put Tom in hismid-fifties. Could they
dl redly bethisold?

After amoment, she remembered hersdf and looked away. But llene wasn't willing to leaveit at that.
"I'm sorry about your friend,” she said.

Katie drew back stiffly, unready for smple condolences. "That's just Roxanne, you know? She's got her
own vision of theworld--she'sjust not quite surewhat it is.”

"Modern paganism.” llene sniffed.
Katie shrugged. She had alot to do before thetrain to D.C. tonight.
"Things are going to get rough over the next few years, Katie. On agloba scale, | mean.”

"Hell, that's dready started.” She was taken by a sudden draught of bitterness. "That's why we need
nanotech now. Biotech. We need to get moving, llene, or weredl going to rot.”

Ilene snorted. "More of the sameis not going to save us. We need to put on the brakes, on aglobal
scale. We need to get control. We're on arunaway train, Katie, headed into a concrete wall. And you
want to stoke the boiler.” She shook her head. "Why didn't you let your friend die?’

Katie's mouth fell open in astonishment. llenejust looked at her with aclear, steedy gaze. " She's going to
dieanyway. You've just condemned her to afew more months of pain and fear. Because you're afrad to



die"
Katiebristled. "Get off it, llene! Roxanne was ddlirious. She didn't know which way was up.”

"Keep on believing that. But just be sure you vist her regularly so you can seewhat being diveredly
meansto her." And llene adjusted her purse on her shoulder and headed off for the parking lot, fishing in
her pocket for the car keys.

It was nearly eleven o'clock that night when Katie found herself on the curb at the train station, a suitcase
at her feet while she kissed and hugged Nikki good-bye. She'd been dozing in the car. Now she swayed
on her feet, seeing the world with that sense of false clarity that comes from an advanced state of
exhaustion. Gregory took her hand. She reached for her suitcase, but Ferris caught it up first, winking at
her. They waved to Nikki as she drove off, then they walked together to the counter to check in. They
were al three scheduled to tegtify at the Senate hearing on Monday. They stood in line behind aman who
seemed vagudly familiar to Kétie, and after aminute she recognized him as one of Senator Carson's
aides. Of course llene would be on the same train, sheredized. There weren't many transportation
optionsin thisday and age and Ilene, too, had to bein D.C. on Monday.

The ade checked in afew bags and confirmed a handful of tickets. Katie watched him as he waked
away from the counter. A moment later, 1lene swept through the terminal, surrounded by abevy of
bodyguards, afew members of the presstrailing behind. Katie watched them go through the metal
detector and the explosives sensor. Then Farriswas at her side, his deep voice rumbling in her ear.

"Y ou're heading for her country now. Shelll be at the top of the food chain, like ashark in her territory.
Keep that in mind and your senseswill stay sharp.”

Katielooked a himin disbdlief, sure that she must be dreaming. Then Gregory dipped hisarm around
her shoulders. "Come on. WEl be ableto deep on thetrain.”

But they didn't deep, not at once, anyway. Ferris had brought athermos of herba tea, and they sat in his
cabin for afew minutes, drinking that and watching the night flash past outside the window. Katie turned
to Gregory. "What were you talking to llene about?" she asked, suddenly remembering the unsettling
sight of the two of them deep in conversation under the wedding tent.

Gregory smiled sadly. "Philosophy. It didn't go anywhere.”

"You wait until after the hearings," Ferris said. "When the vote's taken, somebody's going to lose--and
not gracefully, I'll bet. After the vote, thingswill Start to happen.”

Katie thought about that. Acts of domestic terrorism had been on the rise for years—-mosily fanatics
pushing the agenda of Generationa Chdlenge. The planned third stage of the Mars mission had been put
on indefinite hold. In afew weeks, when the Mars explorers had finished their five-hundred-day stay on
the red planet, they'd abandon their base and go home with no successorsin sight. The Chinese till had
their space gtation, but by dl reportsit wasin terrible shape, and caught in arapidly degrading orbit. Ina
few more yearsit could become yet another atmospheric hazard as parts rained down around the globe.

"If things go badly tomorrow,” Katie said, checking her watch to be sure that it was already Sunday,
"were going to have to make plansto rel ocate the vault.”

"Don't betoo hasty," Ferrissaid. "Political boundaries are changing and the federa government doesn't
have the power it used to have. Y oull be safein Cdiforniafor awhile.”

But Katie was feding surly. "We need to be safe and free. We're not any closer now to restoring our



suspens on patients than we were on the day Tom died.”

"Surewe are," Gregory said. "Weve learned alot about politics and kissing ass. Isn't that thefirst step
forward?'

Katieignored him. "We need to be an independent nation.”

"We'reworking on that," Ferrissaid. Kati€'s chin came up; shelooked at him in wide-eyed surprise.
"Oh, not for the state of Cdlifornia," Ferris amended, dismissing the ideawith awave of hishand. "Were
trying to develop an independent prima nation, acultural network, if you will, of prima philosophy
woven through the greater structure of the megaculture.”

"What?' Katie croaked in total confusion.

Ferrislaughed. "Sorry, | must be drunk.” But Ferris never drank. "Think about it, Katie. With eectronic
communication and virtua redlity, politica borders don't mean much anymore. Why can't anation exist as
adiscontinuous network of people who share a definition of the world?"

"Because they Hill have to breathe the same air astheir neighbors," Gregory said, hisvoice harsh with a
cynicism that was becoming a pernicious habit. " The other guy will sill be there, looking over your
shoulder to gauge the quality of your moras and your techniques of child rearing, while he spewshis
pollutionin your face

"That'swhy I'm for nanotech,” Ferris said softly. "It'sthe only thing that'll move the old industria world
out, beforeit corruptsdl primal visons of the earth.”

Later, intheir own cabin, Katielay in the bunk with Gregory, enjoying the taste of hislips and the gentle
thrust of histonguein her mouth, while the easy sway of the train rocked her anxietiesaway. "Man, |
want totrip,” she muttered againgt Gregory'slips.

He pulled back dightly. "Y ou're getting addicted to the VR. Y ou ought to lay off it for awhile.”

She thought maybe he was right. She nuzzled her lips againgt his neck, his ear. She didn't want to wind up
like Roxanne, unableto tell the difference between the VR and Cold Redlity.

But when her eyes closed, she went back to Mars. That was her favorite reality. Walking down the great
cleft of Mariner Vdley, the sky so far away, thewalls so high, athin, witchy wind moaning through the
rocks. An eagle screamed overhead. She turned to look at it, Startled. Where had it come from? The
atmosphere was too thin, too cold to support life. But thereit was. A golden eagle againgt the sky. She
watched it soar for hours before she sighted its nest--a carefully constructed ring of stones high up on the
canyon wall. She thought to climb up there and her arms were strong. She mounted thewall like a
carnivorous lizard, emotionless, careful. Thefloor of the canyon dropped below her as sheinched up the
wall. Theair was cold. The rock was hot. The height was dizzying. The eagle soared overhead, watching
her with vindictive eyes as she neared its nest. She actualy had one hand on the intricate Sonework when
it stooped and dived. It screeched asit camein and plucked her from the wall, tossing her with its sharp
taonsinto thear. And then shewasfdling.

Theair raced past her earswith gale force. The eagle dived beside her, its cold eyes on alevel with hers,
looking on her with areptilian maevolence, asif it remembered aday sheéd disrupted its plans. But now
it had plans anew.

They hit the canyon floor. But instead of the blinding implosion of consciousness Katie had expected,
they passed through. Vision Ieft her, but Katie could fed her consciousness expanding, inflating along



infinitely complex fracta boundaries, asif her mind had flowed into a hidden country underlying the
universe, arealm that was not accessible to experiment, that would not concede to the poor standard of
repeatability, that was too vast to be understood yet could only be perceived in aglance, because the
detail wasin congtant flux and could never be pinned down. Shefelt her careful/cautious/fal se/phony
worldview explode like glass before a storm, trailing out into reaches of endless diversity asthe world
reworked itsalf on ahighway twisting through the realm of time,

VIRTUAL REALITY REPORT
Your up-to-the-minute digest of open-access VR brings you:
"Fast Times in the Gene Pool "

Article: Something's happening in the Gene Pool tonight! Pool Lifeguards report that activity in
the consensus reality has increased almost a thousand times over usual levels with nearly two
million people participating. Code is coming in from subscribers faster than the system can
handle, all of it aimed at answering tonight's world-building challenge: Wherewill we beten years
from now if Generationd Challenge succeeds on the Hill?

(To qualify as a participant in Gene Pool you must have passed G.P. training level three within
the past twenty-four hours.)

11
Successon the Hill

Seated in the committee room on Monday morning, Katie felt dightly hungover, though she'd had no
acohol sincethe single glass of champagne raised to toast Joy's marriage. She found herself haunted by a
sense of confusion that mixed badly with her fear.

Something had changed over the weekend. Something in the cumulative sentiment of the country. Sheld
fdtit last night at the train station and again thismorning, during breskfast in the hotel restaurant. And
here. Seated before the Senate Committee on Advanced Technologies, sweltering under floodlights that
strengthened her image only sothe TV cameras could suck it away, listening with half an ear to Ferriss
testimony. Even here there was a difference. Where before there had been despair, acynica kind of

hel plessness, alet's-take-what-we-can-now-because-tomorrow-well-die attitude, today there was an
undercurrent of righteous anger. It was asif people had suddenly sensed away out, and just as suddenly
redized that their appointed leaders were unwilling to take them down that path. Simply put, the country
had woken up.

"What you're seeking to do," Ferris explained to the senators who were seated on the panel, elevated
above the crowd, "isto preserve the status quo, the society of western materiaism that has brought our
Mother Earth to the brink of disaster.”

"We ask you: why? Why now? Why this sudden interest in preservation when we al know that history
moves in a continuous cycle of change? Over the past five hundred years, the primal peoples of thisland
experienced asocid upheava akin to what the megaculture is now facing. Our lands have been seized
and destroyed. Our Earth isdying. Y our Earth. The cycle of life threatensto cometo ahdt, and the
response of this government is an attempt to ban the only technologies that offer us a reasonable chance
of reversing the environmenta debacle. Thelegidation proposed by Senator Carson is nothing more than
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ashortsghted attempt to preserve away of life that has aready proven itsdf incompatible with nature. |
say: Let the megaculture evolve. Let us move forward and hedl the Earth. Let us make room in our hearts
for adiversity of cultures, so that none of us are forced to walk upon a path to the future that is not of our
own choodng.”

Virtud reality had opened up horizonsfor alot of people. Maybe that explained the shift in sympathies
that Katie sensed. Through the VR, more and more people were exploring new cultures, new ways of
life. Perhaps they'd seen enough to make them resent people like Senator Carson, who wanted to lock
them into tired old patterns.

Sheleaned back in her chair, looking up at Gregory. He sensed the change too. She could fed the
differencein him. He wasfearless. Clear-eyed and determined, like the old Gregory who'd rescued Tom
that first awful night. | loved him then, Katie redlized. And | love him now. She listened proudly when it
was histurn to spesk:

".... If Senator Carson's bill becomes law, wewill find ourselves the subjects of agovernment ready to
tell ushow long we may live, while denying us the meansto save oursalves...."

Wasit till possible to save anything? In her worst moments, Katie had to wonder. The nuclear-plant
disaster in Bulgaria had ruined crops across Europe and much of Asa Martial law had taken over the
continent and people were learning to grow food indoors. Grain reservesin the United States were
dipping precarioudy low as food was shipped abroad. And there hadn't been agood harvest in years.
Drought, pollution, globa warming, and the vanishing ozone layer had made farming adeep gamble,
Plankton populationsin the ocean were declining amost asfast asthe atmosphere. Most fisheries around
the world had gone out of business, and baeen whales were expected to become extinct over the next
two years--not from hunting, but from starvation.

Finally, it was Katie's turn to speak. She swept her hands across her notes, smoothing the unwrinkled
papers. Shetold hersdf thiswas not the last chance. Y et it felt that way. Looking up at the pand of
senators, she met Ilene's gaze, and spoke:

"My mother-in-law, Jane Kishida, died thisyear." Ilene shifted in her seet, her eyes narrowed in anger.
Katielooked away, her gaze taking in the hard faces of the other senators now. "When Janesfailing
health brought her to the point where modern medicine could no longer help her, she choseto have
hersdf cryonicaly suspended. She made this choice over the adamant objections of her own daughter,
Senator Carson. Senator Carson has failed to convince her own family of the rightness of her views, yet
she gtill seeks to convince the country. Senator Carson wants to deny me and every one of you theright
to seek cryonic suspension, theright to seek medical treatment to prevent the disease of old age, the right
to correct genetic deficiencies each of us was born with. Senator Carson wants to decide for every one
of usthe path of our lives and the purpose of our deaths.”

She gazed up at the committee of senators. They returned her attention with expressionsthat ranged from
bored to impatient to contemptuous, and she knew shed failed to reach them. Again. Her last chance
was dipping away. Desperately, she cast about for anew approach, anew tack... then suddenly she
remembered afew offhand words uttered in a parking lot on Joy's wedding day.

Her heart steadied. Her gaze swept over the panel once again before she spoke. "I had achanceto talk
privately with Senator Carson not two days ago." She swallowed againgt adry throat. " The senator
described to me her vision of society. We'reon atrain, she said. A runaway train sieaming furioudy
toward a collison with a concrete wall and al she wanted to do was put on the brakes before it was too
late. | say it'saready too late. | say if wewant to survive, forget about the brakes and stoke the boilers.
Let's get up enough speed now so that no lousy wall of concrete can dictate our doom. Enough speed to



thrust thistrain right through the wall. We dl know that a straw, driven by atornado, can pierce afence
post. We have to ride that tornado. We haveto ride that train. We have to find out if thereslife on the
other sde of that wall, becauseif we give up now, we're going to crash. Only audacity and nerve can
save us now."

She could say this because she'd been there. Sheld fallen toward solid rock. And she'd broken through.

She smoothed her unwrinkled papers with one hand, wishing this day were over.

llene's gavel banged down, adjourning the session.

"I don't think it's happening,” Gregory said with adight, gpologetic smile. He didn't sound angry or
cynicd or frustrated--just resigned. "The trouble is, too many people want the government to make
decisonsfor them.”

Katietook hishand and squeezed it. "Y ou'retired,” she said. "I think we did pretty good.” Shefelt his
presence like afloat that buoyed her up in the currents of time. "Come on. Let'sgo.”

They left Ferrisin heavy debate with acontingent of Sioux and made their way outside, moving dowly
with the shoulder-to-shoulder crowd. 1t was midafternoon in the month of June, but the sky was dark
with storm clouds. There was a scent of rain on the air and arumble of thunder in the distance. "What the
hell isgoing on out here?' Gregory asked.

Katie raised hersdf on tiptoes, trying to see over the heads of the crowd what had upset him. But
Gregory didn't give her haf achance. He grabbed her hand and dragged her forward, cutting in and out
of the throng until suddenly they were in the clear, looking down over the Capitol stepsat agrim
assembly that flowed around the reflecting pool tofill the mal beyond. Thousands of people, their
mingled voices murmuring in acalm undercurrent of human sound that was dmost like sllence. They
gazed stonily at the Capitol building. The bannersthey held made a pattern like wind on sand: Say No to
Generational Challenge; The Carsonites Will Strangle Us, and morein that vein. With agtart, Katie
realized whose side they were on.

"They're herefor us," she muttered. She looked up at Gregory. He grinned down at her, hisdark eyes
flashing with certainty.

"We're going to makeit," he said. "The tide hasturned." He raised his hand and Katie'sinto the air, and
the crowd responded with adow, rolling rumble, like the sound of thunder sweeping in from the horizon,
gradudly building in volume until the boulevard seemed to sheke with their voices.

Katie was grinning, almost dancing with glee. The senators couldn't fail to be moved by ademonstration
of thissze.

"Mrs. Kishidal" Katie turned to look over her shoulder. "Mrs. Kishidal" areporter shouted over the
declining grow! of the assembly. Kétie recognized her from one of the nationa networks. "Mrs. Kishida,
would you bewilling to do an on-camerainterview?'

Katie glanced at Gregory. He smiled at her. She looked back at the reporter and nodded. "Sure. 1'd be
gladto." Shefdt thewall of supportersbehind her likeawall of stedl. Sheld given so many interviews
over the past nine years, answered the same questions over and over again. But thistimeit would be
different. She straightened her shoulders and faced the camera. Gregory let her hand didefree. He
backed off a step. The reporter touched her earpiece, then the red light on the camera Sarted flashing.
"Hello, Steve," the reporter said to the camera. "'I'm here outside the Capitol building with Katharine



Kishida Katie," she said, turning dightly to make eye contact. "We admired the spirit of your testimony.
How do you think it went insgde there?'

"It'sdways hard to gauge what a politician isthinking," Katie began. "But | fed this demonstration behind
us shows that the American people are convinced that Generational Chalengeisno solution.” She could
fed the energy of the crowd feeding into her as she spoke. It seemed to lift her, leaving her floating a
micrometer above the stairs as her heart pounded in giddy triumph.

The reporter said, "Y ou've worked long and hard against your sister-in-law, Senator Carson. Do you
anticipate the battle to continue, even after the vote istaken?”

"| expect aserious ethical issue like thiswill be argued as long as people are people.”
"Stll, it would seem the day has gone your way."

"l hopeso."

"Y ou must be looking forward to a celebration with your husband.”

Katielaughed. "Oh, that's still sometime away. It'll be many, many years before the technology is
developed that will restore Tom. But I'm looking forward to it. Yes, of coursel am.”

The reporter appeared suddenly flustered. A nervous smile flitted across her lips, and then she turned
hagtily back to the camera. "Thisis Anne Banks, on the Capitol steps.”

The camerawent off. The reporter looked back at Katie, her jaw clenched and an embarrassed look on
her face. She leaned over and whispered conspiratoridly, " Sorry about that. | should have been more
clear. | meant a celebration with your present husband.” She hunched her shouldersin a shamefaced
acknowledgment of socia blundering.

Katie whirled around. Gregory was standing afew feet away. In his dark, deep-set eyes she saw the
revelation of her own treachery, recognized her own betrayd. He took a step back.

"Gregory!"

She sarted after him, struggling to contain the hot spot of panic that welled up in her belly. Her husband.
Of course the reporter had meant Gregory. Anybody could see that. Anybody. "Gregory--" She reached
for him.

"No." He held up ahand to stop her. "No. Don't say it. Don't gpologize. Don't explain. We've been
through dl that before.”

llBut__ll

"Thisisyour day, Katie" Shefet hisfury liketiny shards of glass under her skin. ™Y ou've won thewar.
Y ou're going to get Tom back. Y ou don't need me to hedge your options anymore. Y ou've won."

"Gregory, it'snot likethat!" she pleaded. The expression in his eyes sopped her short. She found hersdlf
backing away in sudden fear.

"I believed inyou," he growled. "'l believed in you for three years. Y ou really had me fooled.” Heturned
abruptly and moved off down the stairs, forcing hisway through the masses of people.

Katie watched him go, feeling logt, asif she'd been dropped into a deep ocean athousand miles from any
shore. Oh, Tom.



Startled, she caught herself. Tom.

Her figts clenched. It was dways Tom. Everything was for Tom. Sheld squandered her lifefor Tom. And
he'd left her done. He'd abandoned her.

She saw hersdlf getting older and older and older, always waiting, waiting for something that could never
exist again. It wasimpossible to re-cregte the past. Tom might live. But his resuscitation would not
reanimate their marriage. Their marriage was over. She knew it was over.

Sowhy didn't it feel over?

Tom. When are you coming home?

Wedged Time-Alternate Landscapes

It was an act of ultimate audacity. He knew it a the time, but he did it anyway, trying not to think about
it. Without looking up again at the dizzying height of the crevasse, he examined thewdl in front of him,
then reached up, exploring a poss ble handhold with his padded fingers. Then he found atiny knob on
which to place hisfoot. There was no handy spot for his other foot, so he reached across the crevasse. It
was S0 narrow he could climb it like achimney if he had to. He found a place for hisfoot on the opposite
wall and suddenly he stood knee-high above the bottom.

He examined the walls just above him. There was aledge about fifteen feet up, about two hand spans at
the widest point. He climbed to it. Hislimbs trembled with fatigue by thetime hereached it and he
collapsad on the narrow ledge, his chest heaving and his blood pounding in hisears. Helay there until the
chill began to penetrate him. Then he forced himsdf to Sit up. He examined the wall just bove him. There
was aV-shaped crack some twenty feet overhead. Hisfingers cramped at every hold, but he climbed to
it anyway, wedged an arm and a shoulder into it, braced hisfeet on bumpsin theice and sagged down,
drinking in great gulps of air to easethefirein hislungs.

He examined the walsjust above him. The musclesin his shouldersfelt bruised and torn. Hisfeet
throbbed. Hisbelly groaned. He climbed.

Time passed. Hetried not to think, tried to empty hismind, move dl his strength, al hiswill into the act of
climbing. Then hefound himsalf on his back, on aledge, one hand stretched across the crevasse to touch
the other wall so hewouldn't rall off. Night had fallen. The witch wind moaned, sweeping soft flakes of
snow across hisface, across the face of the stars. He told himself to get up, but his muscles were too
fatigued to respond, so after awhile he stopped trying and lay till, listening to the song of the witch and
cherishing the warm touch of each faling flake of snow.

A thought began to niggle a hismemory. A dight impression like afootprint |eft behind by aforgotten
idea. The snow. It touched hisface like warm kisses, like soft fingersin the night. It brushed past hisears
with the warm breath of alover. He flopped over on hisbelly; raised his head to listen. But he heard only
the soft moaning of the witch wind. " Are you there?' he whispered, hardly daring to hope.

Thewitch fell silent. The wind stopped. The snow continued to fall, heavier now. It lodged on his
eyelashes and covered hishands. Helifted hisface to the faling snow, let it dide like kisses across his
lips, swest, sugary wafers that melted on histongue. And suddenly his Familiar was with him. Her spirit
ran through his body, warming him from theingde out, filling some of the empty spaces. He scooped up
ahandful of snow and shoved it into his mouth. He thought he would die then, the heat and light was so
intense, o ecdtatically intense that he moaned aloud. And swallowed.



His stomach cramped. He Started to retch. But she soothed him, stroked him, bresthed strength into his
cdlsand nourished him. She taught him his body. Showed him itsworkingsin dl the minutest details.
Showed him how to heal hiswounds and clean out the toxins of fatigue, how to dream himsalf back to
life

He awoke to daylight. The clouds had passed and the witch wind was once again nosing about the cleft,
sweeping the ledges and knobs clean of last night's snowfall. But he found ahandful of dry snow that the
witch had missed, and he sucked on that, drawing strength from it. He was il tired and sore, but the
horrible weakness of last night had |eft him. He clambered to hisfeet, sood on the ledge, and peed a
steaming golden stream of urine into the abyss. Looking down, he judged that he'd climbed perhaps a
thousand feet. Looking up, he guessed that he had three or four timesthat to go. The sheer physical scade
of this place awed him. He knew that its existence should have been an impossibility, and yet hereit was.
Here he was. He reached out across the crevasse for ahandhold, and began to climb.

Time passed. Night or day didn't seem to matter to him. He noticed their passage in avague way, his
mind fixed on himsdf and hisbody and her ghostly presencein the occasiond fdl of snow. Every few
hours he would deep and dream his body, wandering through his cdlls like aking wandering the halls of
his paace, learning every room, every system, adjusting the detailsto suit himself and moving on,
awakening, to climb again.

His body temperature wasfaling. Every time he ate the snow his body grew colder, adapting, and he
began to wonder if the ice would take him even if he succeeded in climbing out. He wondered if he could
climb out, or if he'd run out of breathable atmosphere before he reached the top.

At times he heard sounds from below: the obscene hooting of the oni and the terrified screams of some
poor soul being cast out to the witch wind. At such moments he would hug thewall of the crevasse and
shiver, not moving until the voices had faded into despair or distance. And then hewould climb faster.

At times he heard sounds from above: the voice of the glacier asit flowed, moaning in deep earth tones
or barking in sharp, deafening cracks asif agiant were cleaving at it with amassive ax. And hour by
hour, day by day, the crevasse narrowed and his climb became arace to escape the cleft before it closed
around him.

He awoke one day to athunderous crack directly overhead. He ducked as a shower of brokenice
bombarded his head and shoulders. When it was over, he looked up to see agreat chunk of ice wedged
in the crevasse above him like asmall moon dropped from the sky. It blocked his ascent. But it hadn't
killed him.

It hadn't killed him. Thisfact struck him as oddly funny. Hewas till dive. The glacier had struck at him
with ahugeicy figt, with enough force to take out ahundred such as he, but it had missed. He chuckled
at the patent incompetence of nature. He laughed outright, his voice echoing through the open-ended
chamber of ice. "You missed me!" he screamed. "Y ou missed me, whore mother witch!™

Nothing answered him.

He chuckled again, feding the presence of his Familiar ingde him, warming hisblood, hisheart. "I'm
coming,” hegrowled. "I'm coming."

It was nothing but afew hoursto climb out from under the entombing ice and by dusk heéd reached the
rim of the crevasse. He stood on the surface of the glacier.

Behind him, the spine of the mountains was obscured by a ceiling of thick clouds. Before him, a snowy
dope quickly descended into fog. His Familiar blew afew soft snow kisses past hisface, urging him



downd ope, into the gloom of coming night.

Hefollowed her. He was not afraid.

LA. FLOW--E-MAIL TO THE EDITOR "Objection to the Primal Nation"

S0 now there's a sovereign political entity called the Primal Nation, with an ill-defined territory
spreading ever wider through the once-proud body of the United States of America. And everyone
from the president to the city council is praising the legislation that at once diminishes our
country, our solidarity, and our responsibility for one another. The cultural terrorists who've
waged war against our free society for years must be delighted to see that we've begun to do their
work for them--carving up this nation until it's reduced to impotent fragments. But then maybe
that's the explanation. The corporate powers want to see to it that a great nation like the United
Sates will never rise up to trouble the world again with its egalitarian heresies.

12:
Troubled World

Tonight the farmhouse seemed too big, too quiet, too empty. Katie sat donein her study, trying to
concentrate on the progpectus of anew biotech company while the clock dowly ticked off the last
seconds before midnight. Findly she gave up.

Laying the brochure down, she stood and began wandering dowly around the room, taken by arestless,
impatient feding at odds with the sedate shelves of booksthét filled two walls of the room from floor to
celling. She paused before the gdlery of pictures that hung near the door. There was Joy, as beautiful as
ever, cradling her two sons, Tom, five, and Curran, three and a haf. She'd brought the boys over today,
and they'd filled the house with such an abundance of energy that now the rooms and hallways seemed
old and abandoned by contrast.

Nikki's picture was next, an intimate close-up taken just before shed moved to the East Coast with her
newly awarded doctorate in nanotechnology. And her father's photo beside that. Grandpa Tom, asthe
boys cdled him.

Katie chuckled, trying to imagine how Tom would react to that moniker.
Fifteen years.
Fifteen years.

So much time had gone by that she could hardly remember who Tom was anymore. Cold fear crept
through her heart. She shuddered, forcing hersdf to skip over thisthought, not wanting to face those
anxietiestonight.

Her gaze wandered, to a picture of Mom with her dogs, taken only afew months back. Belle seemed to
be getting alittle smdler every year, her slver hair alittle thinner. But a seventy-one she was dlill strong
and dert.

And other pictures, memory aidsto help her recall her life. Jane, taken just before her fina heart attack.
Dad, holding Joy as ababy. He hadn't even lived long enough to see Nikki. Tom's brother, Harlow, with
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hiswife and kids. Ferris, looking dightly awed as he accepted the presidency of the new sovereignty of
the Primal Nation. Others. grandparents, friends, cousins.

And Gregory. She gazed a the moody portrait sheld taken on their cruise to Hawaii, a photograph of
him leaning on the ship'srail, his gaze fixed on her, on the camera, atouch of anger in his degp-set eyes.
It captured perfectly his dissatisfaction with their love and maybe that's why sheld choseniit.

She hadn't seen Gregory in six years.

For three days after the congressional hearings shed sat in their hotel room, waiting for him to come
back, to at least pick up his stuff. Finally Ferris had come by with the news that Gregory was on aship
bound for Europe. So sheld gone home, and after afew months with no word from him, she'd extracted
his possessions from the working body of her house and she'd sent them off to him at an addressin
Germany that she'd picked up on the net.

She waited for divorce papers, but they never came. After awhile, shelet it go.

Andfindly, nearly ayear and ahaf after hed walked out, he called. Early one morning, sounding drunk
and overly happy. Hetold her that things were going well for him. He'd hooked up with some
claymasterstrading in primitive molecular technologies. A lot was happening in thefield. A lot of froth,
like the foaming potentid that gave birth to the universe.

Hetaked about his circle, though he never mentioned any names. It was arough climate. There were
hundreds of labs and every one wanted to befirst with anew product. There were just as many terrorist
groups that saw molecular technology as athreat to the very life of the earth, and they werejust as
determined to put an end to it. The competition and conflict had rapidly evolved into a sporadic guerilla
war that chewed invisibly through the body of Europe. People got hurt. Gregory's skills as an emergency
physician had been employed more than once by hiscircle, and he could conduct asuspension, if it came
to that. Hisfriends valued his expertise.

Katie listened, while recent news footage examining the residue of bomb blastsin Munich, glorying in the
latest weapons seizure in Prague, replayed in her mind. "Come home," she pleaded. He laughed, and told
her that such a place had not been invented yet.

Nearly ayear later she heard from him again. The circle had been attacked. Eighteen months of work up
inflames. Hed had to do three suspensions, al very bad.

"Come home before you're killed," she begged.

"You'relivinginthe pagt, Katie. Thewar'sin Cdiforniatoo, eveniif it hasn't heated up yet. It's
everywhere. Everyone wants to make the rules. Everyone has God on their sde. So be careful. Always.
Bevery, very careful.”

After that he seemed to forget about her, though she picked his name up on the net afew times. Hewas
arrested at least twice for trafficking in unapproved life-extension therapies. Both times charges were
dropped. And once, sheturned onthe TV to see live coverage of agun battlein theindudtrial digtrict of
Bonn. Figures wearing gas masks and Kevlar huddled on rooftops, exchanging firewith warriorsin the
Street in some Orwellian parody of the Wild, Wild West.

Gregory was there. He stripped off hismask and glared at her out of the television screen. "We haveto
fight!" he shouted at the reporter. "Weve been attacked. Our freedom is threatened by terrorigts. Of
course well defend oursalves™ The picture skewed as the cameraman ducked to avoid an incoming hail
of tracer rounds. By the time the reporter recovered her wits, Gregory was gone.



Katie had her [awyer draw up divorce papers then. But she never filed them, fearing in some unadmitted
part of her mind how he might react.

Alonein the night, she touched his picture. She didn't miss him anymore, not after Sx years. But she il
remembered their time together fondly, like half-forgotten scenes from an old movie not available on the
net.

She turned back to her desk, intending to Straighten up afew things before going to bed, when the phone
beeped, cutting through the silence like an darm. Her heart leaped. She glanced at the clock. Midnight.
The phone begped again and she picked it up--"Hello?'--haf expecting to hear Gregory on the other
end.

"Kaie"

It wasn't Gregory. Katiefelt her mouth go suddenly dry. Thevoicein her ear seemed to reach her not
from the telephone, but from acrosstime, out of the past, out of the grave. "Roxanne. | wasn't even sure
if--"

She stopped hersdlf intime.
"If | wasdtill dive?

Katie swallowed hard, trying to stifle her shock. "I'd heard... 1'd heard you'd had pneumoniaagain. And
the doctors didn't think---well, they said you didn't want to see me," shefinished lamely.

"I didn't," Roxanne agreed. She sounded strong, confident. The old Roxanne. "'l was angry at you for
saving my life, and ashamed of mysdlf for being glad you did it. But that'sal over now. Y ou helped me
live long enough to get the treetment. I'm not cured. I'm not as strong as | used to be. But I'm stable.”

Katiewas nodding in relief, though thiswas just an audio cdl. "I'm glad,” she said. And she meant it.

She glanced up a amoation in the doorway. Belle looked into the room, her worried eyes questioning.
It'sall rigfit, Katie mouthed. Belle nodded and withdrew and Katie returned her attention to the phone.
"So what have you been doing with yoursdlf, Roxanne? Y ou didn't go back with the forest service?'

"No. I'minto other things these days."

Therewas an awkward silence. Then: "What things?' Katie ventured, her pulse rate picking up again as
some feral sense tirred in her bresst.

"Ahyes. You know, | heard something the other day. Just gossip, you understand. Overheard. There are
alot of Knightswherel live.

Knights.

Knights of the Oppressed Earth. Katie shivered. Generationd Chdlenge had died on Capitol Hill six
years ago, but that hadn't killed the dissension. Like maggots feeding off the body of afallen giant,
terrorist groups had tunneled among the political ruins. And as Gregory had predicted, they'd imported
the cultural war from Europe to the Americas, where it had become a staple domestic dramaon the
evening news.

At least [lenewas out of it. Sheld resigned her Senate seat after the Carsonites in the House were swept
out of power. The new Congress had imposed term limitations on itself, and promptly passed a package
of billsknown affectionately asthe privacy laws, which mandated the government to stay out of the



persond livesof itscitizens.

And in some ways the practice of cryonics had grown easer. Individuals were allowed to definein their
living willswhat they personally percelved as a state of death, so potentid cryonics patients had to be
regarded by the medica establishment as il dive, even if they qudified for thelegd definition of desth.
Medical examiners could no longer autopsy such patients, even when the deeth occurred under
suspicious circumstances. In the state of Cdlifornia, new statutes had been passed recognizing and
regulating the cryonicsindustry. Popular interest in thefield was at an al-time high.

But Forward Futures was barely holding on because they couldn't find the staff to work in the climate of
fear generated by terrorist groups like Knights of the Oppressed Earth. Katie pulled shiftsthere every
third week, volunteering to tend the cryogenic storage vessals. The company had astanding policy to
revise the security system every three months and nobody was dlowed in the facility without athorough

body search.

Ilene had disavowed any connection with her former followers, retreating to the southern refugee camps
to do charity work. But groups like the Knights didn't need her anymore. They were adept at waging a
war againg society al on their own, and police organizations seemed helpless to stop them. The privacy
laws, which had been enacted to protect individual s from excess government interference, had hobbled
their efforts at eradication.

Knights of the Oppressed Earth. Katie breathed softly into the phone. Roxanne had quit the
Knights--she'd said so hersdlf--after thefireat UCLA.

"Areyou there, Ketie?'
n I Im I,Helll

"I hear things, you understand? People talk. | hear theres anew offensve being planned, with highly
visbletargetsin Cdifornia. I'm going to fax you adiagram | picked up off the net. Just thought you ought
to know about it. Besides, you saved my life. | oweyou one.”

The phone clicked. Katie dowly lowered it to the desk, Staring in macabre fascination at the fax machine
across the room as it began to print. She walked over to the machine and examined the output. It was an
architectural diagram of the Forward Futuresfacility, al their supposedly-secret security systems clearly
specified. She swore softly under her breath.

"What isit, Katie?'

Belle had reappeared at the door. Katie held up the diagram for her to see. "The Knights have targeted
the vault at Forward Futures, Mom. They know more about our security arrangements than we do. How
the hell can we guarantee they won't get insde?’

They would flee the country. After long hours of wrangling, that was the decison the board cameto in
response to Katie's news. As aboard member, sheld voted aong with the maority athough the choice
trouble her. Logicaly, it seemed the best thing to do: Let the suspension patients disappear. Find them a
sanctuary and keep them out of sght until they could be brought out of stasis. But emotionaly?
Emotiondly it fdt wrong. Perhapsit was just something Gregory had said, echoing down to her from that
long-ago day when shed first heard of Generationa Challenge. I, for one, have no intention of being
run out of my own country. Big words. But held run away years ago, ahungry expatriate playing urban
war gamesin Europe. What happened at Forward Futures was no longer his concern.



Shewandered out into the facility's garage, hugging herself againgt the night'swintry cold, wishing the
Globa Cooling Plan had not worked quite so well. Outside the open garage door, an icy rain pounded
the pavement. Katie peered through the deluge at the elghteen-whedler that had laborioudy backed up
the driveway. The semi was open. A dull light shonefrom insde. Dr. Mordesleaned out of thetrailer.
"Okay, wereready for the next one," he shouted over the rain. One of the guys shouted back, and a
vertical cryogenic storage cylinder was laborioudy rolled over to the truck's hydraulic lift. Maryann was
standing in the garage, keeping thetally. Katie leaned over her shoulder, studying the screen of the Office
Girl curioudy.

"Y ou're supposed to be deeping,” Maryann reminded her without bothering to look up.
"Right. Onanight likethis?'

Katie had volunteered to go with the firgt truck. There'd been quite afew volunteers, but only three who
weren't either old and decrepit, or the parents of young children. Her brother-in-law, Harlow, was going
with her. His kids were grown, he had experience with big rigs, and he and Katie would have more
people on thistruck than anybody else, so it seemed right. The third pick was amiddle-aged gentleman
named Stan, who'd supplied the semi from his own trucking company. Katie had met him only this
morning. Hed shown himsdlf to be aloud, friendly character, mocking his own balding head and huge,
dightly overweight frame. Besides the truck, there would be two chase cars driven by some of the
younger members. They would take one third of the suspension patients. The next truck would follow in
four days.

"I hatethis," Maryann said, looking up from her tally. Her narrow face creased in afrown. "It fedslike
weregiving up.”

"Y ou know it's not like that."
"I know. But that'stheway it feds."

They rolled out onto the freeway just before ten that night, Stan driving, Katie squeezed between him and
Harlow. Although the rain had dackened, traffic was till fairly heavy. They moved at about forty-five
miles an hour, heading west on the Ventura Freeway. Stan tangled them up with some other truck traffic,
then ingtructed the dashboard computer to change the truck's paint scheme and graphicsto phase B and
optiona license deven. "A lot of nervous biotech companiesredly love thisfeature," helaughed. After
another mile, he took the off-ramp to I-5, leaving the chase cars behind. A few milesfarther on and he
doubled back, heading east on the San Bernardino and changing the color scheme to phase C.

By midnight they'd made Riverside. In another hour they'd be down in the desert at PAm Springs.
"Somebody better hop in the back and take anap,” Stan said. "I can only drive thisthing until morning.”

"Youtakeit, Harlow," Katie said. After only afew hours of practice, she didn't want to be the one stuck
with navigeting the rig through Phoenix.

So Harlow dept, while the radio played soothing classica music. Katie fished for some boxes of juice
they'd stashed under the seat. She popped the straws in and handed one to Stan. ™Y ou got anybody on
board?' she asked, just to befriendly.

"My daughter. She had leukemia. Nineyearsold.”

Katiefelt acold swesat break out on her forehead. She wished sheld kept her mouth shut. "Oh, God. I'm
sorry."



"Shell pull out of it."

Katie nodded, watching the lane markers shoot under the truck.

"You'reafamous case" Stan said. "Y ou expect you'll get back with your husband?'

"I don't know," she answered honestly. "I don't even think about it anymore. It was al so long ago.”

He glanced a her, apuzzled frown on hisface. "That sounds kind of cold. But hereyou are, il
supporting the company.”

She amiled sheepishly. "Y eah, that'sright. And | can still fed him out there, sometimes. | want to seehim
again. | have to seehim again. I'veinvested too much in himto just let him go. If it ends after that... well,
at least it'll be our decision and not some bloody accident of nature.”

It was till dark night when they pulled off the interstate at arest stop outside of Blythe. Katie went to the
ladies room. When she came back, Stan was using a headphone and wand to sweep the body of the
truck for eectronic devices. She stood on the sidewak, watching him. A van pulled in, radio blaring. A
tired-looking young woman climbed out and headed for the restroom while ababy cried in the back of
the van. Traffic on theinterstate was light. Three trucks were parked in the lot, their engines silent, their
cabsdark. "We're clean,” Stan said, finishing hisinspection. "Let me rest my bladder, and then we can be
on our way. Want to take aturn at the whed ?*

Katie chuckled. "Sure you trust me?' He'd given her three hours of lessons yesterday morning and she
hadn't had awink of deep since then.

"Why not? The road's straight and empty and you won't have to back up. Do you think I'd offer my rig to
awoman if thedriving conditionsweren't ided ?

"Hal" Katie launched aplayful kick at hisknee, which he dodged adroitly.
"Keep an eye on the parking lot," he advised as he sarted off on the concrete path.

Something about the way he said it set Katie's nerves on edge. She wanted to ask him if he suspected
something, but he was dready hafway to the loo and she wasn't going to shout. She shoved her handsin
her jacket pockets, hunching her shoulders against the desert cold. The butt of the pistol in her pocket
was warm with her body hest.

The moon had set, and the winter sky glowed with stars. She could name very few of them. Nikki had
once pointed out Siriusto her. With ahint of amusement in her voice, Nikki had explained that Sirius A,
the larger member of the binary, was one of the few nearby stars massive enough to go supernova. When
that happened, life on Earth would be sterilized by the ensuing radiation. Katie had asked how long they
had, but Nikki had only shrugged.

Another van pulled into the rest stop. It parked in agtall. The engine went quiet and the lights went out,
but nobody emerged. Katie began to bresthe faster. She dipped around to the other side of the truck
and opened the door. Stan had rigged the cab lights so they wouldn't come on when the door was open.
She clambered into the dark interior and flicked on the night-vison camerafixed under the rear bumper
of the truck. She spun it until it focused on the van. Through the windshield, she could just barely make
out theimage of an old, white-haired man, his head tilted back and his mouth open as he snored behind
the driver'swhed.

The truck's passenger door popped open and she jumped, her right hand diving into her pocket to grasp
the pigtol. "Just me," Stan said, climbing up. "What's the matter? Y ou look like you've seen aghost.”



"Jud getting jumpy.”

"Highty femae, huh? Maybe | better not let you havetherig after dl.” He stuck histonguein his cheek
and she laughed, abeit nervoudy.

"Let'sdo Phoenix, huh?'

"Right on."

By the time they reached El Paso, Katie was fegling old and grimy and foul, but she knew how to back
up the truck. They stopped at aMcDonald's for some soy burgers and coffee and afull eectronic
sweep, then they headed across the border, with the truck back inits phase A color scheme.

The Pan American Highway went by in ablur of daysthat seemed to go on forever, followed by nights
that lasted twice aslong. They went through Chihuahua, Durango, Mexico City, Oaxaca, and a hundred
other places that vanished from Katie's memory as soon asthey fell behind. The trip became ahash of
sore butts and short tempers. Her body longed to stand up and just walk for amile, but there was no
timefor that. Kegp moving. They sill couldn't be sure they weren't being followed.

In Guatema athey stopped to have the truck serviced.

Harlow and Stan kept watch over the rig while Katie checked into a nearby hotel and showered. By the
time they took up the road again, they'd dl had a chance to clean up, and abit of their earlier confidence
had returned. They listened to the news, but they heard nothing of the Knights, or anew offensive being
waged in southern California. "Do you think Roxanne was lying?' Harlow asked one evening.

Katie shrugged. "Who knows? But she had our security plans. That tells me they would have hit us
sooner or later."

Early the next evening, they crossed the Panama Cand and by the time full darkness had fallen, they were
skirting Lake Bayano, heading toward the newly completed section of the highway that had diced
through Darien National Park. Therewas an air of excitement in the cab, a sense of anticipation asthey
drew near South America. Their options had narrowed along with the northern continent, but as soon as
they crossed into Colombiathey could lose themsalvesin the prima vastness of the southern lands.

Katie stayed up long enough to watch the moonrise, then she crawled over the seat back and into the
bunk. "Wake me up when we reach the border," she said, and promptly fell adeep.

Shedreamed of Tom, or at least that vision sheld come to associate with Tom: ice and bitter cold and a
sense of helplessness. She hadn't visited that place in years, and she cried out in her deep, waking
herself. She glanced into the cab. Harlow was driving; Stan was nodding at hisside. On theradio, a
Spanish-language talk show discussed genetic imperidism and the yanquis. She lay back downinthe
bunk and closed her eyes, only to hear an odd thunk, asif something had hit the windshield. She started
to St up again. A sound like ashot went off in the cab and she ducked ingtinctively, huddling behind the
seets as pellets of safety glassrained down around her. The cool conditioned air in the cab seemed to
vanish ingantly, replaced by ahot, humid gae blowing off the jungle outside.

"What the hdll'sgoing on!" Stan shouted. " Get the cameras on!™

Harlow dammed on the brakes, sending Katie hard into the seat back while the truck screeched down
the highway.

"No! Don't dow down!" Stan screamed.



A blood-curdling rebel yell sent Katie's pulse soaring. She heard the hard whack! of something striking
flesh and Stan screamed again, thistime incoherently. The truck swerved, seemed to careen, on the verge
of tipping over. A door flew open. Wind roared in the cab. Harlow cried out, and then hisvoice was
receding and gone. Thetruck swerved again. A heavy foot leaned on the accelerator and the engine
churned.

"It worked! It worked!" some stranger cried, in ayoung man's voice drunk with triumph. "Did you see
their faces when we kicked them out?"

A woman replied to him, older, camer, her voice difficult to catch over the racing wind. "It went just like
shesad. Firgt scare them out of their fortress, then destroy them. Huh."

Katielay behind the seet, hardly daring to breathe, her hand wrapped around the butt of the pistol that
shed carried in her jacket pocket for days now. First scare them out of their fortress. So. Roxanne
had betrayed her again. Her chest fdlt tight and painful. Rage flushed through her brain. | owe you one.

Sheran ascenein her head: Sit up. Put abullet in the back of the young man's head. The woman would
turnto look at her. Put abullet between her eyes. Two perfect shots, then over the seat, drag one of the
bodies out from behind the steering whedl, take over control of the truck before it could crash and
rupture the storage cylindersin the back. Then turn the truck around and find Harlow and Stan.

Right.

"Isthat our turnoff?' the young man asked.

"Yeah. That'sit. Sow down now. The road's going to be rough.”
"Wouldn't want to crash, now would we?' They both laughed.

The truck rattled and shook and skidded down awinding track. Katie clung to her hiding place, her jaw
clenched tight to keep her teeth from cracking together, her fingerslocked like stedl straps around the
seet posts. No one spoke. The journey seemed to go on for miles and miles, with the road steadily
worsening, thetruck dowing down until finaly they cameto afull stop. The engine shut down. The hood
snapped and clicked asthe metal cooled. The air was Htill. Katie could hear the night sounds of the
jungle, the call of nocturnd birds, thetrill of insects. The cab doors opened and the weight on the seats
shifted asthe occupants did out.

A paelight was coming in through the windshield. There was amoon tonight. And the truck's headlights
were probably still on. But Stan had disconnected the cab lights and the darkness behind the seat hugged
her like asuit of armor. She pulled the pistol out of her pocket, then sat up dowly, peering over the seat
to be sure that both of the hijackers had gone.

They had.

Shelooked through the windshield. The headlights were off. But in the moonlight she could eesily make
out the edge of abulldozed clearing, walled in by the crushed and splintered trunks of massive trees.
Beyond the zone of destruction, the jungle seemed intact.

Voices cameto her in the still night, speaking in arrogant Spanish. The passenger door hung open. She
crept toward it; glanced out The truck cast a heavy shadow on thisside. Still holding the gun, she eased
hersdf onto the ground, remembering only as her bare feet touched the thick mud that sheld taken off her
shoeswhen sheld lain down to deep. Too late now.

She crouched in the shadow, haf under the truck. In the clearing she could see afew Indian men milling



around, the red embers of their cigarettes bright in the night. And beyond them a backhoe, looking gray
inthe moon'sancient light.

A gunshot ricocheted off metal. She jJumped. The young man whooped in a voice that was dready
familiar, shouting: "One shot opensthelock! Hal" And then the back gate of the truck banged open. "Oh
shit," the Y ankee hijacker cursed, his mood suddenly sour. Katie peered under the truck, to see clouds
of white vapor billowing out of the back. The hijacker cursed again. "Something's cracked in here." A
couple of the men with cigarettes crossed themsel ves, muttering low-voiced incantations.

"What difference doesit make?' the woman said. "We're cracking them al open anyway."
"Wl fuck, it's cold. We could burn our hands on this stuff.”
"Oh, get out of theway. Let melook."

Hejumped down and the woman climbed up. Katie could see hislegs under the truck through the
billowing fog of condensing vapor. She began to creep toward the back, keeping low and in the shadow.
When she reached the rear tire set, she froze. She could see something else now, adarker shadow inthe
clearing, like ahuge, yawning pit. As she crouched there, puzzling over it, one of the smokers cast his
cigarette into it. The ember plunged deep into the earth and a sudden chill shivered across Katie's back.
Suddenly, she knew what it was. the planned site of amass grave.

Buckles rattled ingde the truck and her attention snapped back to the hijackers. Each of the wheedled
cryogenic storage cylinders had been strapped down to the wall of the truck. Wheels creaked and the
weight of thetruck shifted dightly. Katie was suddenly struck by how easy it would be to push the
cylinders out over the truck'stailgate. " Get up here and give me ahand,” the woman barked.

The man grumbled, but obeyed. As soon as hisfeet disgppeared indde the trailer, Katie sprinted for the
back. The fog was even thicker now, and it was damn cold. They had abad leak, but at least it would
help conced her from the hired laborers.

She held the pistal in atwo-handed grip, aming it into the open trailer, straining for aglimpse of the
hijackersin the dimly lit, fog-shrouded interior. She could hear them moving, cursing, unstrapping buckle
after buckle. Her arms began to shake with the cold. The pistol wobbled. She could see one of the
hijackers now, emerging from the fog. The young man. She sighted along the pistol's barrel, struggling to
hold her aim over his heart. Suddenly his companion appeared beside him. A tdl, dark-skinned woman,
with abuzz cut and wide eyes. She had an automatic rifle dung over her shoulder. She dipped it off and
leaned it up against one of the storage cylinders. "Let'sdoit,” she said. They hadn't seen Katie yet.

Katietook adeep breath to steady hersdlf, wanting to glance over her shoulder to see what the Indian
men were doing, but not daring to take her eyes off the hijackers. She played the scene in her head: She
would shoot the woman in the back, and then the man. Sheimagined the bullets hitting them; imagined
their sudden, surprised expressions of pain, followed by aterrible awvareness of imminent deeth. They
were s0 young. Her hands began to shake with something more than cold. She struggled to steady
hersdlf. For fifteen years sheld defied death. Would she now become its agent? To protect Tom. To
protect Tom.

How far are you willing to go?

She bit down hard on her lip, until she felt the blood flow. A blood sacrifice to save Tom. Onelife traded
for another to please the gods. She sank into atiny point of consciousness. Her hands steadied as she
took aim on the young man's back. Her finger tightened on the trigger.



Just then, the phonein her thigh pocket rang.

Startled, she jumped back, amost dropping the gun. The two hijackers spun around. Katie brought the
barrel of the pistol back up asthe man reached for his shoulder holster. "Don't move!" Katie barked.
And unbdlievably, hefroze, hisfingers not sx inchesfrom hisgun.

The phonerang again. And again. They stared at each other across afog-shrouded distance of seven
feet. The phone kept on ringing. Katie thought about telling him to take the gun out of his holster, the way
they did it in cop movies. But she was no Hollywood cop. If he went for the gun, would she react fast
enough? Shoot straight enough? " Put your hands behind your neck,” shefinally croaked, her throat so dry
she could barely get the words out. "That's right. Now jump down. Both at the sametime.”

"Sure, grandma," the woman said. "Anything you say." Shewiggled her fingersat her partner and they
jumped in oppogite directions, hitting the ground rolling. Katie back-pedaed, dipping in the mud as she
tried to track the man with her pistol. Shefired, and blood blossomed on his shoulder. He screamed. She
fired again, but didn't wait to see the results. Spinning around, shefired wildly in the direction she thought
the woman would be. One, two, three, four shots. And then she saw her target.

The woman kneeled on the ground, her handsin the air, abit of blood oozing from her neck. She looked
redly scared. Her wegpon was till on the truck. "Don't kill me," she whispered. "Please, please don't kill
rrE.ll

Katiefet something thick and heavy in her throat. She considered what to do. She could have the
woman lie down in the mud. If theloca men didn't interfere, she might be able to hunt around for
something to tie her up with. And abandon her in the jungle? No. Put her in the back of thetruck. That's
it. Turn her into the local cops. Be detained for days while the police completed their investigation. While
the leaking nitrogen ran out and one of the patients thawed. (Which one?) While the media caught the
story and made dl their efforts at secrecy suddenly meaningless. Abandon her on the highway, then.
Someone would find her. Some innocent man or woman. Who might well be murdered by this savage.

"Measelet melive," the woman screamed. Perspiration had beaded her faceinicy crystds.

"l want to," Katie whispered. The hair stood up on the back of her neck as she sighted down the barrel
of the wespon.

How far are you willing to go?
"Dont kill me! Pleasedon't kill me!”

Katie pulled the trigger. The gun went off with areport that seemed to shatter the earth. The woman
jerked backward and collapsed, her legs twitching. Katie looked over her shoulder. The young man was
lying il in the mud. And the phone continued to ring. Holding the pistol in one hand, she dammed the
traller doors shut. Her skin stuck to the frozen metal and her hands came away bloody. She sucked ina
sharp breath of pain, then remembered the laborers. She looked behind her, into the clearing, but the
men had disappeared like ghostsinto the night. Thiswas not their war. And the phone continued ringing.

She dipped it out of her thigh pocket and answered it. "Y eah?"
"Katie! Thank God," Harlow cried. "Areyou dl right?!
She was numb; disinterested in the question. "I got the truck back."

There was amoment of slence from the other side as he weighed theimplications of this news. A breeze
rustled through the treetops, sweeping athin cloud away from the face of the moon. In Japanese, she



asked, "Did you call the police?!

"No, | wanted to know first if you--"

"Good. Is Stan with you?"

"I'm here, Katie. Bastards nearly broke my skull when they tumbled me from the truck, but I'm gtill here.”
"Stay out of sght. I'll call youwhen | get back to the highway."

She cut the connection and dipped the phone back into her pocket. It was dick with blood from her
injured hands. She glanced up at the moon. It hung low in the west, huge and round and yellow in the
dirty atmosphere. She could make out alittle scar in Tranquillity where regolith mining had stripped away
the reflective surface dust around the year-old lunar base. God, it was going to be ugly in afew more
years, but that was progress.

She waked around to the cab and climbed in. The engine Sarted up easily. She switched on the exterior
cameras and backed the truck up, weaving it carefully between the two bodies. Stan would have been
proud of her skill. Turning on the headlights, she found the muddy, bulldozed track through the forest and
guided the truck toward it. How far are you willing to go? she asked herself again. How far are you
willing to go?

SENATE COMMITTEE ON FOREIGN AFFAIRS. "Excerpt from Public Hearing"
Senator: You've been accused of treason against the United Sates, Mrs. Carson.

llene Carson (viasatdllitelink): 1'm no longer a citizen of the United States, but of the net
sovereignty Voice of Humanity.

Senator: You arein fact the elected president of this organization, are you not?
[.C.: That'strue.
Senator: And you've appeared here to ask the United States government to recognize this entity.

|.C.: Twenty-five states have already recognized the Voice, Senator. Ten more are likely to do so
within the next few weeks.

Senator: Your organization's popularity iswell-known, Mrs. Carson. But your political agenda is
less clear. Enlighten us. What exactly are your ultimate intentions?

[.C.: Could you please clarify that, Senator?

Senator: Certainly. You are ensconced in the only functional orbital habitat in existence, a derelict
space station purchased from the Chinese. You've made well-known your desire to build more
orbital habitats, and with your corporate backing, | suspect you'll be able to do so. Do you intend
to monopolize the space frontier, at the expense of the nations of Earth?

I.C.: Nature abhors a monopoly, Senator. We intend to create an environment in which technology
can be regulated, so that our citizens may enjoy the freedoms of democracy without the threats of
libertarian science or corrupt governments. That isall.

Senator: The history of the world teaches us, President Carson, that where governments are



concerned, that is never all.

13:
Freedoms of Demacr acy

Old Mother Nature had been ailing and unhappy for years, but when the globa population topped eight
billion her temper began to flare. Eight billion people, most of them living in excruciating poverty, proved
an easy target for her wrath. Using the old evol utionary techniques of random mutation throughout the
huge population, she began to produce new and viable infectious diseases every few weeks.

Peopl e panicked. Ports were closed. Global trade withered to atrickle. The new nanotechnol ogies took
up some of the economic dack, at least in the wedlthier countries, but refugees till filled the roads.

Sitting in the study of her farmhouse, Katie would watch on amonitor as people wandered on foot past
the security cameras hidden near the farm's entrance gate. Sometimes they'd stop at the gate and buzz the
house Al to ask for food. Then, if the sniffer didn't detect guns or explosives among them, Katie would
load up awhedbarrow with bread or rice, beans or fruit, and take it out to the road.

At fifty-four her body could fed alittle stiff in the morning, but an intense exercise regimen kept her lean
and strong and vitamin therapy aided her metabolism. She did al the farmwork hersdlf, and handling the
wheel barrow wasn't even achore.

The refugees were dwaystired, so after they'd loaded the food into their packs they'd want to stand
around and chat for afew minutes and take some rest while the kids munched on the handful of cookies
Katie dways produced from her pocket. They'd tell her their names, where they were from, what they
used to do. Then inevitably, the conversation would turn to politics and the Voice of Humanity.

They'd repest to her everything they'd ever heard about V oice ideology, explain how thingswere finaly
happening and how they felt called to the beautiful coastal welfare villages where anew world was being
written up. Katie awayslistened politely, nodding at the appropriate moments asif it were dl newsto
her, though she aready knew more about the V oice than any of them ever would. She could fed the
frigging V oice looking down on her every time she sood under the open sky.

Then sooner or later somebody would remark how lucky she wasto own all that land outright. And shedd
answer, "Oh, it doesn't belong to me anymore. | ceded it to the Prima Nation." Their eyeswould go
wide and they'd ook at her asif she might cast an evil spdll on themif they so much asforgot a please or
thank-you. And pretty soon they'd move on. Then she'd sweep the farm's perimeter for electronic
devices, check for damage to the fences, lock the gate. All the while the V oice watching everything she
did.

"Why areyou ill living out there al alone?" Ferris asked. They faced each other across a coffee tablein
his new townhouse in the welfare village known as the Long Beach Reserve. Over the years, dl thefat
he'd once carried had dowly burned away. But he was still ahuge man, dmost seven feet tall and bulky
with muscle. Streaks of gray ran through his curly black hair and his eyes were tinged with abit of yellow.
He gazed at her with an expression that bordered on pity and Katie amost cut the transmission right then.
But Ferris had been afriend for along time. He deserved some dack. So she maintained the VR sm,
even though it was cogting her afortunein satdllite fees.

Gathering her patience, she put on what she hoped was adisarming smile. "Y ou know the Knights have
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been giving me some heat since Panama. | fed safer at home, where my Al can watch over me."
"Safer?' he asked. ™Y our mom moved out because she said the place was awar zone."

Katie shrugged. "Belle's getting on. And she wants to spend more time with Joy and the kids. That's al.
Say, Nikki called the other day. Y ou know what she said? Well have a curefor old age in another ten or
fifteen years.” Shewinked at Ferris. "Will we last that long? What do you think?”

His serious expression didn't change. "l say it's been five years sSince Panama, Katie. How long are you
going to keep punishing yourself?*

A cold draught of anger touched her heart. She wasn't going to take this, even from Ferris. "1'm not about
to be run off my land.”

Gently: "Y ou gave the land away."

"The sovereignty, that'sdl. Y ou know | hold adl the rights. Why isn't the Nation protecting me?"

He spread his hands helplesdy. "We'retrying. Y ou know that. Weve got the treaty with the Voice--"
Her figt hit the arm of the chair. "You sc llenesHoly Voice on meand cdl it protection?"

He stiffened, and she knew she'd struck atender spot. "It's not the Holy Voice. Please stop calling it
thet."

"Oh, forgive me. It's"Voice of Humanity," isn't it? | keep forgetting. | think it'stheway she Stsup therein
that orbital, commanding aring of satellites and the adulation of every youth in the developed world.
Usudly only God hasthat kind of power."

Even Joy's kids wereinto the Voice, though Tom-2 was only ten and Curran just eight. But then Great
Auntie llene was the bloody president of an organization that was now arguably more powerful than any
sovereignty left on Earth. The CEO'swho'd elected her certainly thought so.

Timesthey were a-changing--

Hardly anybody talked about nationd governments anymore. Nationd governmentswere distant, alien
enterprises that didn't speak to people on the personal leve they'd cometo expect. But aVR entity like
the VVoice, or the Primal Nation--that was different. Power and partnership for al. Everyone could fed as
if they belonged, asif they were somebody. From the CEO's of giant conglomeratesto little
eight-year-old Curran--the VR would respond.

"You're holding grudges,” Ferris said softly, asif hewere trying to calm apsychotic. "Wejust want to
help you."

"l don't need help. From you or llene.”

But despite her objections, the V oice kept her under constant surveillance.
It's for your own good, Katie.

[lene thought she could restore order to the world.

As our global network expands, criminals like Knights of the Oppressed Earth will be squeezed
out of existence.



But it hadn't happened yet. Despite their newly completed orbita, the V oice was still more mouth than
muscle. It was one thing to watch mayhem. Another entirely to intercede. The Knights had come after
Katie adozen timesin the five years snce Panama, and not once had the VVoice ddlivered on their
promise of protection.

Katieleaned forward; pointed an intrusive finger at Ferris. "Y ou don't understand where the Knights are
coming from. They like to harass me, sure, but they aren't out to destroy me. What would be the point?
Far more useful to keep me aive and apparently miserable, as an example to other people who might
crossthem." And then, because he'd put her in anasty mood: "1t seemsthey've cowed you."

He smiled faintly. ™Y ou know, fear can be a hedlthy emotion.... but you're not scared, are you?"
She frowned, uneasy with the question. "Sure, | get scared.”

"I'd liketo believe that." He took a deep bregth; let it out. "Y ou know, you never told me exactly what
happened in Panama.”

Katie swore softly, her fingers drumming an impatient rhythm on the arm of the chair. "Why, Ferris? Why
ask now, after dl thistime?'

"Judt tell me" Asif it were the smplest request in the world.
"Oh, you know," she said coldly. "It was abad scene.”

"S0?Y ou've been through shit before. Tom's degth. Gregory leaving. Then, you didn't run and hide.
What's different about Panama?”

Shefdt ahdf-amile dip over her face like a self-protective mask. She spoke, but it was someone e se's
voice she heard, speaking someone dse'sfedingswhile she, Katie, huddled in adank psychic cellar
somewhere, ligening, shivering. "Hell," she said. "Y ou can guess what was different about Panama. |
never committed murder before.”

"Murder?'
"Watch it, Ferris. Y ou're starting to echo like acheap Al shrink.”

Heignored thejab. "Most people would call what you did self-defense. Y ou wouldn't be fedling thisway
if you'd been protecting your children.”

The stranger who'd taken over Katie's face put on amdicious grin. "Oh, but that's the funny part. |
wasn't defending kids, or anything noble like that. Just dead bodies. Cold and dead.”

Ferrislooked at her, hisexpression puzzled. " Dead bodies?’
"Corpses. Stiffs. Cadavers. Remains. Dead bodies.”
"Y ou don't believe that."

Her lip started trembling with unexpected emotion. "But you know, Ferris, sometimes | redly do.”

Katie had taken her eectric car and driven into town on arare expedition to purchase groceries. She
bounced back up the pitted road, then dowed as she approached the gate to her farm. She stopped the
car severd yardsfrom the gate and stared at the folded piece of white paper wedged in the crack where
the two halves of the gate met.



She looked carefully up and down the road and checked with the house Al. No one was around. So she
got out of the car, retrieved the piece of paper, and unfolded it. A brief note was scrawled on one sidein
black ink:

Areyou redly not home? Or are you just not home to me? Maybe Ferriswarned you | was coming. He
wasn't too happy to see me.

Y ou should have let me know the Knights were playing gameswith you. | would have come back
Sooner.

I'll be in the neighborhood watching.

Take care, Gregory

She read through the note again, fury building across her mental horizon. So he was back. After eleven
years. So what?

She crumpled the note and threw it on the ground. She didn't need him.
You should have let me know the Knights were playing games with you.

Why? Did he still see himself as husband and protector? She didn't need protection. She didn't need
help. And she didn't need one more damn pair of eyes spying on her.

He called in the evening, from the phone at the gate. She watched him through the security camera. He
seemed far older than hisforty-three years. Deep lines etched hisface and ahorribly fresh and livid red
burn scar on his cheek twisted hislipsout of line. The long hair of hisyouth had been reduced to an
austere crew cut. Hewaked with an odd shuffling gait, asif held suffered some damageto his peripherd
nerves. Hed picked up the crumpled note from the ground. Now he bent over to smooth it against his
thigh, while his chin pinned the receiver a his shoulder.

"l see you got my message,” he sad.

She could fed awall of anger harden around her. "Why are you here?'

"| came across your name afew days ago. It was on aKnights death list.”
"Old news. They've been after mefor years."

"It'sdifferent now, Katie. The Voiceis pressng them hard. The list was attached to an order to finish old
business before they move out of Cdifornia”

She snorted her contempt for that bit of information. "Don't worry. | can handle them.”

"Not if they get serious. Come with me. My circle closed aded last spring. | made some money. |
bought space for two on the new Voice orbital.”

Her eyes narrowed combatively. "Hope you find somebody to shareit with you.”
"l was hoping it'd beyou, Katie."
"Just like that?' she asked. "After deven years.”



"I've never stopped thinking about you." He squatted down, his back against the gate so she couldn't see
hisface, "Ligten. | took abullet in the spineafew monthsago. | logt al motor function. | couldn't even
breasthe on my own. | was on life support for weeks, and al | could think about was you. Y ou've never
left my mind. | want you back, Katie. | want to make you love me."

Shefdt hersdf pulling away. "It's been too long."
"Youredill my wife"

"Asif apiece of paper can make amarriage.”
"But you'd wait for Tom!" he snapped.

"I'm not waiting for anybody, dammit! Not for you. And not for Tom. I'm doing just fine on my own. So
thank you for checking in, but don't bother to call me again.”

She clicked off the phone, banged it down on the desk, then turned to flick off the security camera so she
would not have to look at him, so she would not know if helingered, or if he left straightaway. So she
would know nothing more about him. Let him disappear! Permanently, thistime,

She ssomped through the empty house, checking all the doors and windows while the dogs fled from her
fury. Space on the new orbita, huh? Asif she needed a prince to carry her off. She'd already bought
gpace on the Voice orbital--but as an investment, not arefuge. Did he think he could buy her with
money? She had money. A lot of money. Shewas a skilled investor, and money had aways cometo her
with ease.

Shewent back into the study and flicked on the security camera. Gregory was gone. Disappointment
flooded her heart, but she tried to overlook it.

Katie awoke at dawn to the sound of rain pounding down on the roof of her house. She sat up in the
half-darkness, listening to the steady drumming with asense of dread. The Knights ways camewhen it
wasraining. The cloudsinterfered with the satdllite surveillance the VV oice maintained.

Shedid out of bed, her stockinged feet sllent on the plush carpet. One of the dogs had been deeping in
the corner. Now it opened itseyesto look at her, itstail thumping the floor with alazy rhythm. She
ignoredit.

Where had thisrain come from? Shetried to recall if sheld caught the weather report lately. She hadn't
redlized a storm was due. Could the Knights be interfering with her satellite reception? No, shetold
herself. No. That was paranoia.

She crept to the closet, careful to stay away from the window, though she'd had them all redone last year
with bulletproof glass. Siding open the closet door, she withdrew her karbon-weave coveralls and
stepped into the bulky garment, pressing shut the Velcro closures. The coveral was heavy and
uncomfortable, but it would stop any lega bullet. She sedled the neck, pulled on her karbon-weave
boots, then grabbed a helmet just asthe intruder alarm sounded its soft, soothing pulse threetimes
through the house, sending the dogsinto afrenzy.

In acam voice, the house announced: " Three individua s have entered the estate from the southern
perimeter. Scent discrimination indicates human identity. No visual presence or identifiable wegpons.™

"Huh." No visua wesgpons only meant the Knights were coming in under camouflage, the holographic
displays on their suits and weapons tuned to change with the scenery. She strode from the bedroom, the



helmet tucked under her arm. Sheld been through this so many times before.

"The police acknowledge our emergency and estimate arriva in twenty minutes,” the housetold her iniits
cam, femininevoice.

"Fucking great." After five years, theloca copsfigured it was her problem. They would bein no hurry to
get out here.

Katie ducked into the study. Her gaze swept across the bank of security monitors, taking in afull-color
view of the estate's perimeter. The chain-link fence didn't show any obvious damage, but then half of it
was obscured by chaparral, bedraggled and bowed down by the rain. The vegetation needed to be cut
back. Thereld been so much rain this year, everything was growing out of season. Rain, every few
weeks. Katie had learned to hate therain.

She switched the monitors to the second bank of cameras, then frowned. Had she caught a glimpse of
motion on number seven? She stared at the view of the orchard, willing the phenomenon to repest itsdlf.

Y es, there. Between trees that |ooked tired and sullen even in their new leaf, ashimmer, like aheat wave
rolling acrossthe cameras view. Katieslipsturned in grim triumph. Holographic suits were good, but not

perfect.

"The intruders have crossed the inner perimeter,” the house reported. " Two are approaching the back of
the house from twelve degrees west of south. The third is approaching from due south.”

So she could get out the front door without being seen. From there work her way around back through
the olive hedge that surrounded the house. Her heart pounded in excitement as she opened the gun
cabinet. Shetook down a shotgun and abox of color-coded ammunition. Green casing for rubber dugs.
Bluefor riot gas. Orange for explosive paint. Brassfor old-fashioned lead dugs.

The dogswere till carrying on. Sheyedled at them to stay put, then she pulled on her helmet and let
hersdlf out the front door.

Lying on the sodden ground under the olive bushes, her hands shivering in the early-morning cold, she
scanned the orchard through the shotgun's scope, and wondered--not for the first time--what the Knights
wereredly after. If they smply wanted her dead, they could have destroyed her easily enough with a
rocket launched from the highway. Maybe they didn't figure she was worth that leve of attention. Maybe
they didn't redlly care whether shelived or died. After dl, most of their attacks were amateurish a best,
carried out by one or two individuds, lightly armed. Over the hemet's transceiver, the house Al duly
reported the presence of theintruders at the third perimeter, lessthan ahundred yards away.

Sheld cometo think of their attacks as some kind of bizarre game. A training ritual, ahazing ritud, anidle
pastime that had grown into atradition. She could imagine them like frat rats, talking together ina
clubhouse somewhere, comparing notes on the latest batch of plebes and how well each had done at the
Kishidahouse. "Y eah, Jackson only got asfar as the second orchard row, but Carrera made the front
porch and singed the door with historch.”

"The kid caught some gas from the old lady, but not before dumping herbicide on her vegetable garden.”

A bizarre game. And sometimesfata. Sheld hired a security guard once but they got him during the first
rain. Another time apolice officer was killed by a mine planted in the driveway. And once Katie took a
bullet through the neck that left her in the hospital for three weeks.

She froze as she caught afuzz of motion between herself and the toolshed. " Presence detected on the



gravel pad,” the house informed her. She tracked the suggestion with the shotgun as shefired around of
explosive paint. The report boomed across the orchard, sending aflock of partridgeinto the air. Inside
the house, the dogs went hysterical.

Katie blinked past the rain. Had she found atarget? She could make out a pool of paint on the ground,
internationa orange, about two handspans across. And moving. Rising up from the ground like aghost of
spilled paint. Changing shape until she could make out a chest, neck, and shoulder. Somebody cursed in
amasculine voice. She could hear footsteps on the gravel as he scrambled for shelter behind the
toolshed. Sheamed. A rubber dug was next in the sequence. Shefired, and he went down again with a
grunt of pain. Sheamost lost Sight of him then. The stain was fading rapidly as enzymesin the suit broke
it down. Her fingersflicked across the ammo box. She loaded another orange cartridge; painted him

agan.
"Presence detected on southwest Side of house. Elevation Six meters.”
"Elevation?' Katie echoed.

Something dammed into her helmet. Her head snapped back. A second bullet ricocheted off the
concrete foundation of the house, pelting her karbon-weave with fragments and opening up a cut across
her cheek. She swept her rain-blurred visor down and scrambled back deeper into the bushes. Had one
of the bastards climbed a tree? Dumping the green-coded cartridge that had been next in the sequence,
she replaced it with old-fashioned brass. Timeto get serious.

She swept the yard again. Found her target hobbling away. Fired. The dug toreaholein thewadl of the
toolshed. Her target disappeared like chak drawings on arain-dick driveway.

Mocking catcals erupted from the side of the house, caw! caw! caw! caw! sounding likethe
high-pitched cry of some manic bird.

"Presence detected west Sde, twenty meters,” the house Al reported.

Asif echoing the computer, aman's voice barked out, "West side, low on the ground!” Then abullet hit
her in the shoulder. It pancaked againgt the karbon-weave without penetrating, but the blow knocked the
air out of her lungs and caused her to drop the shotgun. Another bullet caught her in the lower back. She
tried to scramble away, but her legs wouldn't respond. She screamed in rage, thinking the impact had
broken her spine. But then she could fed an aching chill in her toes. Nerve function had resumed.
Painfully, she groped for her weapon, while yet another round dammed into the concrete.

The bastards were coming in hard today. They never pressed her thishard. It wasagame. A bizarre
game. Sheloaded more cartridges, dl of them brass, remembering what Gregory had said.

The Knights were being hounded themsealves. Vigilante cops from the V oice squeezing them. The newest
New World Order. Fascist pigs.

Then adigtant rifle cracked, and one of the Knights was screaming. An infantile wailing sound that made
her somach curdle. Were they shooting each other now? She peered up through the shrubbery in the
direction of the noise. High in anearby apple tree she made out awrithing smear of blood. Her skin
crawled. She played with theimage; tried to force hersdlf to seein it the shape of aman. But it wasjust
blood, gushing out to coat an invisible riven surface. Then the distant rifle sounded again and the patch of
blood plummeted from the tree.

Katie rolled onto her back, breathing hard. " Gregory!" she shouted. "Comein dow. Theresat least three
of them!" Her voice resounded across the soaked landscape. Had he heard her? He must have heard



her. If it washim.
Another round dammed through the shrubbery. She ducked her head. Timeto find anew position.

With the shotgun in one hand, she began to back painfully away. When she reached the front of the
house, she crawled under the porch, huddling in the semidarkness, gasping for bregath.

Where was Gregory?

Peering out through the dats she thought she saw afigurein karbon-weave dip among the trees. Then the
dull whump of arocket launcher spoke from the orchard. She threw hersdlf facedown against the cold
mud under the porch as an explosion rocked the house. Smoke filled her lungs. The dogs howled in fear.
She called to the Al over the helmet's transceiver and screamed at it to open the doors and windows.
The frantic scrabbling of nails overhead told her the animals had gotten out. Then the Knights started
shooting. From the fusillade, she knew there had been more than three. The dogs yelped and howled and
cried piteoudy asthey were hit, one by one. Katie cursed helplesdly, tears streaming down her cheeks.

Panama! shethought. Panama.

From the orchard, the whump! of another rocket. The living room burgt into flamesthat roared with the
bresth of adragon. The heat wasterrifying initsintengty. Mythic visons of hdllfirereared up in her mind.
Gregory had tried to warn her. The Knights were herein force, out to finish old business. She hadn't
ligened. Washe dtill dive?

Wallowing through the mud, she made for the front steps. There was allittle access door on the side
there. She could run out and be shot like the dogs. Panama. One of the dogswas till howling, a
heartrending sound that filled her with rage and pity. In Panama. Dizzy from the smoke, she struggled to
hold on to hersdlf. She had one hand on the latch. It wasfiery hot. In Panama. Shefell forward into the
mud. Lightning flickered far away. Thunder rumbled like the engine of atruck on alondly highway, a
paved road to hedll. She'd gone to Panamawith only the best intentions. She reached for the latch again,
her lungs seared by the superheated air. Thistime she caught the string and pulled it. Thelittle door
swung open. Still clutching the shotgun, she shoved hersdlf forward on hands and knees.

Rain pdted her helmet, ran across her visor, fell in angry hissesinto the flames. She was hdfway up and
aready running when her visor frosted. Something took her helmet and dammed it to the ground.

Much of the Darien had been burned. She'd heard this somewhere, but when she opened her eyes, it
wasn't s0. Theforest was dive, rustling in the moonlight, darkness huddling under the treeslike aliving
entity, ajudge set to punish only those who gavein to fear. She was surprised to see that the bulldozed
clearing was gone, taken over by aforest of spindly saplings racing one another to the sky. Night insects
trilled softly and somewhere ajaguar coughed. Shetold hersalf she was not afraid.

She squeezed her way through the young trees, placing each foot carefully on the crumbly soil. No mud
here anymore. It hadn't rained on the isthmus for months. Global weather patterns were constantly
shifting and maybe the Darien would die despite the best effortsto saveit.

News flash: We all die.

The trees ended abruptly. She stood at the edge of the forest. The face of the moon was dark with the
scars of regolith mining. A night bird called. She heard the wind whistle through the bird's feethers. A
satellite raced in agolden arc across the sky. She gathered her courage, then sidled forward, to peer into

the open pit.



It took a moment for her eyesto adjust.

The forest hadn't entered the pit, and the moonlight didn't seem to penetrateit. Yet it had light. A glowing
blue liquid oozed in the bottom in alacy pattern like avast capillary net. She saw the two bodies then--
fragments of decaying flesh clinging to dark bones that gleamed in the eerie light. She wondered who had
stripped them, who had thrown them into the pit. How long ago? Thiswas the jungle, where old lifewas
quickly cycled into the new. Y et there was till flesh and hair clinging to the bones. Enough of abody |eft
that she could make out the woman's face--despite the bone showing darkly through the patchy skin.
There was abullet holein the middle of the forehead. A period at the end of a sentence. A third eye that
looked inward and outward and saw nothing.

| put that there.

Nervoudy, she glanced over her shoulder at Judge Dark. The shadows seemed to bow out toward her.
She quickly looked away. The woman in the pit was beckoning to her now, her bare arm bones moving
weskly in agesturethat clearly said Come. Come.

"Katie. Hey, Katie." Shefdt the touch of acaloused hand against her cheek and the stroke of a cold,
wet cloth across her forehead. "Katie?'

She blinked, then groaned at the sudden awareness of a headache that threatened to split her skull wide
open. With mud-smeared palms she reached up to press at her temples. Gregory caught her hands and
lowered them. Rain ran in thin streams down hisface. Thetrack of abullet had carved afresh furrow
across hisburn scar. "Katie?'

Beyond him she saw astranger in karbon-weave toeing the body of one of the dogs, and beyond him,
another armed guerillagitting on atree stump, chewing gum. She looked back at Gregory. "Comeon," he
sad. "Let'sget out of here.”

He helped her sit up. The earth seemed to wobble around her. She caught sight of her helmet, lying on
the ground. There was a huge crease over the right temple. She stared at it while rainwater pooled in the
helmet'sinterior. Then shelifted her chin to look around.

The house was ahesp of charred framing and burning embers, dl the photos, al the mementos gone. She
counted the dogs on the lawn. All five of them. Thank God Belle had moved out. If thereisa God.
Thank you. Thank you.

Shelooked back at Gregory. Anxiety filled hisgaze. "They cameinfast," he sad. "We weren't ready.”

She shrugged. "Timefor achange anyway, | guess." She frowned at him, perplexed, wondering why she
wasn't shaking, crying, something. There should be tears at atimelikethis, but she just felt numb.

They got off thetrain a a station on the edge of the Long Beach Reserve. The welfare village had been
built dong the waterfront after the shipping industry collapsed. Katie stood up shakily, clutching the back
of the seat. Every musclein her body felt asif it had been stretched and pounded. At least she didn't have
anything to carry. She pushed a stray lock of tinted hair out of her face. She still reeked of smoke and
gunpowder, but the train hadn't been crowded and nobody seemed to mind. Gregory offered her an arm
to lean on, but she shook her head. She could handleiit.

She stepped out on the platform, dressed in an ill-fitting pantsuit borrowed from aneighbor amile down
the road. Severa kidswere waiting to get on the train. They were colorful as birds of paradise, beautiful,



neet, clear-eyed, and al of them sporting the armbands that declared them to be followers of the Voice
of Humanity.

Katie led Gregory through their ranks. A few seemed to notice their lack of armbands, but they didn't
makeit an issue. That was the difference between a settled welfare village and the refugee camps of
centra L.A. llene's Voice had aready tamed this crowd.

Asthey emerged from the train station, she paused to gaze at the neat, narrow streets, lined on both sides
by year-old Wizard-Fast fern pines, dready fifteen feet tall.

Behind the treeswere newly built row houses, their white paint fresh and sparkling in the morning sun,
their front yards beautifully landscaped with flowers and food plants.

Sheld never quite decided if sheliked the look of the reserves. The villages were attractive, no doubt
about it. But they were dmost too negt and clean, evoking asurreal Disney quality. Or maybe she was
just agrouchy old fart. Compared to the projects of her youth, this was heaven.

Gregory gazed at her with worried eyes. ™Y ou okay for awak?'

"Sure”

"Ferriss houseis only about five minutes away.”

"No swest." She straightened her shoulders and set off with him at an easy amble.

In the modern welfare villages there was no such thing as astreet, not in the old sense. Cars and trucks
rarely entered. Residents were expected to walk.

But she and Gregory were the only ones out walking today.

That was the other quality of the villages that made her uncomfortable. People existed here, but they lived
inthe VR. Every housing project was built with aVR mal. People were so easy to cam withthe VR. It
wasinteractive, far better than TV. Crime and vandaism were dmost unknown here. And there were
very few babies. Not that sex had become unpopular, but welfare benefits were tied to mandatory birth
control for both genders, and accessto the VR was one of those benefits. The former Senator Carson
(let freedomring) had given this her reluctant gpprova. She considered it aholding pattern, away of
keeping people out of trouble until the V oice could devel op a better/more meaningful existence for them.

So the VR fairly dripped with Voice propaganda. It was the latest revol ution. They sponsored the most
popular worlds. They used their influence to train the kids to be cops and citizens, promising them
positions of authority in the coming new world. Flattery, power, respongbility. llene knew how to put it
al together. It left Katie shaking in her boots.

Gregory had stopped by to see Ferrisafew days before, on hisway out to the farm. Now he showed
Katiethe way to Ferrisstownhouse. It was a nezt little one-bedroom, with lilies abloom in the sdad
garden just outside the front door.

The door swung open as they approached. Ferris emerged, adark look of concern on hisface ashis
gaze swept over Katie, measuring damage. "Do you know how lucky you are?" he asked.

"Hey. Thanksfor taking mein."

He glanced a Gregory with ascowl. "Migter, you've got an odd way of showing your affectionsfor this
woman, but at least your timing's good.”



"Y egh, thanks"

Katie waked into the house, her arm around Ferriswhile Gregory trailed behind. ™Y ou know, you were
right, Ferris," shetold him as the door closed.

"Right about what?"

"About me not being afraid.” Shelooked around the living room with amild sense of surprise. Though
sheld been here adozen timesin VR, thiswasthefirgt time sheld actualy walked through the front door
and seen his place with her own eyes. Funny, it looked just the same in person.

Shewaked across the room and sat down in her favorite chair. "I'm not afraid,”" shetold him. "And |
don't fed guilty about what | did in Panama." And | don't understand why?

He sighed, and came over and took her hand.

"It'slikeI'm dead inside," she intoned. She glanced at Gregory. He stood by the door, shoulders
hunched, looking uncomfortable and angry. Shefdt no sympathy for him. "It'slike I'm somekind of
machine. | can't fed anything anymore for those people | killed. Maybe that's good." Her fingers
clenched reflexively around Ferriss palm. "Y ou know, it'sfear that threatens us most. Fear that blinds us,
weakens us, forces usto pretend that we've got alock on things when really we know it'sal chance. |
think it's good to remember that Sirius A istill out there somewhere, waiting to make ajoke of the entire
higtory of lifeon Earth."

She leaned back and closed her eyes, listening to her heart beat dowly in her ears and wondering how
long she could hold out. "I'm empty and old and mangled,” she muttered. "And | don't redly believe that
any tech will ever beinvented that will make meyoung again. Not redly. Not spiritudly.” Then she
laughed a hersdf, softly. "But at least I'm not afraid.”

Someday sheld go back down to South America. Sheld liked it there, in the cold, sterile highlands of the
Andes-- though the work had been hard, especidly that first day, transferring the patients from the truck
to the mausoleum. At sunset Katie had found herself exhausted and aone on the stoop of the church. The
orange light that poured in through the thin atmosphere felt holy in itsintensity. She bathed iniit, drinking in
lungfuls of clear, icy-cold air while gazing out across avast cauldron of churning blue clouds that
obliterated any world below. And as the minutes passed, shefelt hersalf growing lighter, shedding one by
onetheweight of al things past, emptying herself until shewasashel, so light that astray breeze swept
her into the Sky where she drifted, a speck that was once a human being, lost now in an oceanic sunset.

Somewhere out there in the orange skies the speck had |eft thisworld and entered another, so that it
continued to float in the sunset light, drifting impossibly far, past the curve of theworld into a
homogeneous orange realm where dreams no longer mattered.

Come back, she whispered to hersdf. Come back.

LA. FLOW--NEWS AND INFORMATION "More Advances on the Medical Front"

Phoenix Labs today announced the development of a programmable molecular device capable of
entering the nucleus of an active human cell and modifying its genetic content. The technology's
potential was illustrated by a volunteer. Treated with a Phoenix device programmed to rewrite
that portion of the patient's genome determining hair color, the formerly dark-haired volunteer
began growing blond hair in both her head and pubic regions. Phoenix Labs declared that their



patented device places science on the threshold of total control of the human body.

14
On the Threshold

They were awkward at first, their second life together beginning dmost as hesitantly asthefirst. On the
train to the termina they sat shoulder to shoulder, Gregory's presence playing on Katie like astimulant.
She stared out the window, listening to every rustle of movement from him, every sgh of breeth past his
lips, trying to remember that he had abandoned her for eeven years.

Her time sense refused to cooperate. Eleven years hung like aloop on the thread of her life. A long,
circuitous path. But asthe loop closed she found herself only a bresth away from their moment of
estrangement. Shefdt the old wound, but it was fresh, stripped clean of the inflexible scarsthat had
formed in theintervening years.

They taked more on the jump to Beijing, chuckling over the awkwardness of medls eaten in the cramped
sedts, their elbowsjostling if they spread jam on bread or fork-cut the tender breast of chicken.

In Beijing the spaceplane picked up additiona passengers. While they were on the ground, Katie spent a
few minutesin thetiny toilet cubicle, brushing her hair and washing her face. When shelooked up, she
discovered her reflection examining her from the mirror. The eyesthat looked a her were more sunken
than she remembered. Her skin seemed thicker, and it till had ared tinge from the searing fire. Y et she
felt satisfied with the image. She till looked pretty good.

She returned to her seat as the new passengers settled into theirs. Gregory joined her afew minuteslater.
They watched the new arrivals. His hand drifted over the armrest to touch her arm. She felt supremely
conscious of thetiny gesture, and knew that he was too. She enjoyed it, and wanted to reciprocate, but
some stubborn streak inside her would not |et her bend that far, just yet. Findly the tenson grew too
much, so she leaned forward to extract the safety brochure from the seat pocket in front, as an excuseto
break the contact. Gregory's hand returned to hislap.

After takeoff, though, he ordered champagne. "It'sthe first time to orbit for both of us," he explained. She
smiled and touched her glassto his. The crystd rang in afine, clear note. The bubbles fizzed against her
tongue and filled her throat with adizzying abundance of carbon dioxide. It was only amoment before
the flight attendants came by, collecting the glassware in trade for motion-gckness patches.

But Katie's tomach did not rebel againgt the weightlessness of orbit. The sensation was disturbingly
familiar. Sheld dreamed it more than once and the memory upset her. Her hand did acrossthe armrest.
She caught up Gregory's hand and squeezed it, using him as an anchor in thisredlity.

That night they were both very tired, but the sense of awkwardness had returned and they were reluctant
to goto bed. Katie sat in achair in acorner of thelittle room she owned aboard Voice-2 and pretended
to read a brochure describing anew biotech firm in need of venture capita. But her mind wasn'tinit.
Though she read the sentences over and over, she could get them to make no sense.

Gregory took along timein the shower, perhaps hoping she would fall aseep before he emerged, but no
such luck. "Want adrink?" he asked when he findly came out.

"Yan

He wore loose-fitting pants. That was dl. She cameto sit beside him on the bed. He handed her aglass
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of wine.

"It would be pointlessto apologize," he said. "It wouldn't mean anything next to the yearsweve log. It's
amatter for forgivenessonly.”

"For forgetting,” she said, nodding agreement. "Or pretending to forget." The winetasted fine. Thisclose,
she could fedl thewarmth of his body through the pink cotton deep shirt shewore.

Heleaned forward, his elbows on histhighs, his hands cradling the wineglass between hisknees. The
burn scar on hisface looked raw and red. His eyetooth showed where his lips were twisted out of line.
She stroked his back with the tips of her fingers. He only flinched alittle. She could see the scar over his
spine, where the bullet had broken his spina cord. Shetouched it gently.

Hesad: "I haven't changed much.”
"Isthat awarning?'
"l guess0."

He set hiswineglass on the floor, took hers away and set that down too. He reached for her shoulder
and gently pulled her down on the bed. He seemed very sad, and for amoment she saw himasa
prostitute, returning unwilling to thetrade. "I can seethat you loveme," shesaid. "And | can seethat you
wishyou didn't.”

He shrugged. "Likel said, | haven't changed much." He kissed her neck, his breath rousing the deadened
senses of her skin. She breathed deeply, her chest rising with invigorating cool air. She let her questions
go. Too much detail might be damaging. They were not young and they were not smple. Time gpart had
made them too much the individuals. They would never be one. But there was much to be said for the
conjoining of two sympathetic creatures.

Her fingers did through hishair, the stubble of his crew cut springing like coarse velvet under her touch.
With a pang she remembered how long and luxurious it had once been. She would not ask him to grow it
out again, though.

That had been adifferent time. They had been different people. She preferred that the ages of her life be
clearly ddineated.

His hand squeezed her breast. His lips moved down across her shoulder where the loose collar of her
nightshirt had falen awvay. Shefdt fear deep in her belly as he gradudly reclamed her body, an indgdious
dread that he would see through her; that he would learn how little there was between them.

And after that, every time they made love, shefdt the samefear. Until, nearly ayear later, she cameto
understand that he did know.

Hed been away severa weeks, looking into the capitalization needs of alist of companiesthat had
seemed to her to be promising investments. When they met again in their room on Voice-2 he seemed
withdrawn. This disturbed her. They'd talked on the phone nearly every day and she'd sensed nothing
wrong. But then most of their talk had been business—-agood cover for awkward emotions. They'd
neglected the persond side, asthey so often did, compressing whatever sentimentsthey might owninto a
husky, obligatory closing--"I love you," muttered with not alittle self-consciousness.

The physical side of lovewas easier, dmost asif having failed at talk they could makeit up in bed.
Gregory'slove-making that night wasintense, earnest, asif he were siriving to overcome an emotiona
distance. Unsuccesstully.



Afterward, Katie questioned him about his mood.
He shrugged in aritudistic attempt to dismiss her concerns, but she urged him to spesk.

"All right." Head on the pillow, he gazed up at the ceiling, but she sensed his sight was focused e sewhere.
"l met awoman inthe Azores" hetold her.

Katiefet hersdf stiffen. Gregory glanced a her. Then he continued, in a soft monotone drained of
emoation. "She was about my age, with blond hair like yours, and a pretty face. | noticed right off how
much she looked like you. Wedthy and beautiful and married, though her husband wasin Brazil for
therapy, and had been, for along time. We made love on the beach after aparty at the governor's
mansion. She wanted meto stay at her house for awhile, but | said no. | was badly shaken. She looked
so much like you. She loved me so sweetly, like you. But she didn't belong to me. And it wassuch a
familiar feding. Familiar. Though I'd never been conscious of it before, suddenly | knew thet | fdlt this
way all thetime."

Katie turned haf away, blinking back tears and wondering what he expected her to do, what he
expected her to say; clinically trying to gauge whether it would be best to react first to hisguiltless
admission of adultery, or to his cold assessment of their marriage. But she gave it up. Turning back to
him, she reached across his chest to give hisfar shoulder alittle tug, encouraging him to cometo her. He
did. Their lips brushed, and then he asked, "Y ou're not angry?"

"Yes, I'mangry.” She could fed the opposing currents of fury and despair warring in her breaest; she
strove to overlook them. "I don't know what to tell you, beyond what I've told you over and over. | love
you. And | don't want you to go." She listened to hersalf speak. Her words sounded hollow. But she
knew they weretrue.

They rolled together, her arms clasped tight over the small of his back; her lipstasting the sdt of hisskin.
She wasfifty-five, and then sixty, and then sixty-four, and to outsiders their marriage seemed as solid as
the business empire they constructed together. But between them their relations remained tenuous and
ill-defined.

"Wake-up cal," Gregory announced cheerfully asthey lay together in arented room in the newest orbital,
Voice-4. By the clock it was eight am. Pacific Standard Time and the resident Al had piped in some
joyful and unchalenging Vivadi per Katie's command.

She cuddled against Gregory's chest, | etting the music flow over her. Hed come up from Europe only a
few hours before and was il running on the old-world clock. Hed surprised her with hisarriva. They'd
planned to meet in another couple of weeks on the older V oice-2 where they kept the closest thing they
had to a permanent home. But he'd come up on the spaceplane days ahead of schedule, ringing on her
door inthe middle of her night.

She dtretched and yawned. Her abbreviated night's deep had been his afternoon nap. He sat up, full of
energy. "Let'shave dinner in theroom,” he said.

Katie groaned and rubbed at the deep in her eyes. "It's morning, sweetheart. We're supposed to have
breakfast. Then go to work."

"No work." He touched her breast. "Have you got your strength back? We could make love again.”

She dapped his hand away in mock outrage. "Have | got my strength back? | may be sixty-four, but I'm
not feeble." He laughed. She cocked a suspicious eyebrow. "Why are you in such agood mood,



anyway?Y ou found something in the European labs, didn't you?"
“No."
"Youdidtoo. Tdl me What isit?"

"It'snothing like that." He scowled in digtaste. "Actudly, the labs haven't been coming up with anything.
That's pretty hard to do in thisday and age. | think they're playing dirty."

"Holding out on us?" She sat up in bed, looking at him in concern.
"Uh-huh. I'll be going back for acloser look in afew days."
"So why are you here now?"

He smiled and touched her shoulder, his hand warm againgt her skin. "To seeyou." He sighed. "I'm going
to have to conduct afull-scale audit of severa of our investments. Once that starts, | won't be able to get
away." He stroked her cheek with the back of hisfingers. His gaze softened. "Y ou're till so pretty.”

"Y ou need to get your eyes checked.” She dipped past him. Her bare feet touched the carpeted floor.
"Hark: mirror on," hesaid.
"Gregory!"

Too late. Theresident Al picked up his command and activated the wall-szed screen that faced the bed.
Drawing on sensors secreted throughout the room, it displayed a perfect image of herself and Gregory.
She looked up to meet the gaze of her double, salf-conscioudy squaring her shoulders. "L ook at
yoursdlf,” Gregory said. "Y ou're beautiful.”

"Oh, sure." Sheraised her right hand to probe at the soft, dry pouches of skin that had formed on her
face over the years, and the projection followed suit--not asamirror image, but as she would see hersdlf
were she dtting therein thewal. Shetouched her hair. It wasthinning, but it could till take a perm that
held it off her face in soft waves. Her eyes seemed to have shrunk over the years, until now they were
half-hidden under pouches of sagging skin. Plastic surgery could fix that, of course. But plastic surgery
might complicate things when the Cure was developed, so she avoided it. Her ingpection continued. She
still exercised hard and her body showed it. Her muscle tone was good, though here and there on her
arms there Smply seemed to be too much skin. Her breasts were drooping, but they weren't quite empty
sacks yet, and they still responded to aman's touch.

Gregory's hand came sneaking around from behind her back to caressanipple. The effect of histouch
was quickly trandated to her groin, and she ft aburst of warmth there. She smiled. So thiswas
gxty-four.

"Wel?" Gregory asked.

She shrugged. "Not bad, considering.” Then she leaned back to kiss him on the cheek. "But | redly have
to get towork."

Extricating hersdlf from his hands, she sood cautioudy, reining in her strength in the orbital'slow-G.
Sheld been on Voice-4 for nearly aweek, looking into the dozen or so start-up companies here that
were seeking outside investment. Only two struck her as potentias. A final decision would haveto await
more background research.



"I've got an appointment,” she said, pulling out clothes from adrawer. " Some clown who's sure the
Prima Nation'sinto hallucinogens. Y ou know, for the vision quest? Sounds like aloser. But his mamas
been abusiness associate for years, and she thinks he'sjust keen.”

Gregory was unimpressed. " So stay with me and say you went."

Katie found hersaf tempted. "I'd loveto. Y ou know that. But the dirty old Al would rat on me." She
smiled apologeticdly and finished dressing.

Gregory grumbled some more, but finaly rolled out of bed and pulled on apair of shorts. "Well, I've got
apresent for you anyway." He produced awhite cloth sack from his suitcase. It was about the size of an
old-fashioned plastic grocery bag and it looked lumpy and heavy.

"What isit?' Katie asked curioudy.
He handed her the bag, and as she pulled it open hetold her: " Applesfrom your farm."

Her lips parted in astonishment as she gazed at the bonanza of fruit. They were either galas or fujis, thelr
beautiful skins marbled with streaks of dark red over blush, blending into yellow. Her heartbest
quickened, and shefelt adeep pain at the back of her throat. "Y ou stopped by the farm? Why?"
Reaching into the bag, she pulled out one of the fruits. She could still remember the day sheld planted the
bare-root trees, deep in the first winter sheld owned the farm. And how long ago was that? Some
twenty-nine years.

"Chaparra's about to smother thetrees," Gregory said. "But they're still bearing.”
Shegazed at him past the round, full curve of the fruit she held in her hand. "Why did you go there?'

He grinned. "To pick some applesfor you." Hetook the fruit from her hand and held it up, asif to admire
the melded colors. "That's your roots, Katie. Y ou've been too much of a businesstramp sinceyou left the
farm. Thought you might like to know that part of it'still there, still growing." He held the apple up to her
mouth. "Try it. It'sgood.”

She bit into the crigp flesh, the sharp flavor sparkling againgt her tongue. She waited for aflush of
memories to be drawn out by the taste, but perhaps because she was expecting them, they didn't come.
There was only the present moment. Gregory held the apple to his own mouth and took a bite just next
to hers, creating arough figure eight. Infinity, in the moment.

"Say you love me," he commanded.

"I loveyou." She hefted the bag of gpples. "And thanks. Thiswasred swedt."

"S0 let's get some cheese and wine and have aprivate party."

She groaned. "Y ou know I'd love to, but--"

"Busnessfirg," hefinished for her.

"So comewith me. Y ou're apartner in this venture.”

He nodded, seemingly pleased with that solution. " Okay. Give me aminute to get dressed.”

The corridor outside the rented gpartment was empty, the walls still tuned to the dark and moody
sarscape that served asLivingMurd, Inc.'s "vanilla' configuration. None of the seventy-odd residents
had gotten around to doing any serious decorating. With only ten percent of the units sold, the most



notable qudity of the orbital wasitssilence. Gregory and Katie did their best to disrupt it, laughing and
passing the apple back and forth as akind of lean bregkfast. But the sound damping technol ogies that
were part of the orbital's design squashed their efforts. With afew thousand residents aboard, the sound
damping would become an asset. But for now, Katie found the effect oppressive.

They reached anarrow stairway. Katie went first up to the next level. Voice-4 was atethered orbita,
connected via extrusion cable to the honeycombed body of an asteroid that had provided the raw
materiasfor its construction. Ten years ago, when the Knights had burned her out of her farmhouse,
Katie had gonelooking for anew gameto play. Sheldd found it in venture capital. Sheld been anovicein
the field when Summer House, Inc. devel oped their line of Rock Processors--programmable engineson
the scale of microorganismsthat could take gpart an asteroid the way microbes on Earth could
decongtruct a dead body. She and Gregory had put up one percent of the funds for the asteroid-retrieval
mission, and she'd acted as agent for thirty percent more. The Voice had kicked in fifty percent, and the
end result was Voice-3, thefird large-scale habitat ever built... and athirty-million-dollar profit for
Kishida-Hunt Incorporated.

And she'd kept on playing the game ever since, scouting Earth-bound and orbital labs for the next
Summer House, and the next, and the next. Playing passionately, with Gregory as her ruthless partner,
the company enforcer. For thefirst timein her life she found herself with no clear god, smply restless,
made unessy by aneed to see what she could do next.

It was amoment before she realized someone was walking with them in the corridor. She Sarted, slently
cursing the sound-deadened walls that made it so easy for people to sneak up from behind. Then she
reglized: Their companion was only an image transmitted from one of the other orbitals and placed in the
walls, ahuman projection incongruoudy st in the LivingMurd starfields, alittle old lady with Silver hair
and a conservative blue pantsuit, sanding on vacuum.

Katie heard Gregory's sharp intake of breath. She felt her own back stiffen. "Hello, llene," she said.

"Katie." TheVoicewasn't hot on privacy. llenesnew judicia Al wasfree to observe throughout the
orbitals-- every resident and visitor agreed to that when they signed their habitation contract--but Katie
gritted her teeth every time she was confronted with the fact. llene leaned forward, looking straight into
Katigseyes. Shewas eighty-five years old, her body tiny, her shoulders dightly hunched. But her gaze
dtill reflected the intensity of subterranean fires. The CEO'swho'd elected her president of the Voice had
never asked her to step down.

Ilene's gaze shifted to Gregory. "And Dr. Hunt, | see. Y our return to the orbitalswas rather sudden.”

Katie glanced a him anxioudy. Gregory despised Ilene. He hadn't spoken to her in al the years since the
congressiond hearings. But he seemed cam.

[lene turned her atention to Katie. "I've got a developing Situation that might interest you.”

"Isthat right?' Shefaced llenewarily. They'd carried on atruce of sorts snce the Summer House
expedition. Katie had seen well enough that the V oice was the only political entity that really mattered
anymore, so sheld joined the club and agreed to play by their rules, which were gtrict, but not oppressive.
Ilene had taken that as a concession in their old feud, something close enough to victory that she could try
for arapprochement. Katie had responded coolly. But over the years, as Kati€'sinfluence in the business
community had grown along with her fortune, Ilene had come to her more and more often with
assignments, tasks, deeds that needed a private hand behind them but that always resulted in politica or
economic advantage for the Voice. And generdly, Katie went dong, because Ilene aways made sure the
offer included agenerous profit for Kishida-Hunt. But the affection that Katie had oncefelt for llene had



never been recovered.

"We're assembling anew adminigtrative team to address morale problemswithin our Marsinitiative.”
Ilene spoke in a soft deadpan that had become famous throughout the net. " Somehow our colonists have
devel oped the impression that they're just--what was that quaint term they used? Oh, yes. 'Holding seats
for the big shots. Holding seats." Her gaze wandered as she chuckled to hersdlf. "The most expensive
segtsin the system, | might add. After what we paid to get them there."

"But they'reright, aren't they?' Katie said. Her voice was calm; she kept her expression impassive. But
deep in her breast, her heart began to boom in uneasy expectation.

Ilene's sharp gaze raked her face. "Marsis of supreme importance to the Voice."

Katie shrugged, refusing to betray any anxiety. "l can't imagine why. It'sawilderness at the bottom of a
gravity well. Therédsno valuein Mars, not for the foreseegble future.”

Gregory stood to one side chewing on the last of the apple. Ilene took that moment to glance at him. He
met her gaze with an angry, petulant stare. Something seemed to pass between them, and suddenly Katie
felt the fruit's acids begin to sour in her somach. Gregory despised llene. He never spoketo her. So
what was that look about?

But llene's attention was again focused on Katie. ™Y ou surprise me," she said. "I've dways held you to be
aperson of vison. Mars has barely been surveyed. We can't just dismissit.”

Katie chose her words carefully. It would serve no good purpose to antagonize llene, but she needed to
make her position clear. Y ou need to stake aclaim to the red estate, sure. And maybein afew hundred
yearsit'll even be worth something. But you made a mistake when you sent your top-flight people out
there. Sooner or later--when the romanticism wore off--they were bound to wake up and realize they'd
left the action fifty million milesbehind."

Ilene's gaze was stony. "Now thisisinteresting,” she said. "l wasled to believe you desired an
appointment to Mars." Her gaze again ran out to Gregory. "But that pride stood in the way of your asking
rrE.Il

Katie stepped back in stunned surprise. Gregory watched her warily, hisfingers restlesdy turning the
apple core over and over in hishand. "Y ou?' she asked. "Y ou wanted meto go to Mars?

"| think it'd be good for you."

"Y ou want me off the scene.” She couldn't believeit. Only afew minutes ago everything had seemed
perfect between them.

A grim expression settled on hisface. "It's better thisway. Our European labs aren't just stedling from us,
Katie They've gone underground. They're developing illega products. | haveto bring my circleintoit,
and | know you don't have the stomach for that."

Gregory'scircle: Hed never lost touch with the palitical radicaswho'd fought the terrorist warsin
Europe. Now he wanted to revive the old militia? Over patents and property rights.

Katie shook her head. She wanted to believe him. She desperately wanted a benign reason for his
deception. But his explanation didn't make sense. "Why don't you sic the V oice cops on them?' she
asked softly. "Why risk--" She stopped suddenly, put off by thelook of warning in his eyes. He was lying
to her!



And she knew of only one subject upon which their honesty consistently failed.
"It'sTom, isntit?" she blurted out. "Y ou've found something.”

"Dammit!" Hischin lowered in a defensive gesture as histemper exploded. "Y ou'd have to think of that.
It'sawaysthe first subject with you. When are you going to wake up? Nobody's doing work on cryonic
resuscitation anymore, because the bloody Voiceisn't going to alow you to raise the dead!”

Katieglared a him. Hewell knew her opinionson Voice law.

Apparently, so did llene. She cracked an indulgent smile. "There you haveit, Katie. Hes afraid youll
screw up--and that you'll take Kishida-Hunt down with you when you fal. Frankly, if | werehim, I'd
worry too."

Gregory hurled the apple core againgt the floor. He stepped toward her; his hand closed on her upper
aminapanful grip. "Goto Mars," hewarned. "I'll clean up the European labs and then I'll join you. If
and when a Cure'sinvented, if and when it's allowed, Nikki can get her precious dad out of storage. It's
not your problem anymore.”

Her mouth fell open in astonishment. "Who the hell do you think you are? Y ou don't get to decide that for
me." Sheyanked free of hisgrip, her bresth coming fast and hard as the enormity of hisbetraya sank in.
"Y ou're not going to sequester me in some backwater operation. And I'm not going to abandon Tom.
Not when hel's helpless. And neither you or the fucking Voice is going to change my mind."

Gregory backed off iffly, hishands shaking, the apple core forgotten on the floor. "Then go to him!" he
shouted. "Because | don't want you with me anymore. | don't want to see you go downinaVoicerad. |
don't want to seeyou die."

Wedged Time-Alternate Landscapes

Dusk was despening into night on hisjourney down the mountain, when suddenly he felt achangein the
atmosphere, an abrupt warming in the air, an easing in the heavy clouds that hung low overhead. His
steps dowed. He turned around, frowning in confusion as he gazed back up the dope.

A stoné'sthrow away he saw alow ridgeline, its spine protruding from the snow in ajagged break of
westhered gray rock. A greet bird clung with slver talonsto the tallest outcropping. An eagle, he
redlized, though its feethers were as white as a summit cloud in full sun and its body matched hisownin
gze. Aneagle. It looked a him with dark, impatient eyes. The feathers on its neck ruffled audibly, stirring
some ghogt-thin memory of kinship. "1 know you." Hefdlt joy in this vague sense of recognition. He
started toward the bird.

A few flakes of snow fluttered through the warming air. They melted before they could touch him, but in
their dispersang scent he caught the concern of his Familiar.

The eagle seemed to senseit too. It half opened itswings. Its beak clacked with nervous energy, a
masculine command that he come and come now.

His Familiar tried to embrace him in asoft swirl of snow, tried to draw him away. But the eagle set its
talonsin hissoul. Seized in its besk the deepest, oldest parts of hisbeing. The haunts of myth, of legend.
Of creation. Its dark gaze fixed on him and next he knew he was running across the snow toward it, a
madman in pursuit of the sun. And when abold scream rang through the dusk, he was unsure of whose



throat it had come from, his own, or that of the bird.

The eagle shot off its perch, straight up into the murky sky. He watched it go. The low-hanging clouds
opened beforeit, rolling awvay until the rosy-gold light of sunset poured down upon him. He could see dll
the way to the summit now. Daylight till played upon the snowfields there, and on the white festhers of a
great flock of eagles dowly circling the jagged peaks.

Hefdt the fading warmth of the sun on hiswings, the physica pleasure of the wind asit swept past his
feathers lifting him effortlesdy into the golden sky--

Cold bit deep into his hand. He looked down to see hisfist encrusted with tiny white snow crabs. It
looked asif he werewearing aglove of glitteringice. And it hurt.

Annoyed, he shook his hand, trying to didodge the crabs. But they clung tight. So he banged hisfist
againg histhigh and crushed thetiny creatures, spreading athin film of their colorless body juices across
hisskin.

Snow fell past his cheeks and fluttered acrossthe sky in heavy vells, obscuring hisview of the summit. He
growled at his Familiar. She wanted to hold him here; she wanted to keep him for herself. "No," he said,
plunging forward. "This has nothing to do with you." And helegped straight up--

--to climb on great wingsthat pushed againgt the air with atireless strength, carrying him higher and
higher toward the bare rocks and windswept glaciers of the summit. The other eagles were till above
him, far above, rising higher even as he sought to catch them. They were far beyond the tallest peak now,
points of white light in adarkening sky. He drove after them--

--found himsdlf facedown in the snow and freezing. His Familiar was with him. She shrouded him in thick,
sweet flakes.

Shetickled his ears. She touched his brain with whispered warnings he couldn't quite make out--

--Helooked down, and to his surprise, the peaks of the mountains were aready far, far below him. He
looked above, but he saw no other eagles, only the bright points of distant starslike shining white birds
on the edge of sight. Confusion weakened the powerful stroke of hiswings. Where had the others gone?
He began to falter.

Then the gars shifted. Seemed to turn and sprout wings and call to him in alanguage that he would
understand... would understand if only he went alittle higher....

Gently, gently, she tapped his spine with heavy flakes of snow. The snow crabs chewed on hisfingers.
He groaned. He was so cold. He shoved himself up on his elbows and shook his head to clear it. The
eaglesvanished. The stars stabilized.

With agust of disappointment, he redlized they were only stars after dl.

Hecircled for afew minutes, made restless by a cutting sense of loss. Then he folded hiswings against
his body and dove back toward the earth--

Herolled onto hisback and watched the snow fall from the darkening sky. The air around him was heavy
with her presence. Her snowfall sustained him. Measured doses of hope and purpose. " Bring me back,"
he whispered. " Bring me home to you."

VOICE NEWS, ISSUE 661; 10:00 "Policy Statement on Life Extension”



Responding to increasing confusion within the scientific community and law-enforcement circles,
President Ilene Carson has requested the newly commissioned judicial Al to issue a preliminary
opinion clarifying the legality of life-extension therapies under current Voice law. The result was
unequivocal:

"While some have regarded aging as a genetic defect and therefore correctable under Voice law,
the judiciary finds to the contrary, A survey of literature, law, and nature demonstrates that aging
isanatural and universal phenomenon among all earthly life and emphatically qualifiesas a
defining condition of human existence. Therefore, it must be allowed to follow its natural course.”

Objections were immediately raised by leaders in the business community, who contend that
overzealous restrictions on the development of geriatric therapies will cause a flight of scientific
talent to competing sovereignties where regulations are less stringent. "Not only will the Voice
loseitslead in the development of molecular technology,” said Martin Chang, professor of
business science at Sanford, "but we will also lose our ability to regulate the course of that
development. The Voice cannot control a technology it does not dominate.”

15:
Tactics of Domination

Threedayslater, Katiearrived a L. A. International on the City of Beijing, after astopover at the
spaceplane's home city and a brief jJump over the Pacific. Quarantine was acursory affair. She had her
V oice passport, certifying that sheld confined her travelsto uninvested regions, and she was quickly
granted admittance to California. She took the train to Long Beach and knocked on Ferriss door. He
was expecting her. He gave her ahug and clucked over her in concern. "Single again, huh?'

"Maybe permanently thistime." She dropped her suitcase in the living room and clamed achair. "He
went back to VVoice-2 ahead of me. | got there aday later. He'd packed up al my stuff. Tossed me out
of my own gpartment. Y ou should have seen him, Ferris. Hewas livid. So mean. | thought he was going
tohitme."

"Comeon."

"It'strue. | couldn't get out of there fast enough.”

"Sowhat really set him off? This can't be about Tom. Nothing's changed in that.”

"I'm not so sure. Gregory wants me out of theway. Far out of the way. Why, do you think?'
"l see" Ferrissaid. "He'sfound something.”

"It hasto be. But he doesn't want meto find it."

Ferris nodded thoughtfully. "Okay, then. I'll help you look."

They spent the evening stoned in the VR, drunk on the megabytes of gossip Ferris dredged up as he
hunted for some sign of aquickening in thefield of cryonic medicine. They found nothing.

"Doesn't mean anything,” Ferris assured her. "Anything as complicated as areviva isn't going to be made
public until it's been successfully completed.”
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"A reviva?You don't think it's gone that far, do you? | talked to the board at Forward Futures and they
swear it'stoo soon. Any company trying to revive now will be putting the patient through an unnecessary
rsk."

Helooked at her quizzically. "I guessit must be hard to apply business acumen to something this
persond.”

Shefelt the blood leave her face. Her skin grew suddenly cold. "Do you really think somebody could be
that far ahead of the pack? Ready to do arevival now... Oh, what a position to be in, what an enviable
position. If it works they can charge anything for the procedure....”

They were both slent, weighing the implications. Then Katie spoke: "That'swhat Gregory's afraid of , isn't
it? That I'll trade every asset | own for Tom. Everything for Tom...."

Ferris shook his head. "Y ou can't go for anything like that. Not when this tech could be common
currency in afew moreyears."

Her browsknit in suddenire. "It'sfar morelikely thistech will be illegal in afew moreyears. It may be
illega now, but I'm not going to ask thejudicid Al for aclarification. Thisisawindow of opportunity,
Ferris. It could be my only chanceto revive Tom. | haveto takeit.”

He stood beside her, glowering at the VR display. She spoke cautioudy. "I want you to float an offer for
me. A hundred million dollarsin Voice-secured eectronic currency for the resuscitation schedule.

"Youll beburied in offers™
"l want you to find the legitimate one. The one Gregory's afraid of. Will you do it?"

He looked somber, but resigned. "I'll do what | can.”

The next morning she caught atrain bound for San Diego, looking forward to avist with Joy. But the
train was only afew minutes out of the station when she began to fed dizzy. By the time the Coastal
approached the stop at Oceans de some twenty minutes later, she knew shewas running ahigh fever. At
first shewasincredulous. Plagues were common, but not in Voice territory, and she hadn't traveled
outside the Holdingsin years. How could she have caught something? Then acold trickle of
understanding cut through her fever. Gregory could be behind this. Gregory had failed to get her ona
transport to Mars. But there was more than one way to take abody out of circulation.

She closed her eyes, thinking about Joy and the kidsin San Diego. Thetrain eased to afull stop at the
Oceanside gation.

How bad is this going to be?

Shetold hersdf the virus couldn't be contagious. Gregory wouldn't risk introducing a contagious plague
into the Southern CaliforniaHolding. It was probably tailored to her genotype. She was probably the
only onein theworld who could catchiit... if the design work had been doneright. Sheld seen alot of
doppy design work.

Her eyes popped open. A few people were standing up, reaching for their bags.
| have to get off thistrain.

Therewas no way of knowing what sequence of genetic markers activated the virus. Maybe Joy carried



the sametraits. Maybe Tom-2 did, or Curran. She stood up slowly, leaning on the back of the seet in
front of her. She was not going to take this plague to San Diego.

Her legsfdt shaky. She reached into the overhead compartment and pulled down her bag. The weight of
it sent her stumbling backward. A young girl reached out to steady her elbow, but after one look at
Katie'sface she yanked her hand back in sudden fear. Katie ducked her chin and headed toward the
exit, haf ssumbling, clutching at the seat backs with a sweat-soaked hand while the bag thumped against
her leg. Her vison was blurring. The world seemed to recede around her while her heart rumbled in her
earslike some huge, flaccid organ, hardly capable of providing even minima function.

She reached the platform and paused, breathing shallowly, trying to steedy hersalf. From the corner of
her eye she sghted afamiliar gray-and-sea-green uniform. Fear ran like asted rod up her spine. A Voice
cop, about two cars down, watching passengers exit from the rear of thetrain. VVoice cops had free run
throughout the Holdings. They were the muscle behind V oice restrictions on molecular technologies.

They pursued molecular crimes and responded to molecular emergencies... like plague. If this cop saw
her, hed have her quarantined in aminute... questioned much later. Sheld heard of people being held in
quarantinefor years. Might aswell be on Mars.

She dropped her chin against her chest and headed for the ticket wall. The crowds werethin. She
dipped her ID into the dot without having to wait and entered an inland destination. Her ticket popped
out. She grabbed it. Then took a second look. Printed across the face of the card, she read: Voice
Citizen Katharine Kishida. You may have been inadvertently infected with an untested strain of
hallucinogenic virus. Please report to Voice authorities immediately, as quarantine and treatment
areessential.

Katie swore softly under her bresth. Maybe it wasn't Gregory. Maybeit was llene, following the same
trail Katie wasworking on. She glanced over her shoulder and thought she saw the cop looking in her
direction. With his headset, he was wired up to the central Al. And the Al knew exactly where she was.

She dropped the ticket and headed for the exit. A taxi was waiting on the curb. She opened the door and
did onto the seat. Hands shaking, she rummaged through her wallet, looking for another ID card.
TheresaMyers. Commanding abank account of three million dollars. She yanked it out and dipped it
into the cab's console. The V oice cop appeared at the Station exit, his eyes searching the walks.

"Dedtination?' the cab's Al asked.

"Just head inland.” The cop was gazing at her vehicle now. Shetried to look down, look away, ook
casud asthetaxi pulled dowly from the curb, moving a awaking pace down the mall. Just before it
turned onto the boulevard she looked back. The cop was gone.

She sagged on the seat in exhaugtion. A little demon sat on the console. It had cloven hooves, adevil's
tall, and llenésface. Katie sared at it, the hair on the back of her neck dowly rising. But when she
blinked the demon was gone. She shuddered.

The cab rolled aong through the outskirts of Oceanside a a sedate ten miles an hour, the maximum
speed allowed in the pedestrian town. Outside the window, she saw an odd assortment of clownsand
harlequins, black-leather bikers and tie-dyed hippies. She wondered if a carnival was scheduled. Then a
small herd of unicorns pranced across the street, their horns flashing gold in the sun. Shelay down on the
seat and held her head. On the floor of the cab, ladybugs, nearly aquarter of aninch in diameter, sat at
tiny tables drinking tea. "What's your range?' she croaked at the cab Al.

"Thisvehicdeis capable of operating throughout the southern CdiforniaHolding."



She breathed asigh of relief. Sheld been afraid it was limited to Oceanside. "I want to reach the Primal
Nation."

"Thisvehicleisnot cgpable of crossng sovereign boundaries.”

Theimp was back. It was using alarge needle to spear the frantic ladybugs. Katie closed her eyes,
remembering alab on Voice-4, thelast one sheld visited before her departure. And the oily young man
who'd offered visonsin abottle. Gregory had never goneto that lab. Hed stalked off to pack up his
things, leaving her to keep the appointment alone. He'd been on the shuttle back to Voice-2 by thetime
sheld finished.

So it must have been llene. llene didn't want her to find the Cure. lleneliked to bdieve she could control
things like the Cure, and the restless human psyche. "Y ou don't need to enter the Nation,” shetold the
Al. "Just take meto the nearest border."

It was just past sunset when the cab stopped in the middle of aweed-cracked road deep in an old forest
reserve. The door opened. Katie had been dozing through the afternoon. Now she sat up dowly. Her
body ached and her head pounded. She wondered if she wasreslly here or if thiswasjust another
figment. If she stepped out of the cab, would there be ground to stand on? The cab stuck out ared, wet
tongue a her. "Trip fare: two thousand three hundred dollars ec,” it said, the tongue lolling between
obscene red lips. She closed her eyes and reached unhappily for the console. She had to recover
TheresaMyerss|D card, no matter how repulsive the form it had assumed. Shefelt the rough, warm
tongue under her hand and yanked on it. It cameloose, and suddenly the squishy fedling was gone. She
could fed the hard plastic of the card againgt her fingers.

She kept her eyes closed and grabbed for her bag. A strong, bony hand caught her wrist. She jumped
and screamed, and the sensation vanished. She stood by the cab, the bag in one hand, the card in the
other, swaying on legsthat were literally made of rubber. With amoan, she sank to the roadway. The
cab closed itsdoor and pulled away. A few feet down the road it sprouted wings and took off into the
coming night, its quiet eectric motor quickly fading asit tacked out toward the stars.

Her gaze was brought back to the ground by the antics of ahandful of tiny fire sprites. The quasi-human
creatures laughed in high, glassy voices as they tumbled and scampered back and forth across the road.
They disgppeared aoruptly as afreezing mountain wind came sighing through the treetops. Thewind
swept past her, coating her in arime of ice. She shook in the sudden cold, her bleary eyesdry with fever.
"Why am | here?' she whispered, her voice barely audible in the heavy dusk. She pressed the hedls of
her hands againgt her forehead, cracking athin skin of ice that shattered and fell in glittering shardsto the
roadway.

Why am | here?

Shed | eft the coadt, driven by some vagueidea of finding sanctuary in the Prima Nation. But asthe
night's chill invaded her, it suddenly occurred to her that she could die out here. Evenif thisfever didn't
provefatd, evenif these halucinations didn't drive her over the edge of adliff or into the swirling waters
of ariver, she could succumb to hypothermia. Maybe she should recdll the cab. She had her phoneinthe
bag. Maybe she should turn hersdlf in to the VVoice cops. Ilene would keep her in quarantine, but it
wouldn't be forever.

Ilene only wanted to keep her from finding the Cure.
No. llene wanted to keep her away from Tom.

Why?



Because she was jeal ous. Because she wanted to hurt Katie.

Because she wanted to spare Tom the shock of finding his young wife suddenly sixty-four years
old and married to another man.

Katie stood shaking in the cold wind. A coyote howled somewhere not so far away. A second joined i,
then athird. Tom won't know me, she redlized with a sudden sense of surprise. Tom would wake up to
see her, an old woman who at best would seem vaguely familiar. Hed glance at her, no hint of
recognition in his eyes, and then heldd ook beyond her shoulder, searching for the woman who'd once
been hiswife.

A gray shape caught her eye. Sheturned, to see acoyote trot onto the roadway, its dark eyes glittering in
the emerging starlight. Then, like aghost dowly taking shape out of darkness, abipedd creature
appeared behind it, just at the edge of the forest. Katie stared at it in numb fascination. The black figure
looked like some unholy cross between a skeleton and a mannequin. It studied her with eyes of glass.
"Eagy, Kdie" it said inafamiliar maevoice. "It'sonly aremote unit. Y ou've seen them before.”

"Have|?' she whispered, creeping away, dragging the bag with her.

The coyote howled and the world shattered, shards of night plunging around her like stalactites loosened
from the roof of the world cave. She screamed in terror as massive sections whistled past. The ground
crumbled arid fell away around her feet. She found herself huddled on apillar suspended over
nothingnesswhile agae roared in a concert of human voices. And through the ssorm thetall cresture
came, walking on thought. It stooped down beside her and picked her up initslong, bony arms, cradling
her like ababy. Its surface felt soft and warm. It rocked her and hummed and whispered soothing
gyllables, itsvisud lenses glowing asoft blue.

For along time it walked over emptiness. Later, oceans, forests, sarfidds, gray wastelands of sand dll
passed under itsfeet. It walked with terrifying speed. It hardly dowed when it cameto cliffs, cutting right
or left down adizzying diagond path. Once it waded across ariver that flowed blood-red through a
desert asruddy as the sands of Mars. Night and day and night. She wondered if they were marching to
hell. She would have thought it much closer than this. Now and then a second such creature would
gpproach from over the horizon, sting her with asharp fingernail, sphon off atiny amount of blood and
vanish again. Twilight. It set her down in soft vegetation at the sun-warmed side of astone hut. She dept.

LA. FLOW--NEWS AND INFORMATION " Space Elevator to Be Developed”

Voice Devel opment announced today a new initiative aimed at constructing the first
Earth-to-orbit elevator, to be based out of southern India. " This initiative should put to rest
rumors about instabilities in Voice government,” President Carson said. "We couldn't begin to
take on a project of this magnitude if the board of directors weren't firmly united. The Voice of
Humanity is an advancing nation, moving ever forward on a trajectory of peace."

16:
New Trajectories

"Katie?'
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Katie opened her eyes. Shelay on amoist bed of forest litter, blinking up a anoon sun that blazed
through aleafy green canopy like God's own glaring eye. The air here was so thick with heat and
humidity, it was dmost unbreathable. She choked on amouthful, drinking in odors of humus and floral
perfumes and her own rancid swest. Her body ached. Her musclesfelt shot through with a debilitating
weakness. And she was hungry. Hungrier than she'd ever been.

With ared effort, she scrunched up her elbow, rolled onto her belly, and dowly raised her head.

Shefound hersdlf in front of a squat stone shelter, overgrown with lianas. A dark and uninviting crawl
hole served as the entrance. A black cable snaked out of the hole and across the forest floor. Her gaze
shifted to follow it, but her attention was distracted by the sight of her muddy hands spotlighted by a shaft
of sunlight. Insects buzzed in the air. She shook her head to chase them from her face and in doing so
caught sight of the black, skeletd creeture.

It was crouched afew feet away, watching her intently with its glass lenses. The cable was connected to
itschest.

"Kdie?" it questioned her again. "Areyou fedling any better?'

She sat up dowly, pushing her hair out of her face. Shefelt like shit. But apparently the fever was gone,
She groaned and leaned back againgt the stone shelter, gazing past the skeleton to the tropical forest
beyond. "Panama," she said, recognizing the scene at last.

The scene seemed amost surredl initsnormalcy. Therewere no false colors, no magical crestures, no
mythic geography--just the weight of her own history. She rubbed her eyes and |ooked again, but nothing
had changed. Only the presence of the skeleton an arm's reach away let her know that the hallucinations
weren't quite over.

"Katie?" the keleton persisted.

Sheturned to look at it. Its black surface seemed ill-defined against the mottled shadows of the forest.
She remembered its tender touch and wondered that it had been so careful of her. But shewasan old
woman, and Judge Dark wouldn't want her to die before held returned her to the killing groundsin the
Darien. Had this creature redly carried her al the way through Mexico and Central America? Or had she
smply awakened within adream?"So... do you accompany meto hell, or does another spook get that

duty?”

The skeleton sighed. It dropped its head alittle, looking dejected. "Wake up, Katie. Thisisthe Primal
Nation, not Hollywood."

Her eyeswent wide. She sat up alittle straighten She knew thisvoice like she knew her own body.
"Ferris?'

"Dammit, Katie, stop acting like asavage at atechnology fair. I've sent you reports on our field remote
units. They've been operating through the Nation for over ayear.”

She blinked, and looked the skeleton over again. So thiswas afield remote, atelepresence surrogate
directed by Ferrisway back in L.A. She'd received the reports... but she hadn't read them. ™Y ou know
me," shejoked, feding alittle shaky; more than alittlefoolish. "Acquistions are my speciaty. Once weve
got the company it's Gregory's concern.” She shrugged. "I thought you were a hadlucination,” she

admitted sheepighly.

Ferris snorted in disgust; the remote's head wagged in frugtration. "If you were ared citizen of the Prima



Nation you'd know what was going on." His accusation issued from avoice synthesizer in the remote's
chest. "But you've ignored us ever since the Knights burned you out.”

"I havenot!" Shefdt her cheeksflush with indignation. "Every company | acquire goeson the Nation's
regidry.”

"Youlivelikean outsder.”
"I'm here now.”
"Only because you're running from the Voice. Where else could you go?!

She blinked hard. Hisdoubt hurt. She'd always supported the Nation. "Why are you acting like this?|
thought we were friends. Family, even.”

"Funny. Latdy I'vefdt morelikearetainer.”

Her gaze fell. She studied the leef litter on the ground, the black power cable. There must be asolar
array in the treetops that powered thislittle station. " Somebody wants me out of the way," she said softly.
"Probably Ilene. | thought you could shelter me." It hurt to admit her own hel plessness.

Ferrisshrugged. "It'sllene dl right. She'sgot awarrant for you and she knowsyou'rein the Nation. She's
after Gregory too. Conspiracy to develop proscribed molecular technologies.”

Katielooked up sharply. "What technologies?"

"I don't know. | don't know if it has anything to do with what you're looking for."

Shefrowned. "I'll bet Gregory knows. He said the European labs were dirty. Do you know where heis?'
"He dropped into Europe and disappeared.”

"Probably with hiscircle, then." Hisold antiterrorist militia. They werelittle more than terrorists
themsdves.

The remote waved its hand impatiently. " Stop thinking about acquisitions, Katie. You'rein abad
Stuaion.”

She sat up alittle straighter, trying to force her muzzy brain to focus. "Well, maybein this circumstance,
bad isgood,” she mused. "If [len€'s serioudy after me, she must think | have something." Shelooked
anxioudy at Ferris. "Did you float the offer for the reviva procedure?!

The remote nodded. Its posture seemed thoughtful, somber. "That caused a tir."
"Alreedy?'

"It's been two weeks."

Kati€slips parted in astonishment. "Two...?"

"You didn't think | carried you to the Darien overnight?' A note of pride entered hisvoice. "Did you
know you can wak from Cdiforniato Panamawithout ever leaving the Nation?'

"I didn't know that," she said, thinking back to the terrible journey. So it had been red--more or less.

Ferrissaid, "We brought Nikki in on another remote as soon as we guessed what was going on. She



drew blood samples and hiked them out for analysis. She was able to develop a counteragent. The
remoteinjected you with it last night.”

"Am | contagious?'

"No. You're harmless." And then he chuckled: adark sound that made her hacklesrise. "Well, perhaps
not entirely. The VVoice will come down hard on us, Katie, if we don't account for you soon. The Primal
Nation could disappear insde their maw."

Katie fet her eyeswiden. Sudden heat rushed into her cheeks. It had never occurred to her that she
might be endangering the Primal Nation when she fled Oceanside. She didn't want that responsibility.

Her gaze cut away, to fix on aswarm of tiny insects hovering in ashaft of sunlight, brilliant sparks of gold
without destination. She frowned. Ferris knew where he was going. He wouldn't risk the Nation's
security without good reason. Not for her. Not for anyone. Her eyes narrowed suspicioudy. Ferriswas
well-acquainted with her history. "Why did you bring meto the Darien?" she sngpped.

"Takeit easy, Katie. Were just passing through. The Voiceisn't as strong in the south. It'll be easier for
you to hide. And besides... | thought the time might be coming when you'd want to be closeto Tom."

Her breath caught in her throat. For amoment she couldn't get any words out. Then: ™Y ou've found the
company that developed the revival schedule. Haven't you? Ferris?!

"Maybe." The remote stood up dowly on slent joints. " Someone's been waiting for you inthe VR. He
won't talk to me or Nikki. Heinssts you be his contact, and you adone.”

"Isit legit?'
"Nikki thinksit could be."
"All right,” Kane said. "How do | interface?"

She met afeaturdess being in the VR, like ahuman blank made of glass, before the marks of
individuation had been carved. When it looked a her with an eydessvisage, shefdt a superdtitiousflutter
of fear. "I work for you," it said. Y ou employ mein one of your companies and you aready own the
rightsto the rgjuvenation schedule my colleagues and | have developed. Y ou and your partner, that is.
Gregory Hunt. He wants what we have. He raided one of our older labs, but we'd aready abandoned it.
Hedidn't get anything.”

"I'm sorry," shesad. "Gregory and | have had afdling-out.”
"I know. But he hasn't cut your legd tiesand you can il dedl in hisname.”

Katie gtiffened, made wary by a sudden, pervasive sense of greed. The wired coveral she wore picked
up her response. "What do you want?"

"Y our hundred-million-dollar offer. Plusfinancing for alega team to keep the VVoice off our backs. Plus
seventy-five percent of the grossincome generated by the sde of this schedule.”

"Or?l
"Or we go outside Voiceterritoriesto ook for the highest bidder and you get nothing. Hunt gets nothing."

She breathed softly, dowly, letting her awareness run out into the minefield around her. "What exactly



have you got?'

"A regjuvenation schedule, supervised by nanorobots. The series varies depending on the patient's needs,
but generdly involves less than one hundred varied gpplications, some of which are dready on the
market--like the cancer hunters and plaque scrapers--some of which are uniqueto our lab. Thered
chalenge of course was writing and coordinating the molecular software for each gpplication.”

"And the scheduleis gpplicable to suspension patients?”
He chuckled. "Of courseit is. We were designing with your fortunein mind."

She chewed gently on the insgde of her lip to suppressasmile of triumph. Sheld entered the market
looking for atreatment that would alow thereviva of suspension patients. But thiswas more. Much
more. "What you're saying is, you've devel oped ageriatric cure. Y ou can reverse the aging process.”

The blank shook itshead. "Thejudicid Al has declared that illegal. What we can do is rg uvenate many
physiologica pathways, and in the process erase much of the environmental damage that leadsto the
effectsof aging.”

Close enough. Her heart thundered in her ears. The fabled Cure. Thiswas a seismic quake powerful
enough to reorder the world--whether or not thejudicia Al issued itsapprova. "I'll need
documentation.”

"Y ou get nothing until after the agreement issigned. After dl, if I'm lying, then you're giving nothing away.”
She found such confidence exhilarating. "Have you conducted any clinical trias?!
"Every member of our coterie has undergone the schedule,” he said. "Believe me, it works."

"The Voice believesyou." The blank stiffened. Katie leaned alittle harder, "Theré'sawarrant out for my
arrest. It'sbecause of your work, isn't it? I'm legaly responsible for violations that occur in my labs, and it
sounds asif you've committed some mgor transgressions.”

"Our work isnot illega. None of the procedures violates V oice sandards.”
"But the schedule taken as awhole seemsto do s0."

"Screw the Voicel" The blank knifed ahand through the air. "WEell own the V oice when thisgoesto
market.”

"If it goes. Don't overestimate your profit potentid. It'll cost afortuneto win lega statusfor this
technology. If and when that happens, you'll have only afew months before somebody el seisready with
asmilar schedule. Y ou have to make your score before then.”

"What areyou saying?'

"One hundred million dollars, plus twenty percent of the grossincome to your group. Full lega
representation through Kishida-Hunt. And you can market the product now, from within the sovereignty
of the Prima Nation."

"Stand by." The blank placed itself on hold. It went perfectly il for nearly three minuteswhile Katie
amused hersdlf with apicture of afrantic debate in alab somewhere, probably Europe, in which agroup
of techiestried to cometo termswith their greed. It must have been one hdll of afight. When the blank
findly girred, it dmaost seemed to droop. "All right,” it said. "Twenty percent.”



A document appeared before her, secured on aclipboard. She plucked it from the air and scanned i,
then added additional terms at the bottom. "My agreement is conditional upon receiving documentation
and the full nanoseries devel oped for the rgjuvenation schedule,” she explained as shewrote. "Y ou'll mail
the set to thisaddressin Vancouver. If you attempt to market the schedule before | receiveit, this
contract will becomeinvdid.”

"Youll haveit by nightfall.”

They spent another fifteen minutes working out the generdities of legal position and distribution, then they
cut the connection. Katieimmediately caled the Vancouver mail drop, leaving indructionsthat the
package be forwarded to Chile. Then she dipped off the VR helmet.

Leaving the suit on, she crawled from the stone shelter.

The skeleton was standing at attention to one side of the door, apparently uninhabited, still hooked up to
the power cable. She wiped the perspiration from her face, listening to the buzz of insects and a deeper
sound, farther away. Her brow wrinkled in concern as she recognized the soft thrum of a helicopter--
several helicopters. "Ferris?' she cdled softly, trying to wake the remote. "Ferris?’

Hedidn't answer.

She ducked back into the shelter, pulled on the VR helmet, and used a voice command to summon the
shelter's Al. It gppeared as ayoung Indian boy, with dark, soulful eyesand arice-bowl haircut. "Has
helicopter activity been authorized in thisarea?”

He thought for a moment, then shook his head. "No. But there's been an unauthorized encroachment on
the southern border." She swore, and was about to drop out of the VR when Ferris appeared.

"The Voiceisfinaly making its move, Katie. Big move. They're no longer voluntary. They've changed
their name to the Commonwedlth of Humanity and they're claiming rights over other sovereignties, on
Earth or off."

"They can't do that!"

"Y ou get big enough, you can do anything. They're coming for you, Katie, and they're not going to stop
at our borders anymore, not when they're enforcing regulations on nano and biotechnol ogy--"

"Shunt meto theremote," she said.

"Y ou can't run. They'retoo big for you.”

"Doit, Ferris. I'mthisclose. llene's not going to stand in my way now."
"Katie-"

"Jugt doit!"

Shefound herself standing outside the shelter, gazing absently into the rain forest. She could hear the
helicopters, like approaching thunder. She put the remote on standby and came back to herself.

Grabbing afew extrapower packsfor the wired suit, she crawled out of the shelter and disconnected the
remote from the power cable. Slipping back into the remote, she made a seat for hersdlf by spreading the
remote's handsflat behind its back. Then she went back to hersalf and climbed on, the power packs
cradled in her lap.



It was embarrassing and fascinating. To be carried piggyback by a soft stedl giant. She returned to the
remote's redity. Sensed the weight on her back. The treetops swaying overhead under a helicopter's
prop-wash. The figures descending like spiders, dropping on thin ropes through the trees.

Then she began to run. Slight muscleflexion in her bio-body was trandated by the wired suit into
bounding legpsin her new sted frame. After thefirst few fumbling steps, she sped through the forest with
alean strength sheld never felt before. Shots erupted behind her. A dart struck her in theleg, and
bounced off. Another glanced off her shoulder. She dodged the next one, which threatened her
passenger, and then the forest closed in behind her.

Feet asaforest cat, she legped over roots and rotting logs and sped across the soft ground. Shefelt no
fatigue. Her lungs didn't burn. Her heart didn't race. Her spirit sang with an exhilarating sense of
invinahility.

A helicopter tried to track her overhead, but it was impossible to follow her through the canopy. She
came to a streambed with six-feet-high embankments separated by a span of twelve feet. She leaped
acrossit, jarring her passenger and startling aflock of colorful birds.

The sound of the hdlicopters faded into the distance. She ran on. On and on, for hours, far into
Columbia. When night fell, she found another shelter, plugged the remote into the power cable, then, with
avoice command, she dipped back into hersdlf.

Shetried to climb down from the remote's back, but her muscles twisted in agonizing cramps. After
fighting the pain for aminute, she gave up and let hersdlf fal to the rocky ground.

She lay therefor along time while her body dowly learned how to move again. Stars turned overhead.
Satellites and orbitals swept through the ether. But they werefar away, and she was done. Findly, she
crawled afew steps away to pee, then she dragged hersdlf into the shelter, switched on theradio, and
listened to the news while she raided the shelves for food and drink.

She sat in the middle of the floor, her booty piled around her while she absorbed the buzz of afurious
world. Half the world's sovereignties were expressing outrage over the actions taken by the Voice. The
other haf werejoining the new Commonwesdlth. A congtitutiona convention was scheduled to beginina
few weeks, to work up asoul for the new political entity.

Then, inthe midst of the babble, Katie heard her own name. It wasasmall item. Billionaire financier
Katharine Kishida, who'd been accidentally infected with ahalucinogenic virus, had been declared
mentally incompetent by the Commonwesdlth police, ajudgment approved by thejudicid Al. Her
husband and business partner, Gregory Hunt, was afugitive in Europe. Responsihility for their financia
empirewould be transferred to the Council of the Primal Nation. That wasal. Threelinesto strip her of
everything shedd ever owned.

She shut off the radio and crawled out of the shelter. The batteries on the remote were closeto full. She
kicked it free of the cable, then climbed aboard, her butt aching as she settled onto the seat. Then she
dipped her consciousnessinto the artificia body, glanced briefly at the stars, and headed south.

Long ago, in her youth, it had seemed to Katie that the world was one place. That al the cities, the
regions, the people, asdiverse asthey might be, ftill existed on asingle globe. But by the time she
reached the foothills of the Peruvian Andes, shewasless sure.

She tramped the empty lands, surrounded by mountains, by the great curving sky, by asense that more



than ameasure of mileslay between her and the raving energy of L.A.

Thiswas a stark and empty land, unresponsive to the dow roll of the southern summer. Few plants could
bear the intense ultraviolet radiation seeping through the wounded atmosphere. Few people, too. Villages
on the higher dopeswere forlorn and empty. Lower, afew people remained, existing done or in smdll
groups, windblown fragments of a human community now past.

So much of the world had been abandoned. It was asif agreat earthquake had rolled through the
continents and shaken the people down to the coasts and valeys, where they could be gathered into neat
welfare villages and plugged into the VR.

But Katie clung to the spine of the world.

Shetraveled at night, with the mountainsrising around her like black teeth in the windy heights, biting at
the stars. She dept in the day, while storm clouds parried with the sun. She chose to deep in abandoned
villages whenever she could. Using wind-smoothed wood from collgpsed houses, sheld build afireand
ligen to theradio and try to believe that the voices she heard were something more than adream, more
than a spirit-muttering that carried over from some other plane. But it was hard. Thetalk wasall frantic
discussion of the new palitics, the Commonwesdlth, the coming condtitutional convention, and the selection
of delegatesfrom every sovereignty. Never aword about the Cure. Never aword about Katie. Never a
hint of pursuit, despite the eyesin the sky that swept through their arcs every night, aways watching but
never seaing her.

It was asif sheld becomeinvisibleto that other world of welfare villages and orbitas, telephones and
virtud redity, the Commonwedth and the Primal Nation. Ilene had forgotten her. Gregory had forgotten
her. The Cure had been adream. Nikki and Joy were of another life. And she'd been sentenced to
purgatory on thisreflection of the earth, set to walk forever south.

Now and then she met people on the road, usually old-timers, their dark brown faces as westhered as
the abandoned houses, their once-bright woolen clothing beaten and faded by the sun's cold light. They'd
stand by the side of the road and watch her go by, not with fear in their eyes at thisodd sight of a skinny
old woman being carried on the back of ablack skeleton, but with akind of judtification, asif their
lifdong belief in the creative powers of the mountains had finally been rewarded with the Sght of this
phantom walking the earth with feet as solid astheir own.

In the raw volcanic heights, the power of crestion seemed to blanket the land more thoroughly than the
tenuous atmosphere. Some nights Katie could fed it running through her bloodstream. Then shewould
reach toward the night sky and watch the silhouette of her hand close around a cluster of stars and know
that she could hold morein her grip than she had ever dared imagine.

Wedged Time-Alternate Landscapes

Sometimein the night it began snowing in earnest, thick, wet flakes that cascaded out of darkness. He
threw hisarmswide, inviting the touch of his Familiar across his body. Flakes clung to his eyelashes,
stuck to his shoulders, gathered in the pam of his hand. She was everywhere. Her presence grew more
pal pable with every step he took down the mountain. She was bringing him home. Home. He could fed
the sweet promisein hisbones. He hurried toward her, unmindful of the gathering drifts. She sang to him,
whispered to him, cgoled him in awordless fema e voice, complex and commanding. Heforgot his
fatigue and followed her through the night.



But as dawn gradualy penetrated the blizzard he began to tire. So shelet him rest, wrapping him in alight
blanket of snow. He may have dept. Hismind darted in and out of dreams, like achild playing
hide-and-seek. She wasthere with him, his playmate in this game. He could hear her heartbest, her soft
breathing. He ducked around corners, seeking her, while her sweet laughter echoed in his consciousness.

"He'sadeep,” an ugly voice growled, much too close.
"He's not. See how he ligtensto us?'

He blinked, clearing snow from his eydashes, shaking it from his head and shoulders. The day had
brought aweak gray light. He found himself cradled in ahollow of snow, sheltered by the blizzard's
wavering vells. Dark figures encircled him, looming large in the snow-filtered daylight.

The snow eased alittle, and he could make out the faces of the demon oni: here, vague red fur, there,
vague pink. Each of them grim and somber.

A female stepped forward. It could have been the blue-furred one who'd first found him. "Where are you
going?' it asked.

He stood up dowly, his gaze darting around the circle, wondering what they had in mind for him. The oni
fdll back apace, asif he frightened them.

"Where are you going?' the female repested, her tone querulous and rising.
His gaze fixed on her. "Home."
A dir ran through the circle. "Home?", "He thinks he's going home.", "He doesn't know."

The femae growled, and they fell slent. She looked at him with her wide-set, hideous eyes. "No. You let
them live. They've taken your place there

Sowly, understanding seeped across hismind. "Oh." His gaze swept restlessly across the snow-covered
ground. "That'sdl right, I think. I don't remember any of it anyway. It'sal gone.”

The oni looked at him sharply. ™Y ou don't remember?"

He shook hishead. "Only her." Then herevised that. "Even her, only by her absence.”

The oni nodded, asif it understood everything he did not. ™Y ou were weak. Y ou wanted too much."
Hefelt aseed of despair sprout deep in hissoul. " She's changed me,” he cried softly.

Theoni continued to nod, its sharp teeth flashing in the bitter snow. "Y ou had to give up something.
Thereésdwaysaprice, you know, and you wouldn't pay it in blood.”

Hefought to suppressarisng panic. "Shelll ill bethere”

The oni shrugged, its great furred shouldersrolling smoothly through the inevitable. "There or not, it won't
be happening. Y ou've given up your past, and built yoursaf another world. No love's going to stretch that
fa.

"But | do love her. | won't give her up!™

"Y ou dready have."



"Not her."

But the oni was growing tired of this conversation. It looked a him in derison, and said: "Not her, fool.
You. You'vegiven your sdf up. Even if she'sthere, shewon't know you in theend.”

Heglared at thefoul creature, knowing how she enjoyed his pain. But he knew himsalf too. He knew
how much held changed. Even the hollow place insde him was closing.

He started away angrily, resuming histrek down the long dope. The circle of oni opened for him, ablue
and ared jumping back from his path asif they feared to touch him. They made no moveto follow, and
within seconds they were lost behind the curtains of falling snow.

Hetried to put them out of hismind.

He sought her touch in the snow; she would sooth him. He listened for her voice. But something had
changed. Theway he saw her; theway he saw himself. He strode through the drifts, sinking to hisknees
with every step.

Not you! he swore. | won't lose you.

He stopped suddenly. The snow wasfailing. Faint traces of smoke haunted the air. Fear ran through him
like adistant howl as he strained to see downdope, past the thinning snow and swirling fog. Smoke and
fire

He'd escaped afire once. He trembled as the memory washed over him. A blazing forest transformed by
afiregod and héd set himsdlf againgt it. Against it.
For dl things, aprice.

He recognized hisinsolence then, but it was much too late. The scent of smoke was growing thicker on
theair.

Part I11:
human rites

DAY ONE OF THE COMMONWEALTH

Excerpt from President Carson's secret address to the Commonwealth's board of directors:

We are at a point of crisis. Recent discoveries have shockingly demonstrated that molecular
manipulation is advancing at a pace far beyond our expectations. If we don't act immediately and
decisively, the Commonwealth will lose its technological lead and dissolve into chaos. And then
who will stand as guardian between the greed of science and the integrity of humanity?

So | am declaring a state of emergency. Under the powers granted to mein this circumstance, |
hereby order that all leading molecular labs around the world be seized and that their technical
employees be drafted into the research arm of the Commonwealth.

Let'sfaceit: If we don't physically contain these nanonerds, we haven't got a snowball's chance in
hell of controlling them.
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17:
The Research Arm of the Commonwealth

Katie had reached the mausoleum in the evening, after ahard trek up from La Cruz. Now, as she sat
with her back against Tom's stedl cylinder, her body began to remind her of how taxing that journey had
been. Her muscles felt weak, asif they were gradualy subliming to vapor. Her throat was so dry that to
swallow took a concentrated effort. Her belly hurt.

Thewind moaned through the turbine mounted in the air shaft overhead. A soothing sound. She
consdered closing her eyes, indulging in abrief nap.

But the cold of the stone floor had already wrapped around her legs like adowly rising flood. She could
fed itsleve moving up her hipstoward her heart.

It would be easy to make acritical mistake here.

Her gaze fixed on the open casein her 1ap that held the Cure. Frowning in concentration, she ran her
fingers across the lines of ampules, then pressed lightly on each syringe, making sure every item was
secureinits proper dot. Then she closed the satchel and rose, groaning, to her feet.

The wind howled, and she glanced uneasily down the long cavern toward the darkness of the first
chamber. But she couldn't make out the blanket-wrapped bodies of the Indians beyond the fluorescent
light that blazed down on thetall storage cylinders. For amoment she felt unaccountably lonely.

But she shrugged the fedling off. Turning, she shuffled deeper into the cave, out of the third chamber and
into the fourth.

There were no storage cylinders here. Thiswas the technician's room. It was stocked with computer
equipment, atelephone, afew provisions, amicrowave oven... the bare essentids of life.

Katielaid her degping bag out on the floor, then glanced into the fifth chamber. A few crates of
freeze-dried provisons were stacked against one wall. The old mine continued for half amile or more
into the mountain, but the lights stopped at the fifth chamber.

Turning back, Katie retrieved her bag of groceries, then pulled out one of the aseptic juice boxes shed
purchased at the store. Shetried to put astraw in it, but the juice had frozen during the trek up the
mountain. So she popped the box in the microwave. The old mode ill worked like acharm.

Whiletheice meted dowly on alow setting, shetook aflashlight and wandered deeper into the cave,
finaly choosing asmal sde chamber for theloo and relieving her bladder. The golden rivulets of urine
would beicein afew minutes. Even shit would quickly freeze over and be unoffensive,

She wandered back. Half the juice had melted, and she drank that, then stuck the box in an inside pocket
to warm therest.

A dlick and awhirr overhead made her jump. She looked up to see the celling robot humming on its
track asit moved dowly in her direction, its camera eyesfixed on her face. It stopped and stared at her
for nearly ten seconds, and then a phone rang.

Elsawhere, the sound might have been asoft trilling. But in the quiet sanctity of the chambers, it wasa
malicious screech. Katie winced, her gaze involuntarily drawn to the shelf of computer equipment. Brit..
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ting! She sighed and started hunting about the shelf until she found the phone on the fourth ring. Picked it
up. Switched it on. The ceiling robot had turned to follow her with itslenses.

She didn't know who she'd been expecting, but certainly not the voice that greeted her. "Mom?"
"Joy?What areyou doingin L.A.?"

"Looking for you." Joy's voice sounded bresthy, frightened. "'I've been trying to call you for weeks, but
you haven't had your phone on, have you? Mom? Did you get it?"

Katie's heart skipped a beat. There was no way Joy could know about the package from Vancouver.
She wondered if this even was Joy. Maybe she was speaking to a voice synthesizer fronting aVoice cop.
"Get what, Joy?" she asked Hiffly.

"Oh, Mom, when you didn't come home, Nikki said you were either dead or drafted... or you'd found
Daddy's cure. She told me to watch for you--"

"Joy!" Katie hissed in sudden fright. "Isthisline encrypted?'
A moment of profound silence passed before Joy answered. "I--I don't know--"

Nobody's listening, Katie told herself. The mausoleum was secret, and Katie had been forgotten and
nobody knew about her copy of the Cure. She was afly cregping beneath the gaze of giants. But she
worried anyway. llenewas very thorough. And for al she knew, Gregory was hunting her too.

"Where's Nikki?' The words emerged sharper than she'd intended.

"Nikki's been drafted. The Commonwed th took almost everyone working in the leading bio/nano labs
and shipped them out to the orbitals. | talked to her thismorning. Y ou know Nikki. She's angry enough
to start aplague.” Shetried to laugh, but it rang hollow. "Anyway, she'sdl right." Joy's voice had started
to tremble. "l was afraid you were--1 was afraid I'd never--"

"It'sdl right, Joy. I'm okay." Her jaw worked as shetried to think of something appropriateto say. The
effort failled. Shefet like aheartless oaf, but she was cold and tired and dogged by a sense of urgency. "l
need to talk to Nikki."

"Okay, Mom."

"Have her cal me. Right away." Nobody's listening.
"Assoon as| can get through.”

"Thanks, Joy."

"I loveyou, Mom."

"I love you too, baby." She broke the connection. Then she stood quietly for amoment, feding cold and
foolish. Findly, she remembered the ceiling robot. She gazed up &t it thoughtfully, then turned to the
computer console, explored afew menus, and wrested control of the robot away from L.A. With aquick
flick of the light pen, she sent it humming out of the fourth chamber, then stuck awad of paper inthe
tracks to keep it from coming back. The phone rang. She jumped down from the box of freeze-dried
food sheld been standing on and answered it. "Nikki?'

"Y ou still walking around with that remote?’ Her voice sounded dry and tense.



"Yeah, itshere”
"Then open up. I'm coming in."

The remote spoke with Nikki's voice asit crouched beside the degping bag where Katie sat. " So what
happened? Y ou sure put llene in atesty mood.”

Katie explained as best she could the sequence of events that had brought her here.

Nikki laughed harshly. " So you bought a Cure from your own company.” She squatted over the saichdl,
delicately touching the contents with her wired fingers;, examining the hypodermics suspicioudy. "Those
motherfuckers. I'm gonnafind out who pulled thison you.”

"It wasjust abusinessdedl," Katie said.
"Come on! They worked for you. It was theft."

"It'snot like | own them. Can't blame'em for wanting to sharein the spails... if there are any spails. |
don't fed good about this, Nikki. If thisscheduleisfor red, why hasn't there been a breath of comment
on the net?'

Nikki snorted. "A Curesdill illega. The CEO'saren't going to talk about it until the subject's raised on
the floor of the congtitutiona convention next week--and then you'll hear plenty. Auntie llene doesn't
want to talk about it, or her people might start thinking serioudly about the possibilities.”

"I'm talking about my Cure, Nikki, not some hypothetica future development. If it werered, thered at
least be rumors.”

Nikki nodded. "The rumor is, Auntie llene's on her way out.”

Now that was gartling. llene had dways seemed in firm control of the corporate leaders who powered
Voicepalitics.

"It'sjust arumor,” Nikki continued. "But in some phases of the VR she's being eulogized--you know?
Treated like she's dready dead? Or at least out of it? People say the CEO's are moving againgt her. It's
eerie. Likethey're draining her political image of blood and there's nothing she can do to stop it. Now
why do you think they'd treat her like that after al these years?'

Katie chewed gently on her lip, trying to picture llenein the orbitals as she explained to her inner circle of

supporters, the CEO's of the world'slargest companies, the most powerful individuas dive, how it would
be wrong for them to go on living beyond their natural span of years. She could guesstheir response. The
only question remaining was. Who would ultimately control the Cure? And who would be alowed to use

it? Next week's congtitutiona convention would determine that.

"Mom."

Katie looked up, redlizing Nikki had spoken to her more than once. "Sorry."

"Weve got to order some equipment.”

"Sure. You makealist. | fill have some funds left.”

"All right. I'm going to drop out of herewhile | work up aplan. Y ou better get some deep.”
Katie nodded. "Nikki? Have you heard anything about Gregory?"



Nikki was slent for along moment. Then, "Just rumors,” she said siffly. "I don't think Auntie has him, if
that's what you want to know. | don't think she cares about him anymore. She cleaned out your labswith
the draft. Theré's nothing left. He's nobody."

Nikki departed, leaving the remote Sitting in the middle of thefloor. Still not picking up after hersalf,
Katie thought. But she wastoo tired to move the thing, so sheleft it where it was. She rummaged through
her supplies, found apack of crackers, ate half, then snuggled into her deeping bag and closed her eyes.
"Hark: lights off," shemuttered ...

... and much later awoke to darkness. The only light came from the microwave clock and afew indicator
lights on the compuiter. It was enough to show her that the remote was gone. She grabbed aflashlight,
dropped her pistol into her pocket, and padded out quickly to the front of the cave, but there was no sign
of it. The doorswere locked. Shefelt her breath coming too fagt. It was the dtitude, shetold hersdlf.
Who could think at this elevation?

She glanced nervoudy over the bodies of the Indiansin thefirst chamber, then chided hersalf angrily.
"Did you think one of them would be missng?' she muttered. She made her way back to the fourth
chamber, determinedly ignoring the shadowy fear that crept about the periphery of her vision. Shelay
down in her deeping bag, and after along time, managed to deep.

The next time she woke she felt more rested. But the remote was gtill missing, and though shetold hersdlf
over and over again that Nikki must have taken it, the thought didn't bring her much comfort, and she
began to devel op the unpleasant idea that her sense of redity was dissolving again, the same way it had
when sheld fled Cdlifornia, and maybe sheld never left Cdifornia, and maybe thered never been a
remote, and maybe shewasn't herein this cave at all and maybe and maybe.

It took some disciplineto put her mind to the business at hand, but finaly she managed a meager
breakfast and some coffee, then she settled down to read through the documentation that had
accompanied the aleged Cure.

After afew hours of this, she found herself beset with aniggling sense of helplessness. All these years,
sheld never thought much about the details of the Cure. Sheld glanced over scientific abstracts, sent them
off to Nikki for evaluation, looked over |abs, and laid her money down. But she'd dways kept herself
remote from the process. Now it became clear that somewhere in the back of her mind she'd devel oped
the ideathat the Cure would be amagic pill, or ashot of godhead in a syringe, aone-step spell to
resurrection and immortality.

There were more than two hundred different remediesin the kit she'd purchased. Sure, not every patient
would need al of them, but a determination had to be made about which were appropriate, which were
necessary. Which must be delivered first. Some of the procedures were well-known, had been on the
market for ayear or more (were royalties owed?). Others were unique in her experience.
Lifetime-Radiation Therapy (a complete DNA cross-check and repair system) sounded likeagold
minedl by itsdf. But the critical development from Tom's perspective was the nanomachine programmed
to preserve cdl structure by establishing stabilizing cross-links within every individua cell, sort of
anaogousto dipping each cdll in glass, to prevent activity and ensuing degradation, while the body was
dowly warmed to functional temperatures.

She picked up a standard hypodermic and examined it; popped off the needle cap and watched the sted!
point flash in the harsh overhead light. Shelet her mind flow out to the orbitals, and to the corporate
bigwigs maneuvering to be the first to possess a Cure that could be common currency in afew yearsif
devel opment wasn't suppressed.



But development would be suppressed. By lleng, if her faction had its way at the congtitutional
convention. Or by whatever corporation or cartel was lucky enough--or ruthless enough--to bring out a
verson of the Cure and get it to market first. It'd bein their interest to suppress competition and they'd
have the resources to do it--what with the whole world crawling at their feet for achanceto get in onthe
fun. What apogtionto bein.

The needle flashed.

Except (apparently) no one yet realized that Katie had afunctioning version of the Cure right here.
Maybe. If this stuff wasfor redl. How might that factor affect the politica equation?

Her fingers clacked across the line of ampules, until she found the one coded ILH-771, some lovely,
youthful muscle tone. She plucked it out and plunged the needle through the soft top. Turned the ampule
upside down the way sheld seen nurses do and withdrew atenth of a cc, tapping the syringe carefully to
shake the bubbles down.

It was easier than she expected to shoot up--it was amazing how much arcane knowledge an individua
could gather in sixty-four years. She stripped off her several layers of clothes from her upper body, then
used a handkerchief to tie off an arm. Her veins were easy to find. No collgpsing when the needle bit.
Sheinjected the fluid, withdrew the needle, then dressed quickly before her shivering became too violent.
Then she packed away the syringe, crawled into the deeping bag, caled the lights down, and closed her

eyes.

She awoke to soft sounds: the whirr of the turbines high up in the air shafts. The closer, moreirregular
whirr of the ceiling robot tending the sted cylindersin the third chamber. A distant thumping, dry
pounding that seemed to reverberate up from the heart of the mountain. She sat up quickly--too quickly.
Her vision blurred and danced and her ssomach rolled with awave of nausea. Her skin felt fever-hot
beneath her many layers. The pounding continued, a heavy hand knocking on adistant door. She
crawled out of the bag, groping for her pistol in the dark. Then, weapon in hand, she slumbled toward
the cave entrance. She was through the third chamber before she remembered to call the lightson. The
pounding ceased abruptly. The telephone rang. She backtracked and grabbed it. "Nikki?"

"Open the door, Mom. It'sme." It occurred to Katie that the voice could be synthesized. That it could be
anybody on the other side of the door. That she could openit, and they could kill her. That she could
leaveit closed, and they could drop an avaanche across the door, effectively destroying the competing
kit they must be after, leaving her hereto die of thirst or starvation or despair, her body soon to become
mummified by the extreme dryness of the air, like the bodies of the Indians. She wondered if there could
be any resuscitation from that state.

Then she made her way forward. Opened the first door. Passed through. Opened the second door. A
howling wind ripped it from her hands and flung it against the wall with aconcussion that rang throughout
the cavern and knocked a dollop of snow off the cliff face.

The remote stood just outside the entrance, rocking in the wind that whistled under the covering dab, its
back piled high with goods concealed under agray tarp. A second remote stood behind it, smilarly
burdened. They marched in past her, the second placing its feet exactly as had the first, awilling dave on
athree-second time delay. "Nikki?'

"Yes, Mom, itsme" thefirst remote caled over itsshoulder. "... Momit's me," the second echoed.

Katie closed and locked both doors, then stood swaying on her feet as the procession disappeared into
the depths of the cavern. Thiswas all too unreal. Her body ached and she felt sure she must be dying on



award somewhere, drugged to the teeth and fantasizing. But was it any stranger to think that the world
had changed not at al since she was born, than that it had changed this much?

Nikki had hauled an amazing assortment of equipment up from the lowlands. She quickly pointed out the
major piecesto Katie:

An ar mattress and new dehydrated food. A molecular andlyzer thét fit easily in the palm of her hand.
Bagsand bags of artificia blood. Water. An artificia heart. Two wool blankets printed in bright Andean
patterns. Extrathermals. A man's woolen dacks and shirts and sweaters. A parkain asizetoo largefor
Katie. A blood mill asbig asan oven that would clone real blood from Tom'sown cells. A surgeon's
remote hands. A medica kit loaded with frictionless knives and needles and pharmacol ogical remedies.
Ingtructions for Katie to study.

"It'srea important that you be able to run the schedule yoursdf, Mom, in ease | get canned. Thejudicia
Al has been watching me. Sooner or later somebody's going to check the data.”

Katie frowned unhappily. "Nikki, | don't want you to get hurt."

"Don't worry about me, Mom. Y ou're the one on the front lines." She took the bootleg kit and ran atiny
sample of every ampule through her molecular andyzer, then she disappeared for aweek with the data.
At least that's how long she said sheld be gone. Katie didn't keep track. Time seemed an unnecessary
complication in the timeless cavern. Katie used her absence to sample Hair Follicle Renewal and
General Epidermal Therapy.

Her fever failed to subside. She couldn't tell if it was areaction to the injections, aflare-up of the
hallucinogenic virus, or something else. But as aside effect, she was | eft incapable of worrying about it.
Wrapped up securdly in afog of detachment, she drifted about the cavern. She camped out for afew
hoursin front of Tom's storage cylinder, until the ceiling robot entered that chamber, and then shelft.
She wandered deep into the mountain, amost haf amile with only the thin beam of her flashlight to guide
her. Until she cameto avertica shaft that dropped off at her feet.

She shone the light down, but there was no bottom. She thought of ores and barogs and hellfire and
backed off like ajunkie on abad trip. She turned around and started to run back up the passage, but the
atitude got her within seconds and when she woke, her lips were covered with haf-frozen dust and her
flashlight had faded to dim orange. She walked dowly back up the cavern and by chance or the grace of
aGod shewould redly liketo believein, she eventudly found her way to the computer room and forced
hersdlf to eat every bite of abalanced med she recondtituted from the supplies Nikki had hauled up.

She dumped the trash in a bag, then ran ahand through her rumpled hair. It felt dry and brittle and
repulsively dirty, so she pulled arazor out of her kit and shaved her head. Some long time later shewas
delighted to fed a soft fuzz emerging. She plucked out one strand. It was as golden as her youth. She
decided to celebrate by injecting Bone Mass Renewal.

"Y ou're spending an awful lot of time adeep,” Nikki said.

Katie blinked againgt the bright overhead lights. The remote stood over her, hands on bony hips. She
yawned, huddling deeper in the cozy deegping bag.

"Youreredly starting to worry me, Mom."

"It'sthedtitude,” Katie muttered. "Redlly draws your strength down. How are thingsin the orbitals?"



"Tense. Y ou know the CC findly got underway today. The delegates skipped al the scheduled speeches
about palitical unity to go straight for Auntie [lenes throat. She's going to have to cede some of her
principles, if she doesn't want the VVoiceto crack.”

"Principles?"

"Likewhat it meansto be human."

"Like how long we should live?

"That's part of it. Y ou've been playing with the kit, haven't you?"
"Y ou figure we have unlimited time?"

Grudgingly: "No."

"Neither do I." They were silent. Katie sensed the tension of an argument in the air, though she wasn't
clear if one had taken place. "It'snot junk, isit?"

"No. The stuff looks good. I'm going to set you up with aprocedure for Dad. Y ou'll be able to do most
of it yoursdf." Shetapped her thigh with her finger, producing adull clapping sound. "'I'm thinking about
dropping the datain the VR. If everybody hasit, the congtitutiona debate will end.”

"Don'tdoit,” Katiesad. "Thejudicia Al will screenit, determineit's stolen, and wipeit. Youll be
prosecuted. And you'll have gotten nowhere."

The remote whirled on the bal of itsfoot and started pacing back and forth. "I'm starting to have some
ethical problemswith al of this"" Nikki announced. "1 need to get something straight in my head. Arewe
here just for Daddy... or for everybody locked up in these freezer jugs?' The remote's hand swept the
air, indicating the outer chambers. "Y ou know Grandmal's out there too, and afew dozen otherswho
would dearly love achance at life."

Katie pushed hersdlf up on her ebows. "1 know what you're feding. It wasn't supposed to be like this.
Thirty years ago--thirty years?--skit, we were naivejerks. But we had it al planned. Everybody was
supposed to wake up in an utterly civilized clinic in an utterly civilized world, surrounded by their loved
ones, filled with the confident glow of youth. Tech-heaven on Earth. Why do we aways dream of the
future as being rosy and civilized when we know damn well it's never turned out that way in dl thelong
higtory of humankind?'

The remote performed adamn good imitation of hawking and spitting. “"Watched too much Sar Trek."

Katie nodded. She sat up dowly in her deegping bag, then looked around, her gaze inviting Nikki to teke
inther surroundings. "Thisisnot an utterly civilized clinic. For now, weworry about your father. Therell
be timefor the others when the stew on the orbitals cools down."

IIMWmII
"Hell, it's not like we're without assets, without cardsto play. After dl, | legaly own the Cure.”

A cynica laugh erupted from the remote. " Owned. Remember, the V oice cops have you tagged as a nut
and acrimina. The Primal Nation owns the Cure now--and then only if the Commonwealth doesn't
confiscateit for the'socia good.' The only asset we have isthis bootleg copy you've got, and the data
I've taken upgtairs.”



"Shit," Katie said. Until now, that twist had euded her.
"Y ou think the Nation'll betray you?" Nikki asked tentatively.
Who could say? " They've got their own agenda.”

"Then let'sjust get Daddy out of here. There's no way anybody's going to put him back on ice once we
retrieve him. And bringing even one of them back from the other sde will play like adream onthe VR.
Thingsll work out.”

Katie chuckled softly. "Right, Captain Picard.”

VOICE NEWS, ISSUE 678; 22:00 "President Carson Attends Banquet”

President llene Carson joined the Girl Scouts of Voice-2 today in an event described as the First
Annual Orbiter's Banquet. It's widely believed the appearance was arranged as a show of
confidence in the face of rumors of the president's declining corporate support. President Carson
delivered a speech to the Girl Scouts lauding the judicial Al and describing it as the foundation of
individual liberty and justice in the Commonwealth. "Unlike human legal authorities, the judicial
Al cannot be corrupted or cowed," the president said. "It will always enforce the law equally,
preserving alike the rights of powerless children and corporate presidents.”

18:
TheRighttoTry

Nikki had gone back to the orbitals, but shed programmed an agendainto the array of equipment the
two remotes had hauled up from the lowlands. Thefirst step wasto get Tom out of Storage.

K atie entered ingtructions on the mausoleum's computer system, then watched as the celling robot
siphoned off the liquid nitrogen and rocked down the stedl cylinder. Then Katie used aremote to haul
Tom out. Hewas as tiff asaboard, still wrapped in the double plastic bags the Forward Futures staff
had put on him thirty years ago.

She gtarted shaking, and the motion trand ated to the remote. If she dropped him, would he shatter like
glass? Shelaid him down carefully on thefloor, trying to banish the absurd image from her mind.

The plastic bags crackled as they warmed. She used ceramic scissorsto cut them away, still working
through the remote because the cold was too much for her own hands.

Thirty years.

In thirty yearsalot of record-keeping errors could take place. What if someone had screwed up the
numbering system on the storage cylinders? What if thiswasn't even Tom? Why was she such an ardent

pessmig?
She pulled the plastic away from his face, then caught a shuddering breath. Was it him? She looked
down on aydlowish, waxy face, one eye dightly open, dark hair matted and hideous like the corpse of

some madman. Tears Sarted in her eyes, and she cursed hersdlf. " So what were you expecting?’ she
cried out loud. The handsome prince, as beautiful in death asin life, waiting to be awakened with a
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kiss from histruelove....

She withdrew from the remote and sobbed for a good five minutes. Then she used the remote first to
rip the carcass, then to pick it up and carry it through the computer room to the fifth chamber, where
Nikki had set up her equipment. Shelaid Tom out on an air mattressinsulated with athick layer of foam
padding. Then she sent the remote out of the room, parking it with its mate in the first chamber.

From the bootleg kit she retrieved the dender plastic case that held the hair-fine ceramic needle. She
dipped it from its protective wrapper, then fixed its Sx-inch length to asyringe.

Returning to thekit, she pulled out Cross-link Stabilizer (for use on seriously injured clients only).
Shetried to insert the needle through the soft top but her hands were trembling so violently she missed
and dmost pricked hersdlf. A very finerime of frost had formed on the body. She closed her eyes and
bresthed deeply for aminute, calming hersalf. Then she held her bresth and tried again, approaching from

anangle

Thetip of thelong needle contacted the soft top, then dipped through like light through clear water. She
bresthed asigh of relief and backed off on the syringe, filling the sample chamber. The ampule was
half-empty. Shereplaced it in the kit, then knelt by the body.

Start at his head, Nikki had said.

Katie swalowed her doubt dong with the sour massin her throat and aimed the needle at the body's
forehead. She gasped asit pricked skin, did effortlesdy through bone and into the frozen brain, stopping
only when the blunt plagtic end of the needle housing met flesh. She moaned softly, then backed off a
little. Nikki had warned her. The needle was a superhard, superfine ceramic, with no distinguishable
roughness until molecular scale. Sheinjected the premeasured dose and withdrew the needle until thetip
was near the skin. Then sheinjected another dose. She repeated the procedure over and over again,
each time moving the point of penetration afew centimetersfarther away, until, hourslater, she'd reached
his feet, and the ampule was empty. Then shelaid the needle back in its case.

Asthe body warmed, the nanomachines she'd injected would draw on natural sources of energy inthe
flesh to congtruct cross-linksin the cellular tissue, preserving structure in spheres that would expand
rapidly outward from each needle prick. Shetook a blanket and covered him, knowing it was
unnecessary but wanting to do something. Then she crawled into her deeping bag and blacked ot.

Later:

Shed left the lights on. She awoke with a pounding headache, blinking against the overhead glare. She
crawled out of the bag and dosed hersdlf with coffee and a shot of the impressive-sounding
Lifetime-Radiation Therapy (a complete DNA cross-check and repair system). Then shekndlt by the
side of the body and stared at the face. It looked like the same ugly corpse dipped in glass. She brought
her hand closeto itsforehead and touched it tentatively. It was cold dl right, but likeice, not like... hel?
hard vacuum? She stroked his skin. It felt hard and glassy and wholly inhuman.

Sheturned at the sound of footsteps approaching from the outer chamber. As she looked, both remotes
waked into thelight. "Mom," thefirg said with Nikki‘'svoice. "Thisisafriend of mine, Dr. Phillipe
Condrey. He'sasurgeon.”

The remote nodded. "Maam." Its hands had changed. Gone were the human analogs. In their place were
tiny, bladed tools that might have been conjured from a sadist wet dream.



Katiefelt ashiver of cold terror run down her spine.
"Pleased to meet you," she muttered, then stepped back out of the way.

Nikki left Dr. Condrey to work on the body. She approached Katie. "Mom, you look like wired shit.
Have you been eating?'

Katie shrugged. Nikki went through the trash bag, examining the wrappers there. " Coffee and crackers
isntgoingtodoit," she admonished.

"l can't seem to focus on thingslikethat," Katie muttered. She was staring at the surgeon, watching as he
used his ghastly handsto cut the sutures that held the chest cavity closed. Nikki bustled about the
kitchenette, played a quick tune on the microwave, then answered Dr. Condrey's hail by producing a
fist-gzed plagtic device from one of the equipment chests. The artificid heart. They ingdled it onthe
surface of the chest. By the time the microwave had finished its run, the mechanica heart was pumping
dush out of the body and into a plastic bag on thefloor.

Nikki returned to the microwave, pulled out asteaming bowl of stew and rice, and stood over Katie until
shed finished it. AsNikki force-fed her the last bite, Dr. Condrey spoke up. "We've drained about half
the cryoprotectant. Nikki, want to get me some artificial blood?!

By thetimethey left, they'd restored much of Tom's circulatory system. The artificid heart pumped a
low-temperature blood substitute through the undamaged capillary networks, supplying atransport
system and energy source for the additiona nanomachines that could now be introduced. Asthe blood
left the body it was passed through a series of molecular filtersthat took out pollutants and added oxygen
and nutrients.

"The scheduleisnt intelligent,” Nikki said. "It's really composed of a series of physiological boosters that
leave ultimate healing to the body's natura processes™

"If those processes are active," Dr. Condrey added. And thats the state we have to engender.” Heraised
asyringeinto thelight. " Capillary Rebuilders and a series of Organ Organizers should go along way
toward reestablishing function.

"How long will it take?' Katie asked.

Condrey shrugged. "A case like this has never been attempted before, but | would guess seven to ten
days”

"You'resurethiswill work?' Katie asked, asudden knot in her belly. If the damn nanomachines were
defective, they could rebuild Tom'sbrain into aliver and spleen.

"I'msureit'll work," Condrey said as he injected the contents of the syringeinto the tube leading to the
artificid heart. "Weve run extensve smulations upstairs. And we've conducted physica tests of each one
of the procedures... uh, | mean, that's how it's described in the documentation.”

Katie closed her eyes and leaned back against thewall. "It's not like we get a second chance... if things
reglly go bad." She was perspiring, the perspiration turning to frost and quickly subliming into the

superdry air.

When she opened her eyes, Nikki's remote was crouched in front of her. "It's going to work, Mom. |
wouldn't do thisif | had any real doubts.”



"Thisisn't thefirg timeit's been done, you know," Condrey said softly. Katie looked up at him, Sartled.
Nikki's remote swung around to stare as well. Condrey went on, "From the beginning, we planned to
apply our work to cryonic suspension patients. We knew that was where your money would be, but we
also had... persona reasons.”

"Condrey! You bastard,” Nikki hissed. "Y ou were one of the bloodsuckers who tried to gut my mom?"
"Shut up, Nikki!" Katie snapped. She was on her feet now. "Condrey, isthis your schedule?'

"Yes. It'smy lifeswork and I'm not about to let any Voice goons stedl it away from me. That'swhy |
sought Nikki out.”

"How old areyou?'

"Ffty-seven.”

She looked at the other remote. "Nikki, have you seen him in person?”
“No."

"Theteam isbeing held inisolation,” Condrey said quickly. "But | can assureyou, | gppear tobeamanin
my vital twenties"

"Why havethey let you wander the VR?' Kétie demanded.

He spread hishands helplesdy. "I have no data. What harm am |? Rumors of the Cure have been floating
around for years. Nobody pays them any attention if there's no hard data.”

"What deal did we make?' she asked, to test him.

"One hundred million dollars, plus twenty percent of the grossincome; Kishida-Hunt responsible for legal
representation and marketing. An agreement concluded shortly before the V oice cops confiscated our
labs and our data and drafted our entire staff."

"At least you had achanceto juice yoursdlf," Nikki muttered.
"When we were testing the schedules we al so had the opportunity to restore a suspension patient.”

Katiefelt her breath catch. Shetried to speak, but words didn't come. Her gaze fixed on the remote's
blank lenses.

Condrey nodded. He turned half away. "The subject was an old woman, dmost a hundred when she
died. Sheldd been in suspension only five years. Wefelt confident we could help her. We'd dready run the
schedule on pigs and dogs and endless simulations. And she'd... donated her body to us before sheld
died. She wanted to bethefirg, you see...."

"Y our grandmother?' Katie asked softly.

"No, no. Nothing likethat. A professor of mine, actualy." He chuckled to himself. "Sort of atribal eder,
if you take my meaning. Anyway, we brought her out of theice. Restored her physiologica system. It all
went just like a successful smulation. We brought her up to functioning temperatures. Her body was
hedthy, sdlf-sustaining, perfect. So you seg, it redly doeswork.”

"Whereis she now?' Katie asked.



Condrey turned farther away. "There was nothing wrong with her brain,” he said. "Weran dl thetests.
The system was perfect.”

"Condrey ..." Nikki warned.

The remote looked back over its shoulder. " Some people say the mind is a phenomenon automaticaly
generated by a healthy brain, the same way an active computer program is generated by software. That's
what | believe. | dill believethat.”

Katie stared grimly at the remote. She said: "And some people bdieve the mind isan expresson of a
pervasveforcein the universe that we have not yet tabulated and defined. Y ou're trying to tell me that
your patient didn't wake up.”

Condrey made a soft gurgling noise. The surgical blades on his hands chattered nervoudy. "It was asif
nobody was home. For dl | know, her body's ill therein the lab, bresthing, functioning--"

"Empty," Katiefinished for him.
"I don't understand it,”" he added helplesdy. "And | have to understand it, beforeit'stoo late...."

"Go away," Katiesad. "Both of you. And run your goddamn simulations until you've found out exactly
wha went wrong."

When she was aone, she shot up on Disk-Fix and Pseudo-Estrogen Source, then she wrapped herself
inablanket and sat by Tom's Side, striving to send her consciousness out, out, into some mythical rellm

whose existence she could not accept; determined anyway to try to get there, find him, and demand that
he come back.

L.A. FLOW--NEWS AND INFORMATION " Southern Hemisphere Condemns Carson”

A spokesman for the Southern Hemisphere League of Traditional Nations spate out against
Commonwealth policy today. "We know what is happening,” said Ibn al Benar. "We know why
President Carson has sanctioned the brutal kidnapping of molecular scientists around the world.
President Carson wants absolute control of all antiaging therapies so that she and her cronies
might be in a position to bargain for the natural resources of the Southern Hemisphere. We
condemn thisimperialist attempt to control our heritage. We condemn the ongoing constitutional
convention, which seeks to subvert our sovereignty. And we further condemn all science aimed at
disrupting the natural life span of man, as determined by God."

19:
Unnatural Life Spans

For four daysit looked asif nothing was happening. Then the Epidermal Repair Units kicked in and the
terrible wounds on Tom's abdomen began closing. The ruptured skin knit itself back together. The
bruises faded. Even theincision on his chest cavity began to close, and when Katie noticed that, she dove
for the mausoleum'’s telephone and punched up Condrey's number. "Hey!™

"It'sdl right," he reassured her. "The nanomachines have been programmed to work around the tubes.
Thereésno danger.”


K:\eMule\Incoming\
K:\eMule\Incoming\

Katie ate and dept and ate and dept and played with the ampules. She prayed over Tom. Or meditated.
Or whatever. She fdt as phony asacarniva fortune-teller, but she did it anyway. The seventh day came
and went, but neither Nikki nor Condrey showed up. She thought about calling them. After dl, shed
aready caled Condrey once. But she rejected theidea. If Nikki could call, shewould. If not ...

Katie could phone her and wind up talking to thejudicid Al.

Sheinjected Joint Smooth and she waited. She listened to the news about the political maneuvering at
the convention and she worried about Nikki until her belly tied itsalf in knots. She paced the cavern,
afflicted with a half-formed notion that \ oice cops were even now marching up the mountainside to seize
the Cure and put an end to Tom's reanimation.

After afew hours her hip joint began to ache, and later her elbow and then both shoulders. She thought
about the Joint Smooth and atouch of fear ran through her. Shetried to keep till on the chance that
would help. But her muscles sang with an unaccustomed nervous energy and before long she was on her
feet again, hobbling over aching knees and ankles, listening for the arrival of V oice cops at the door.
After awhile, she went to the door and |ooked out.

It was deegp in the night and the wind was howling. She could fed her cheeks cracking under the wind's
freezing touch. There were no Voice cops. But the sky was clear and moonless, and the Sarswereout in
incredible quantity. She gazed for along time on that spangled glory. She couldn't help wondering if there
realy was a God hidden out there after al. And if so, wasit a God she could live with? After awhile she
hobbled back inside, closng the doorsfirmly behind her.

Sitting besde Tom:

Sheworried about how to disconnect the artificial heart and restore hisown interna circulation. Condrey
was the surgeon. Why didn't Condrey come? But wishing and wondering didn't amount to much. So she
continued the procedure on her own.

It was timeto start removing the cdllular cross-links; timeto let Tom's body resume its norma function.
She adjusted the blood filter, setting it to raise the temperature of the fluid gradually to near ninety
degrees. The process took about two hours. During that time she introduced Pest Control to wipe out
any nascent infections. Then she whedled the blood mill into place, and began replacing the artificid fluid
with Tom's own cloned blood. She watched for awhile as the machines went about their chores. Then,
restless, she went outside again. The pain in her joints had lessened, though she il felt feverish.

It was dawn. A thin fog blew across the empty dopes. When she returned to the relative warmth of the
interior, she bundled Tom up in her deeping bag, then injected Clean-up Squad (cross-link removal
units with general anesthesia) into his system. Her heart thundered in her ears. Her bowels churned.
She crouched in acorner of the room, her head between her knees as shetried to keep hersdlf from
shaking gpart. After avery long time, she rose on throbbing jointsto check him.

Tom had wet himsdf.

She stared in congternation at the huge, dark stain that spread across the lower middle of the deeping
bag. She touched it to be sure. The bag felt cold and icy. She pulled it aside and a puff of warm air rose
from beneath it, bringing her the distinctive odor of urine. She dapped the bag back down and fought
againgt panic. She hadn't expected this. How was she supposed to keep him dry? The schedule had said
nothing about this. She had only two blankets. Even if she had a catheter, she wouldn't know what to do
withit. How could she keep him warm if he stayed wet?

Then she noticed hisface. She froze, aring at it in amazement. It was Tom. It was Tom. The horrible,



waxy features of the corpse had relaxed. The skin had taken on amore natural hue. Thiswas Tom, his
cheeks awarm bronze blush, soft skin dightly stretched over hisfacia bones, the perfect circles of his
irises visible benegth the closed lids of his eyes. She touched his cheek. It was warm, and yielded to her
fingerslikereal human skin. She touched hislips. They fdt terribly dry. And though she felt warmth rising
from his mouth, it was convective heat and not the soft wash of an exhaed breath. She reached under the
blankets and laid her hand on his chest, but hislungs didn't breath, his heart didn't beat. She withdrew,
shuddering. Remembered an earlier thought and laughed--a sharp laugh edged in lunacy. "Now you are
my handsome prince," she muttered to the cold. " Set to deep the deep of death, until love comesto
wakeyou..."

She pulled back the blankets and gazed on the artificia heart.

When ababy isborn, she remembered, there is a sudden, profound changeinits circulatory system.
Blood isno longer circulated outside its body and through the auxiliary organ caled the placenta. The
umbilicus breaks. The baby's body establishes anew circulatory pattern.

She went to the kit and withdrew yet another ampule: Closing Instructions. Sheinjected adoseinto the
tubing, then crouched anxioudy over the body. The artificid heart beat for haf an hour more, then went
gtill. Shetugged gently on the tubing where it disappeared into the chest cavity. It wasloose. She
withdrew it from the body and it emerged bloodless. The opening in the chest wastiny. She could see
red tissue, but no obvious bleeding. She covered him with ablanket, then pressed ahand to his throat.

Her trembling fingerswereicy with her own swesat. She thought she could fed a pulse from him, but she
wasn't sure. Sheleaned over hismouth, listening for a breeth, but there was nothing. She dipped her
hand under the blanket; pressed on hischest. Yes. A pulse, definitely. But no breathing.

She yanked her hand back out, tilted his chin back theway sheld learned in afirgt-aid classlong, long
ago, pinched his nose shut, placed her mouth over his, and blew gently, watching his chest from the
corner of her eye. Nothing. She tossed back the blankets, exposing him to the cold. Readjusted her
position and tried again, blowing harder thistime.

Hisbroad, hairless chest rose dightly. Fell. A wash of foul air emerged from his mouth. She placed her
mouth on hisagain and blew even harder. Thistime his chest inflated like abaloon. Morefoul ar
emerged. She blew again, and suddenly he was bresthing on hisown, hischest risng and fdling in
shdlow, irregular bresths, hdting, starting, gradually growing more rhythmic.

She gasped, remembering at |ast to breathe hersdf. Shefdll forward, her head pressed againgt his
shoulder while her tears washed across hisliving skin. Her body felt so hot she feared she would ignite
right then, aburning sacrifice to the godsin payment for amiracle rendered through her hands.

She woke up, shivering on the floor, her muscles painfully cramped and her head pounding. Her gaze
went straight to Tom. His chest was bare. His skin was mottled purple from the cold, but he was
breathing. 1t hadn't been adream. She sat there amoment, transfixed by the smple rhythmic rise and fall
of his breast. Then she drew a deep breath hersdlf and said a prayer of thanks on the chance that
someone was listening. Before she covered him she checked his chest wound. It was nearly closed. She
went to the kitchenette and drank some juice and ate some crackers, then used alittle of the scarce
water to wash her face. She made acup of coffee and sat down with it beside Tom to watch him
bregthe.

She waited many hours, giving his chest wound moretimeto hedl. During that time, she talked to him,
because she'd heard somewhere that talking sometimes encouraged comatose patients to respond. There



wasalot to say. She explained to him the circumstances of his degth. She told him about her life without
him. Talked about his children and grandchildren. Talked palitics. Talked poetry. Taked hersdf hoarse.
She ate and dept and didn't shoot up at al. She washed her face again. Tom was growing astubble of
black beard on hischin.

When she checked, she found his chest wound till livid pink, but at least it was fully closed. She couldn't
wait any longer. She didn't trust hersdlf to set an 1V, and without one he would dehydrate rapidly. So she
went to the kit and pulled Anesthetic Washout. Shetied off hisarm, found avein, and injected it. The
nanomachines shed just introduced would find the nanomachinesin his brain that held him in a state of
anesthesia, and remove them.

She closed her eyes and prayed. It was getting to be a disturbing habit. After awhile she got up and
paced the length of the chamber. Her gaze kept shooting between Tom and the clock on the microwave.
How long should it take? Not long, she thought. She dropped to her knees at his Sde and began talking
to him. An hour passed. She shook him gently, stroked his skin, pinched him, cursed him. ™'Y ou bastard!
Wake up!" Theimage of Condrey's professor haunted her. She searched Tom's face for some sign,
some twitch that she could pin her hopes upon, some assurance that he had not just disappeared like the
oldlady.... "Thomas! "

Hiseydidstrembled. Hislips parted and some unintelligible sound rumbled up from histhroat. He began
to moan. Fists formed beneath the blankets, their outlines visible as hisarmstensed. And then he threw
his head back and screamed, a horrible, murderous scream of ultimate rage.

Katie recoiled. Shefound herself crouched on hands and knees, like an animd at bay, her joints stinging
infiery pain while Tom went on screaming and screaming, unintelligible howls of pure fury that echoed
around the chamber.

"Stopit!" Katieydled back at him. "Stop it, stop it, Stop it, stop it!"

The sound cut off abruptly. His eyes popped open. He twisted in his soiled bedding to stare a her with
coldly malevolent eyes.

Wedged Time--Alternate Landscapes

Fog surrounded him dl day as he continued hislong march down the mountain, and with every step
forward, the scent of smoke grew heavier onthe air. At dusk, the fog began to recede, gathering in avast
cloud bank over the snowfield below. As darkness fell the stars came out. They moved, shaping and
unshaping strange congtd lations, asif in this one night eonswere passing.

Around midnight the fog bank began to break up. He could seethe fire then. It burned in aforest far
below him. Overhead, thick tendrils of smoke hunted among the stars. He told himself the fire would burn
itself out by the time he reached it, and he went on.

But after afew minutes he stopped again. Theline of fire had drawn nearer with startling speed. It was
climbing the dope, igniting things other than trees and brush. He could see rocks burning orange. Banks
of snow burning faintly blue, shimmering with afast-moving, amost invisble acohol flame that raced
toward him like theflat, thin wash of awave across beach sand. He stared at the blue light for amoment,
mesmerized. And then terror lit across his consciousness. If the snow could burn, if the rocks could burn,
then he could burn too. He turned and ran, stcumbling and falling in the snow as he fled back up the
mountain, hislungs aching for lack of oxygen. Heran in great, legping strides as the flames swept toward



him. He cried out to her for help.

"Don't run fromme! " she commanded. And suddenly he redlized she was the fire. She spokewith a
tongueof flame. "My love ..."

He hesitated, fear and love warring inside him. She reached for him with fingers of superheated air. She
tangled him up in the arms of a searing gale and howled in hisears. " Time to come home...."

Her lifeforce overwhelmed him. She wastoo powerful. Too hot. With his cold-adapted metabolism, he
would mdt in her embrace. "Y ou'rekilling me!" he cried. "Don't touch me. Y ou're burning me. Let me
go!" He struggled to escape from her, but thiswind had no form, no solid body that he could fight, only
the relentless energy of her purpose....

Trust me...
"...my love."

She swept hislegs out from under him. He floundered, belly-down in the snow, staring downdope asthe
blue acohal flame swept toward him. He scrambled backward frantically, but the flame caught him. It
touched hisfingersfirg, feding only alittle warm, like alover'skiss, dry lips of fire caressng hisskin.
Then the heat began to mount. His fingers were searing, his pams burned. He dapped his hands against
the snow pack to put out the flame, but it did no good. His arms began to burn. And then the fire flashed
across his head, hisback, his buttocks, hislegs. He howled in agony. He could fed his skin going thick,
like the charred bark of afalen tree. Herolled over and over in the burning snow, hissing, cursing the
flames, while hisfingersturned to charcoa and his flesh peded back and his bones glittered white amid
the bluefire.

"Let me go!" he screamed.
"Never," she swore.

"Come with me now," another voice pleaded. Another presence. The old witch: She answered his
screams with her cold breath in his ear, her frigid fingers tapping across hiswhitened skull. " Thereisa
way out," shewhispered. " A way out...." And she blew through his mind, whistling past the architecture
of hisskull like aroguewind at play in an abandoned temple.

And he saw himsdlf going with her, leaving this ruined body, to drift on the wind like awraith of fog and
be gone, gone, gone forever, a cool breath of thought dowly disassembling in the ether.

His head jerked back in rage. "Not you!" he screamed. "Not you, Witch-mother of the earth! I'll never
go with you! I won't let you take me! " And with thelast of his strength, he dove into the fiery arms of
hisFamiliar.

Tom lunged for her. Her eyeswent wide. She scrambled backward franticaly, her heart thundering in her
throat as his clawing hand reached for her. But his muscles gave out. He hit the floor with asickening
thunk! that drovetheair out of hislungs. Katie froze, crouched against an empty crate. Tom's nude body
lay prone, hisface pressed againgt the stone floor, his outstretched hand dowly curling and uncurling only
afew inchesfrom her feet. She stared at him, while air rushed in and out of her lungsin acold tide.
“Tom?'

Hishead lolled dowly over until hiseyes could look at her. His body was as dack and helplessasa
newborn baby's. She saw aquiet fear in hiseyes, like alover who suspects he will soon be abandoned.



Hislips parted and an odd sound scrambled from histhroat. His gaze flicked away. He swallowed, then
tried again in ahoarse whisper. "Katie?"

Heknew her. Thirty yearslay between them, but he still knew her. This sixty-four-year-old woman. He
knew her for hiswife. Oh no, oh no, she thought. Perhaps she'd been wrong to be here. It wasn't fair to
him. Shewas old....

Helooked at her with puzzled eyes. "I had adream," hetold her, in avoice soft and hoarse.

"Did you?' She blinked hard against the sudden pressure of tears. A dream. And thetechniciansin L.A.
had alwaystold her it wasimpossible, that he could not be dreaming at -196°C. But hadn't she heard him
cal so many timesfrom the frozen wastdlandsin her own mind?

Hewastrying to get up now. He pressed his palms againgt the floor and struggled to a sitting position. He
held histrembling hand out to her. "Katie."

A small moan escaped her lips. She went to her knees beside him. Then hesitantly, she accepted his
hand.

It felt rough and caloused againg her skin, an old, familiar sensation that sent physica memories duicing
through her likeirrigation water on an arid field. And she remembered. For thefirst timein years she
remembered what it had been like to love him. And she understood why sheld come here, comethisfar
for him. She'd forgotten so much. The years had folded around her like dry husks, encapsulating,
insulating her core. Now with the smple touch of hisrough hands he peeled those husks awvay. Shefdt
hersdlf aglow, full of hope.

He leaned forward, to press his cheek againgt hers while his hand shifted around to the back of her head
to pull her closer, hisfingers catching in the blond stubble of her hair. She dipped off agloveto touch his
shoulder; felt hismagica breath againgt her ear. "What's happened to me?" he whispered, hisvoice
laced with confusion.

She bowed her head as tears flowed across her cheeks. "Y ou know," she said. "Don't you?' Andina
moment she felt hisdow nod againgt her cheek.

"How long?" he asked.
And shetold him: " Thirty years."

Shefdt him gtiffen. For amoment the musclesin his back were hard as stone. Then an orgasmic shudder
ran through him asif he were divesting himself of al the terror of expectation that had been stored up in
his body. He groaned, his hand clenching fiercely againgt the back of her neck.

"It'sall right,” shewhispered. "It'sall right.”

And that was truth. For this moment, anyway, everything felt right. She held him close, cherishing his
presence, refusing to alow the intrusion of the unpleasant redlities that skulked about the periphery of her
awareness. Not now. Not now.

Part 1V:
tech-heaven
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PROCEEDINGS OF THE JUDICIAL Al: "Kishida-Hunt v. the Commonwealth of Humanity"

Excerpt from the Testimony of Katharine Kishida:

... | helped him dress. Then he ate a little soup and crackers, and promptly got sick. But he ate a
little more and that went down better. His body was remembering how to be alive. He didn't say
much. He seemed confused. | told myself he had good reason. | didn't ask him how it had been for
him. | didn't ask himwhat he had dreamed, or why there had been murder in his eyes when he'd
first awakened. | didn't want to know. | already suspected what 1'd put him through. So | didn't
ask questions. | did all the talking. | talked about Joy and Nikki and Mars and the orbitals and the
political troubles. And | was happy. | let myself be happy. Why not? | knew it couldn't |ast.

20:
The Last Day

Katie paced the mausoleum, moving restlesdy between the chambers while the celling robot worked
overhead. Sheld dept for awhile beside Tom. But her dreams had been uneasy and sheld awakened
early. Not wanting to disturb him, shedd dipped out from under the fresh blankets, leaving him to degp on
in peace while she worried over the question of what they would do next.

(They! That smple pronoun still seemed amiracle)

Katie had made no plans beyond Tom'srevival. Any such plans had seemed unforgivable hubris before.
But now some scheme was needed. The world outside this cavern remained hostile. And Nikki till
hasn't called....

Kati€'s gloved fists clenched and unclenched. What was happening on the orbitals? To gain Tom and
lose Nikki ...

No. Shewouldn't consider it.

Her wandering steps brought her back to the fourth chamber. The mug of coffee sheld made for hersdlf
waited on the table. Spying it, she picked it up and started to sip, but athin plate of ice had formed on
the surface. She popped the mug in the microwave, idled about the humming machine for severd
seconds, then turned her back on it, letting her restless feet take her on into the fifth chamber.

Shedid not want to disturb Tom's deep, but it was difficult to stay away.

He dept on the air mattress, surrounded by medical equipment: the gray oblong box of the blood mill on
one side, an empty 1V stand on the other. He wore thermals, woolen pants, and agray swesater. A bright
Andean blanket was draped across hislegs. Katie hungrily observed the rise and fdl of hischest, feding
asif she could feed forever on that smple motion.

The muffled cresk of sted hinges shattered the spell. Katie gasped in surprise and turned about, her joints
protesting the sudden movement with aflash of pain. The raw howl of unfiltered wind suddenly boomed
through the cavern, carrying with it the moist bresth of fog. Someone had come to her sanctuary.

She glanced anxioudy at Tom's deeping figure, then, "Hark: lightsout,” she whispered. Theresident Al
heard her, and plunged the cave into darkness. She fumbled her way back to the fourth chamber, where
the microwave still hummed, casting out asuddenly brilliant light asit counted down the final seconds of
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itsprogram. Five, four, three, two, one. It trilled through the chambers, then itslight winked out. Kétie's
hand darted into her pocket, to caress the hard profile of her pistol.

Sheligtened. At the cave entrance, the stedl door closed with asoft thud that cut off the roaring wind.
The turbines hummed. Tom muttered in his deep. Shejumped asametd jingle and dull thump announced
apack hitting the floor. The second door closed. "Hey, Katie," a distant voice announced. "It's me.

Gregory."
Gregory?

Her hand clenched convulsively around the barrel of the pistol. Voice cops she was ready to face. Sheld
been expecting them for days. But not Gregory. Not her husband on the scene. Not now.

"Hark: lightson!" he barked. The Al obeyed him.

Katie squinted againsgt the sudden pressure. Down the uneven passage she saw him, histal, thin frame
unmistakable even in his heavy parka. His chin was tucked down againgt his chest ashelooked &t her.
The pam-sized burn scar on his cheek had taken on ashiny cast in the overhead light. It twisted hislips
out of line so that he appeared to grimace, an eyetooth dways showing. He pulled back his hood,
revealing the stark crew cut of his salt-and-pepper hair.

"Hasit been that bad between us?' he asked. "Areyou redly going to pull that gun out and shoot me?"

She snapped her hand out of her pocket, leaving the gun behind. Shetried to grin, tried for an expression
of nonchaance--then suddenly fdt asif she were inadvertently mocking his scarred face. "Y ou startled
me, that'sal.”

He started toward her, his hard stepsfalling in a cadence of anger against the stone. Y ou ran away from
me, Katie. Why? Why did you come here?’

She went forward to meet him. She didn't want him close to Tom. In alow, warning voice shetold him:
"I didn't run away." And as easily asthat, they recaptured the emotion of their last argument. ™Y ou threw
me out, Gregory. Remember? Y ou were afraid. Y ou didn't want it to happen. Y ou wanted meto go to
Mars and stay out of trouble. But | got the Cure."

That stopped him. He stood in the second chamber, framed on two sides by the sparkling silver
cylinders. "I heard the VVoice hit you with ahalucinogenic virus."

Sheglared. "At firg | thought it was you who'd poisoned me. But that's over now. The Cureisred." She
walked up to him. Tilted her head back, so that she might meet hiseyes.

He backpedaed as an expression of astonishment bloomed on histwisted face. "Katie...?" Hisgloved
hands darted up. Shejerked in surprise, but he caught her, cupping her head in his hands. He held her
there, gazing into her face asif searching....

"Let go of me!" she hissed. Shetwisted out of hisgrip.

He caught her hand. Shefought him, her joints screaming in pain. "The Cureisred!" she shouted at him.
"Weownit. It came out of the European labs. Andit'sred.”

"I know." He backed her up againgt the cylinders, pinning her there with hisbody, asif physica

restriction might calm her. "1 can seeit in your face." He bit thetip of hisglove, holding it in histeeth while
he yanked it off his hand. Then he stroked her face with his cold, smooth fingers. "I can seeit,” he
repeated. "Y ou look good. Y ou look so good. Y ounger than the day | met you. But that was abad day



for you. Y ou've regretted that day for thirty years.”

She caught his bare fingers, resenting his touch. But the odd cant of hiswords disturbed her. You ook
good.

What did he see? Sheld been shooting up plenty on different components of the Cure, but she hadn't
noticed any results except alingering fever and her hair coming in blond instead of gray. She touched her
own cheek. It felt dry and chapped. She moved her fingers dowly across her skin. Then again, faster,
searching for the deep lines of aging she'd grown accustomed to. But they were gone. She yanked off her
gloves and looked at her hands. The age spots had faded. And when she pinched her skin, it dipped
back into place with the full dagticity of youth. She drew ashaky bregth, redizing she had no ideawhat
shelooked like anymore. But Tom had recognized her. You look good.

Katie glanced ingtinctively toward the back of the cave. Gregory followed her gaze. Shefelt him siffen.
"You'vedoneit, haven't you!" Helet her go. He turned and strode away from her, toward thefifth
chamber, toward Tom.

"Gregory, wait!" She legped after him. She hung on hisarm. "Why can't you understand? | had to do it
For my own sanity, for my own freedom, | had to do it, | fought for thisfor thirty years."

He pulled up abruptly. Shelooked up a him, but his attention was not fixed on her. She turned around to
follow hisgaze, and saw Tom.

He stood at the start of the third chamber, his hair touded from deep, ahard and angry light in hiseyes.

"ThomasKishida," Gregory muttered in avoicefull of venom. "My illustrious predecessor. Y ou're
looking alittle better now thantheday | put you onice."

Tom looked at Katie. "Who the hdl is he?"

Her gazefdl, though she till held on to Gregory'sarm. "Gregory Hunt," she said. "Hewaswith the
cryonicsteam, at the hospital, on the night you--"

Gregory's hand closed around her wrist. "Y ou might want to add that you and | have been married for
twenty-four years."

Her eyes half closed asawave of dizziness surged through her brain. What had she done to her life?
Shetold hersdlf there was no way she could have foreseen this moment thirty years ago. No one then
could have said for sure that Tom was coming back. No one then, even the true believers, would have
guessed he might be revived in amerethirty years. So shed chosen to live her life. She was human. She
was not amindless servant of the dead-- though Gregory might contend that. Tom's specter had haunted
himfor years.

She drew adeep breath, banishing pointless speculation. She could not change the past. " Thomas
Kishida," she said, "thisis Gregory Hunt. And it'strue. I've been married to him now for twenty-four
years."

Tom'sdark brows lowered as he studied Gregory. Katie flushed, knowing that Tom would see only the
ugliness, the bitter anger that hadn't been part of Gregory in the early days. Not that Tom's fedingswould
have been any different if héd met Gregory at hisbest. "Congratulations,” Tom said. His gaze skewered
Katie. "Y ou might havetold methis, firgt thing."

"l never forgot you."



A frigid cold seemed to moveinto hiseyes. "Don't gpologize. It was only yesterday for me. For you it's
been thirty years. | expect it's natural to move on.”

"Huh," Gregory said--a monosyllabic expression of contempt. "Don't make too much of it, Thomas
Kishida. This mausoleum isn't exactly a secret anymore. You and | and our wife may al be dead before
any of usgetsto makeafind choice." Heturned to Katie. ™Y ou should have accepted the appointment
to Mars. You'rerisking your life here. The Knights know where you are. | saw a Knight communique.
They're coming, Katie. They're after you. Y ou have to get out now, whileyou ill can.”

INTERNAL MEMORANDUM RETRIEVED FROM THE FILESOF PRES DENT ILENE
CARSON:

To: Fearless Leader From: General Dy Yung Re: Imminent failure of the Kishida-Hunt gambit
Greedy Geezers got the Cure, eh?

Buy that life-hog faith: Be young again Raise the dead.

No way.

Only the earth renews:

Rejuvenation therapy

In the grave. No preservatives.

Good tip, Madam President.

Last bootleg copy of the Cure on our maps now. Knights of the Oppressed Earth is pleased to
report:

The Cure won't be in existence tomorrow.

21
Electronic Existence

Katie made coffee for three while the ghosts howled their amusement in the turbines. Tom sat on an
empty crate and watched her, his hurt flowing outward like aswarm of stinging cells, unseen minutiae that
struck her cheeks and hands and burned. Gregory brooded at the desk, his dark gaze emitting an aura of
latent violence. Katie stirred powder into steaming water. Three cups on the counter beside the
microwave. She gazed a them, hesitating, curaing her own analytica nature, but she couldn't evadeit.
She would give thefirst cup to Gregory. That would show him respect. But it would also expose him as
the guest here. She would take the other two cups and offer oneto Tom as she sat beside him.

Had she dready decided, then?

Was the decision hers to make?
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She executed her plan. Tom gtiffened as she took a place beside him on the crate. Gregory leaned
forward, his gaze sharp and coldly amused. HeEd caught her meaning. She could amost hear his mocking
thoughts You denied it.

You denied it. But | always knew what was in your heart. So he found his doubt justified.
Congratulations.

Tom held his cup without drinking. He spoke past Katie. He spoke to Gregory. "Do the Knights know
wherethe mausoleumis?'

Gregory's gaze shifted warily. "They know. | followed their map here.”
"Do you know how far behind they are?’
Gregory shrugged. "No idea.”

Katie wanted this peripheral problem to go away. "The Knights don't know we have the Cure," she said.
"They're not going to bein any hurry to get here"

"Y ou don't know that,” Tom said. "Y ou don't know what's happened to Nikki."

Shefdt the hot sting of shame on her face as sheinterpreted another meaning in hiswords. You haven't
kept my children safe.

"We haveto go," Gregory said. "Now. There's only oneroad up here and we don't want to get caught
onit."

Katie pressed her gloved hands against her cheeks. "We can't go. All the other patients are still here. We
have to protect them. Especialy now, when we know it's possible to cure them.” She glanced at Tom,
seeking support.

"It'spossible" he acknowledged. "We have to work from that."

Gregory's pack lay on thefloor at hisfeet. Hetoed it. "I brought explosives. We can seal the door behind
arock dide. The Knightswon't be able to get through that. Not in the next few days, anyway. Well have
timeto regroup.”

The turbines moaned alow note. Katie kicked her hedl against the crate. "If we sedl the door, the
Knightswill just come down the air shafts.”

"Theturbines block the shafts."

"The turbines can be blown. The antenna can be wrecked. Without power and communications the
patients are doomed.”

"They'll last afew days. Until we can regroup.”

"If we can regroup.” She listened to the moaning turbines and weighed the options. They couldn't
abandon the frozen dead, yet they didn't have the meansto defend them. "We're going to have to change
our strategy.” Shelooked from Tomto Gregory. "l think it'stimeto stop hiding. | think it'stimeto
introduce oursalvesto the VR." She pushed hersef to her feet, wincing at the lingering pain in her joints
as she went to hunt up the telephone.

"Y ou're surrendering, then," Gregory said.



"No. I'm not surrendering. But we can't win like this. Were going to have to change the rules.”

Katie had married again.

Hetried to reconcileit. He hadn't been gone that long.
It didn't seem dl that long, anyway.

Well, shesaid it wasthirty years.

Sheld married again.

He didn't blame her. Not with the reasonable part of his mind. Reason was only arecent veneer over
more basic emotions.

He watched Hunt sort through asmall collection of neatly packaged explosives, and hetried to find
faults. The grosdy scarred face. Too much gray hair; Hunt wastoo old for her, definitely. And it was
aready evident that he had amean streak in him. How bad could that get?

Hunt selected two packages from his collection, each one wrapped in decorative dark-purple cellophane
like New Y ear'sfireworks. Then Hunt stalked off to the front of the cave to wire the doors.

His atention shifted. He listened to Katie talk on the phone.

He remembered the child she'd once been. A virgin when she'd cometo his bed at eighteen. Sheld
scared him bad. Hed never taken to anyone the way hetook to her. And she'd loved him; she'd never
loved anyone ese.

So that had changed.

He mulled over his own resentment and he wondered just how much he should believe of what shed told
him.

Katie had married again.

Shecdled Ferisfirg. "It worked," shesaid. "Tom's here. He's dlive."
"Katie..." Doubt dragged in Ferrissvoice.

"I'm not crazy," she said. "It worked. But | need your help again." In the background afemae voice
delivered a speech over the low rumble of crowd noises and broken applause. "Where are you?'

"The condtitutiona convention. Virtual delegate for the Primal Nation." He spokein alow voice asthe
background speech dragged on.

"Isllene bending?'
"It'snot up to llene anymore. It's up to the people.”

"The Cureworks. | want people to know that. | want them to believeit." Shewaited for some response.
"Fearis?'

"Jud thinking."



"You're not againg me on this?'
"Weadl have to choose our own path.”

"Will you set something up with Gene Pool ? Seeif they'll take the issue? Soonest. Gregory saysthe
Knights are on their way. We have to get our viewpoint out before we lose the antenna.”

"Gregory?"
"Will you, Ferris?'
He sghed reluctantly. She could dmost see his big head shaking unhappily. "Okay."

She cdled Nikki next. Tom watched her anxioudly as Nikki's phone rang. It was picked up on the fourth
ring, but it wasn't Nikki who answered. The sounds of the congtitutional convention filled the background
again, and over them, the famous deadpan of President Carson. "Katie, are you ready to negotiate?"

"Where's Nikki?"'

"She's here with me on Voice-2. 1t's been necessary to keep her in isolation. She's admitted to trafficking
in proscribed molecular technologies.”

"l want to talk to her."

"That won't be possible until after the convention.”
"l havethe Cure, llene”

"l know. Nikki told me."

"Did shetdl you Tom'sdive?

Ilen€'s silence was weighted with contempt. Katie felt red heat rise to the surface of her face again. She
pulled off aglove and pressed her cold pam against her cheek. When llene spoke, her voice was low
and angry. "1 know that's not possible. I know what happened to the patient in your European lab."

"No one knows what happened then,” Katie said. "Thistimeit worked. Y ou can talk to him."
"Dont play gameswith me, Katie."

"llene-"

"I want you to destroy the Cure."

Katie scowled into the phone. "Why would | do that?'

"To protect yoursdf."

She caught her breath as a cool flush of understanding washed through her mind. ™Y ou sent the Knights
after us, did you?'

"Destroy the Cure, Katie. For your own good.”
The line went dead.



"Wevegot one VR auit,” Katiesaid. "And I've been living in it for weeks"

Gregory groaned. "Sounds like you're the spokesman, then. Y ou're popular with the mediaanyway. It
should work."

"And weve got the remotes," she added. "They can both send sound and pictures.”
"There'sthe celling robot, too,” Tom said. "That's got acameraand it already sendstoL.A."

Katie nodded. "Good. That's four potential subchannds. We run them dl at once. Four points of view
will makeit highly unlikely we're synthesizing the show.”

"Wevegot to get outsde," Tom said. "And seeif anybody's redly coming.”
Gregory gave him ascathing look. "They're coming,” he growled.

Tom returned hisanimosty in along, cold stare. "It'd be nice to know when."
"Why don't you go look, then”?"

"Easy," Katie said, her shoulders hunched against the sudden tension. "I'll walk one of the remotes.” She
hunted around for the VR helmet. Tom watched her curioudy. "1 told you about the remote units,” she
sad.

"I've never donethe VR."
"Oh, youll likeit. Y ou might never come out again.”

Gregory made adisparaging snort. Katie scowled at him. Then she smiled at Tom. "Tap me out if Gene
Pool cdls™

"l wasgoing to cal Joy."

"Wait, baby. We need the line clear right now." He gave her acool, measuring stare. It pierced her
cordia fedings. She sighed and turned away; pulled the helmet over her head, thinking, Hell with it. Let
him stew. Let them both stew. Man was meant to suffer.

Once ingde the remote, Katie used a voice command to tap into VR coverage of the constitutional
convention, directing the signa into the helmet's periphera fields, so that the road to La Cruz wasin front
of her while the convention proceeded on either side. In the resultant image, the floor of the congressiona
arenaon Voice-2 appeared to be neatly bisected. Katie could see the representatives at their desks, and
beyond them avast, nebulous audience of linked participants like hersaf. She felt one among the crowd,
yet the setting had adreamlike quality. No onein the audience stood out as an individua. They were
dightly out-of-focus, generic masks of Commonwesdlth citizens. Only the politicians at their desks, and
the speakers on the high podium, were clearly visible.

Katie checked convention records and discovered that for severa days the subject of debate had
involved the architecture of the new government. Any citizen could request aminute to testify. Each was
required to submit the text of hisor her statement to thejudicid Al, whereit was screened to diminate
the nonsensical and the repetitive. That till left alot of room for nauseating rhetoric, confrontationa crap
designed to set factions at each others throats:

"Fascist oppressors.”



"Y ou're going to lose your job."
"Maying God."

"Stolen from my people.”
"Therewill dwaysbelimits"

A thinfrosting of snow lay acrossthe brown and sterile land. Katie's metd feet crunched againgt it,
leaving tracksin the mineral soil asan American explained why every incorporated town should be
alowed a congressiona representative. Next, a Brazilian cdled for the samerights for corporate entities.
A matron from Singapore ingsted that only those of fifty years or more should be alowed to vote.

Katie pulled in achannel from Gene Pool to see how thingswere going. A pie-dice room opened up on
the convention floor. It held ablack billboard printed with white | ettering that read: Back from the Dead?
A masculine voice read the words, and then frenetic bites of news footage began to rall. The voice sad:

"Listen up, citizend! It's been ayear to remember but it's not over yet! A new issue has just been poured
into the Gene Pooal. It could sway the consensus on the CC. It could sway you. But only if you opt to
participate! We need your scan on the scene now. Timeis of the essence, because the powersthat be
are seeking to suppress the dead. That's right. The dead are coming back to life and the old are growing
young. Y ou guessed it--the Cureishere... at least according to the radical billionaire financia team
Kishida-Hunt. Isit red? Judge for yoursdf on subchannels 407A through D, where we will be carrying
live coverage of an assault by Knights of the Oppressed Earth againgt the Kishida-Hunt team. Do you
want it to be real? Soak in the Pool, then decide. It's your future. Y ou have avoice.”

A digital counter at the bottom of the screen ticked off the number of participants. Thefirst four
numerators spun too fast to see. Even the ten-thousand digit was hard to read asit winked zero through
ninein lessthan five seconds. Thetaly wasup to 3.7 million.

Too cool.

Three miles down the road the count had reached 4.1 million globa audience. Not bad. The wholeworld
wasn't wired, after dl. The debate on the convention floor had shifted to the merits of income taxes.

Standing on a promontory, looking down on the winding scar that was the road to La Cruz, Katie sighted
acomb of blowing dust. She zoomed the remote's optica units until she could make out six trucks, all
wending up the road. The vehicles were unmarked.

She felt atgp on the shoulder. Then she heard Tom's voice: "Hunt's doing background for Gene Pool."
The helmet's noise baffles muffled hiswords. "But he says go ahead and link."

She gave him athumbs-up without bothering to lift the helmet. She put acall through to Gene Pooal,
identified hersdf, and linked on channel 407C. Now an audience could recelve the same visua and
auditory scan that linked her to the remote, and she could receive feedback from the Pool participants.
Through acomplicated system of individua user inputs and a patented centra artificid-intelligence
program, Gene Pool was able to synthesize and continually update an Average Sentiment--the net
reaction of the participating audience to the ongoing eventsin the Poal. It was an interactive system far
more sensationd than anything happening in the congressiond arena, and had been used to develop
political policy sncethe days of Generational Chalenge.

Katielet her vison fix on the gpproaching trucks while an audience gradudly spilled in from other
channels. The condtitutional convention took a brief recess. The lead truck in the convoy negotiated a



hairpin turn. The Pool swam with 4.2 million intellects, Sixty percent of them linked to channel 407C.
Katie cranked up the remote's camera eyes to maximum magnification. She stared at the lead truck,
catching ablurred and bouncing image of abrown, sunglassed face. "The face of the enemy,” she
announced, speaking through the voice synthesizer on the remote. " Check your crimind logsand seeiif
you can get amatch.”

The Al produced an amagamation of unfocused murmurings bearing predominant tones of curiogty,
amusement, and cynicism.

Katie spoke again: "Now scan my image. According to the provisiona government of the
Commonwedlth, thistoo isthe face of the enemy. Check your crimina logs. I'm in there, under the name
of Katharine Kishida."

The murmurings congealed into acommunal question voiced by the syslem Al: Physical description?
"I'm sixty-four yearsold,” Katie said.

The Average Sentiment was amuitter of wonderment. She smiled.

Hunt shoved aphonein hisface. "It'sfor you," Hunt said. "' Gene Pool wants you to do athing with Joy."
"Joy?' He echoed her namein dumb surprise.
"Y ou know, your daughter.”

Joy. He remembered a beautiful girl, twelve years old, sweet disposition, loved to play basketbal with
her old man. Katie had said that Joy had two grown children now. He looked a Hunt. "What am |
supposed to do?"

"Just talk." Hunt pointed up over his shoulder. "They've got avideo link through the celling robot.”

He glanced at the glassy-eyed device, hanging like a spider from itstracks. He heard afaint femae voice
from the telephone. Fedling deeply anxious, he held the deviceto hisear.

"Hello? Hdlo?' The voice on the other end of the phone sounded shy and pensive. A woman'svoice, yet
the tone and accentswere that of alittlegirl.

"Hdlo,"” he sad siffly. "Joy?"

"Daddy?' Something seemed to tear in her voice. He thought she might be closeto crying. Hefédt abrush
of panic. How could she cry for him after thirty years? Did sheredly remember him?"Daddy," she
whispered. "Isit you?"

Isit you? The question startled him. He groped for an appropriate answer. So much had changed.
Though he could remember who he used to be, and though his consciousness still existed in the same
body and though he could look back on the path of his life without detecting any unaccountable gapsin
his experience, he was not at al sure that he was the same person Joy recalled.

But that wasn't what she wanted to hear.

"Yes, princess” hetold her. "It'sme."

Katie had both remotesin position by the time the convoy of trucks reached the landdide that blocked



the road below the ruined church. Sheld situated one remote unit on the dope above the mausoleum,
well-distanced from the housing for the turbine mounted at the top of thefirgt air shaft. The remote
huddled behind arock outcropping and was not immediately visible from below. The second remote she
placed nearly amile away on afacing dope, where it commanded aview of the trucks. Both units were
directly and continuoudy linked to the net viasatellite relays. Gene Pool was promising red-time violence
to subscribers. Participation had gone up to 17.4 million. The congtitutiona convention had resumed its
floor show. By popular consent the subject of debate had left income taxes and gone on to the
unscheduled discussion of the control of new technologies.

Katie maintained periphera convention coverage while she linked into the distant remote on the facing
dope. She watched the convoy of trucksroll to ahalt below the landdide. Twenty-four people emerged
from the clustered vehicles, each one dressed in white coverdls, carrying awhiterifle and afied pack.
"A smadl amy," Katiesaid. "Y et they don't wear the uniform of \VVoice cops. They'reterrorists, and
they've come to destroy our copy of the Cure."

She watched the Knights pull hoods over their heads while llene spoke from the convention podium on
the need for caution in molecular law. One by one, the Knights switched on their camouflage suitsand
disappeared. llene chopped with her fist for emphasis. Katie felt outrage well up in her breast. "Isthe
judicid Al watching?' Katie demanded. "Isthejudicid Al observing thisterrorist action? Or isthe
judicia Al content to et terrorists execute executive policy?'

Thewind must have carried the synthetic voice down to the Knights. A rifle cracked and abullet chipped
rock just above the remote's shoul der.

Dump the data defining the Cure into the VR. It was awhispered, dmost subsonic voice--the
Average Sentiment of the Gene Pool. People were listening, and they were backing the Cure. Preserve
the datain the VR.

Then the soft, familiar, gender-neutrd voice of thejudicid Al intruded on the channd. "Any attempt to
release unauthorized proprietary datato the public will be screened.”

Katie swalowed hard. Timeto fix parameters. "Assess ownership of the datain question,” she
whispered.

The Al replied: "Documents on file at this time indicate one hundred percent ownership by the corporate
entity Kishida-Hunt."

Katiesmiled. "I'm Kishida-Hunt. | have aright to disseminate thisdata.”

Thejudicia Al disagreed: "Control of the corporate entity has transferred to the Prima Nation. Y our
damisinvdid."

"I contest that! The transfer was authorized on fa se grounds--"

"Information bulletin," the Gene Pool Al announced. " The Congress of the Commonwedlth has requested
redtime linkage to channel 407C. Stand by for bilocus coaescence.”

So the convention delegates had decided to respond to the happenings in Gene Pool. She dropped her
convention coverage. A moment later the political arena cameto her as the rocks surrounding the remote
faded, asif behind a screen. Superimposed on them were the desks of the convention delegates.
Sdective lighting visualy emphasized Ferris. He stood beside his desk, dressed in a shell-print aloha shirt,
hisslver hair in aponytail down his back. His brown eyesfixed on Katie as she huddled on the ground
to avoid the Knights bullets.



"l speak for the Prima Nation," he announced. "And until the legd status of both Katharine Kishidaand
Gregory Hunt is clarified, the Prima Nation continuesto affirm itsright to control the affairs of
Kishida-Hunt Incorporated, including the disposition of the Kishida-Hunt Cure and al data pertaining to
it. To that end, we demand that all copies of any data describing the detailed physical structure of the
Kishida-Hunt Cure be turned over to the Nation at once-- including those presendy held by
Commonwedth officias”

The seective lighting switched to [lene as she spoke from within a huge boul der. "The Commonwesdlth
will not accede to this demand. It isthe contention of the president that the dataiin question ‘radicaly
atersthe human condition’ and isthereforeillega under Voice law--the only sanctioned guidelines
exigting until this convention produces anew condtitution. As head of the trangitiona government, | will
not alow our law-enforcement agenciesto participate in the distribution of proscribed molecular
technologies.”

"The legality of ageriatric cure has never been determined,” Ferris barked. "The opinions you express are
your own and don't carry theweight of law.”

"Theopinions| expressarethose of thejudicid Al."

"Thisisnot an issuefor amachineto decide," Ferris countered. "It isan issue at the core of the
condtitutional convention. It will be found by the will of the people.”

There was an ominous rumbling from the political arena. From the dopes above, afew pebbles bounced
down past the remote. Katie glanced up nervoudy. A bullet ricocheted off the rock overhead and struck
her just above the eye. She dapped at the dent. A flash of motion on the snowfield above betrayed the
location of aKnight. She glimpsed awhiterifle partly obscured. Dust rattled againgt her metd skin. The
rifleturned to point at her, itsbarrdl like ablack eye against afield of white. Sonic burst. She legped two
metersinto the air, landed on therifle, and sent it tumbling down among therocks. The nearly invisble
Knight howled in pain, ahowl picked up and drawn away by the wind as a scattering of pebbles marked
apath of retreet.

Back from the Dead:

The turbines hummed overhead. Liquid dripped. Thelightsin the cave were harsh and unnatura and he
was getting a headache. Why am | here? The cameraeyes of the celling robot stared at him as he
entered the third chamber. He tried to imagine millions of eyes behind itslenses, avirtua arena, growing,
spreading in discontinuous nonspace.

He found the empty cylinder, the one that had housed him. He rocked it down and looked insde. Dull
sted walls. Empty. He tried to see the snowfidlds, but they were somewhere else. He listened for the
voice of thewitch.

Back in thefifth chamber the telephone rang. He heard Hunt pick it up. Hetried to find an andogy for
Hunt in his dream, but there was none. Hunt should not exist. Hunt bellowed from the fifth chamber:
"Kishida, Gene Pool wants another interview with you.”

Millions of eyes watched him through the ceiling robot as he pretended not to hear. He shoved the
cylinder back upright. He wandered on, past the harsh lights, into the first chamber. The camera couldn't
follow him here. But it could still see him. It Sopped at the end of itstrack, itslensesfixed on him.

He had not been to the first chamber before. Now he stared in surprise at the human figureslaid out in
nichesin the rock, wrapped in fading woolen blankets. He went to one. He crouched besideit. Behind



him liquid dripped. The camerawatched. He studied the shrouded figure, searching for signsof life,
"Kishidal" Hunt caled. Angry steps echoed like ax blowsin the cave.

Hereached for the blanket. It felt brittlein hishands. Hetugged at it gently until it worked loose, then he
pulled it away from the figure's head. He felt Hunt standing beside him, the tall man's shadow falling over
the sepulchra face. "Why are you doing that?' Hunt asked. His voice was wary. In hishand wasthe
telephone, awd| of sound waiting to swallow him.

"l don't know. But you're blocking my light.”

Hunt stepped asde. A million eyes|ooked on adead brown face, taut dry skin pulling lips back to
expose brown teeth, crisp gray eyes. Black hair in adisorganized state. "It'sal adream,” Hunt said.
"Everything. All of it. Y our wholelife." He leaned closer, the phonein hishandslike awell suckingin
history, alink to the mind of God. "That's you, right there,” Hunt murmured. "Y ou're having an
out-of-body experience and you're looking on your own face." Hislong surgeon'sfinger tapped the
phone. "Y ou want Katie to deep with that?"

Hefdlt his hands begin to shake. Hisblood ran in sireams of fire. Dead. He struggled with the concept.
Am dead. Was dead. Living dead.

Millions of eyeslooked on.

Helaid his dead hands once more on the fragile blanket, lifting it, wrapping it carefully back around the
body, tucking it under the head, smoothing it. Then he turned around, and with aroar of fury he lunged at
Hunt.

His shoulder drove into Hunt's chest. His arms encircled him in atackle that sent them both to the floor,
Hunt on the bottom, a satisfying grunt from him asthe air was dammed out of hislungs. He pulled hisfist
back. Hefdt Hunt's hand at histhroat.

"Stopit!" Katie shouted.

He froze. She stood benegth the camera, her hideous VR helmet tucked under her elbow, the fuzz of her
blond hair barely covering her smooth head, her furious eyes burning from a perfect face that had
enchanted him in another age, another time, burning itsdlf into the pattern of his brain and he could not let
go, not even now.

Am dead. Was dead.

Herolled off Hunt. Living dead.

From the door he heard awhispering of voices, metal on meta scraping.

"They'rehere" Katie said, her eyes il blazing.

Hunt shoved himself to hisfeet, "Move back, then,” he said. "I'm going to blow the door.”

Katie snugged the VR helmet over her head again, linking once more into the remote on the facing dope.
She listened to the Average Sentiment of the Pool as she studied the mausoleum entrance. The
condtitutional convention had returned to the congressiona arenaon Voice-2. Shelistened to the
gpeeches droning on and on. The ranks of the audience there had dimmed as more and more participants
drained into Gene Pool.



She couldn't see the mausoleum's door. That was hidden behind the huge dab of rock that acted asa
lean-to. But in the shadow of that rock the dope seemed to shimmer, asif it were about to turnto liquid
and flow away. "Clear the door,” she shouted at the camouflaged Knights clustered at the entrance.
"Weve got explosives of our own and they're going off in five seconds, four, three, two--"

Five pockets of ingtability fled. A moment later an ear-splitting concussion rocked the dope, sending dust
and rock and snow exploding into the air.

Channd switch: in the mausoleum.

Sted cylinderstrembled. Dust rained down from the roof and the ceiling tracks buckled. The robot
jammed. Its motor whirred asit fought to move. Tom caught her hand, fury in hiseyes. "Weretrapped in
here now."

"Somebody will get us out. Weve got the Cure.”

Channel switch: threetrails of footprints pointed out the positions of Knights on the dope abovethe
mausoleum. A small avalanche had covered the cave entrance. Down on the flat, eight more Knights
conferred, their hemets off so that they seemed to be aswarm of talking heads, floating eerily five feet or
more off the ground. She executed an optical zoom. Studied each face for the benefit of the VR, until she
fixed on one that seemed familiar. She caught her breath, then at once wondered at her surprise.
Roxanne.

It had been so many years. She remembered the midnight cal with itsfalse warning, which had ignited the
orded in the Darien. Judge Dark loomed on the scene. Katie felt hersdlf shaking.

Suddenly Roxanne was gazing up the dope, looking straight at her with eyesthat seemed to have shrunk
over the years. Her face was taut, dark as volcanic stone, with asheen like black ice. Her hair was
brown and thin and only dightly longer than Katie's. Her lipswere adry, narrow line. "Katie, | know
you'retherel" she shouted over the streaming wind. "All we want isthe Cure. Give usthat and well go
away. Well leaveyou adone.”

Katie swallowed hard, gtriving to ignore her fear, willfully refusing to see Judge Dark hovering over her
shoulder. "Haven't you heard?" she shouted, her voice booming out through the remote's speaker. "It'sdl
over theVR. Tom's back! He'sdive. And you said it couldn't be done. Y ou tried to kill him to keep it
from being done. Y ou didn't want to be wrong. Well you are wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong,

wrong!"
The echoes of her voice ran down the valeys. Braggadocio. A chalengeto thefates.
Channd switch.

She shrugged the helmet of f, fedling allittle dizzy. She was standing in the third chamber, between the
bank of batteries and arow of stedl cylinders. Tom had the chair from the desk. He was perched on it,
his head thrust up into the air shaft, one hand closed around the thick cables that descended from the
turbines. "We can climb this," he said. "We can get out.”

Gregory crouched at hisfeet, gazing up in concern. " If we can get past the turbine. Then we can blow it
shut behind us."

"We don't have any friends out there," Katie reminded them.

Gregory said: "If we can hold out alittle longer, help will get here.”



"You know that?"

He nodded. "I've got word out to my circle. And Gene Pool's sending in on-site technicians. Theres il
alot of peoplewilling to bet on Kishida-Hunt."

Shefelt Tom's gaze like abitter wind. Some things can never be forgiven.

The phonerang. Gregory dipped it out of his pocket. "Y eah?' Helistened. Then he grinned--atwisted
expression, given the scarring on hisface. "I don't know if they'rewilling to do that, but I'll ask.” He
switched off the phone and looked a Tom. " Gene Pool wants you on the floor of the CC."

Katiefrowned. "Virtud ?'

"Sure. Y ou want to give him your suit?"

She glanced at the robot, jammed initstracks. Why not? They were surfing this one. No script. Just ride.
She beckoned to Tom to follow her into the back of the cave.

Hewatched her take off her parka, her swesater, her baggy pants. The VR suit lay undeneath dl that. She
clawed the Ve cro closures, her every move wending through his consciousness like an dluring dance.
She peded the bulky coverdl off, then stood in her thermals and stocking feet. Y ou remembering how it
was?" she asked.

He started. He tore his gaze away from her figure. He remembered snowfields. "Y ou were dways part of
it," hesad.

She handed him the suit. "Hurry. No telling when the Knightswill think to try the air shafts.”

He peded off his own swester and woolens and pulled the suit on over histhermaswhile she dressed.
"I've never donethis," he reminded her.

"Gene Pool will securethelink. No sweet." She helped him with the closures, then picked up the helmet.
She leaned forward, and et her lips brush his cheek. Hefdt his skin burn at the point of contact. She
leaned even closer, to whisper in hisear. "They said you were dead. They said you couldn't dream. They
werewrong.” She pulled back, her eyesholding his. "They werewrong." She helped him settle the helmet
over hishead.

LA. FLOW--E-MAIL TO THE EDITOR, 13:00 EDITION "Qualities of Youth"

This publication has long displayed a romantic bent, but you've outdone yourself today with your
ten am. editorial condemning the aging of our society and praising the "qualities of youth" asa
fading ideal soon to be diluted beyond recall by a deluge of bladder-control problems and vitamin
tonics. | submit thereis no cause for concern. A brief scan through the news and live-action
channels of the day will demonstrate that many of the most prominent characteristics of youth
have carried over successfully into the adult population, among these: violence, herd behavior,
excessive certainty, willful ignorance, and the forced suppression of all those who would be
different. | submit that our society is under no threat of excessive maturity. On the contrary;, it
would seem that too many of us have taken an oath never to grow up.
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Too Many of Us

He saw the eyes. Millions of them. A vast field of spectators that rose up around him in abowl with no
discernible rim; endlessinhabited dopes that mounted higher and higher until they finaly faded into the
blur of distance. No walls contained this place. Only eyes.

"My God!"

The exclamation arrested his attention. He brought his gaze down from the heights. He found himself
standing on a stage, one hand resting on a podium. He was dressed in his sweater and woolens.
Immediately surrounding him were a select group of men and women, seated at desks. Ongtage, on the
other sde of the podium, athin and very dderly woman with Asan features stared at him, her mouth
half-open, her eyes unnaturaly wide. She wore a blue pantsuit. Her hair was silver. Something about her
reminded him of hismother. " Tom," the old woman whispered. "It can't be."

Helooked away, not feding secure enough to argue the point. He thought of his mother. He'd been told
shewasin the snowfields. No. He'd been told she was dead. |'s deed.

"It'sahoax,” the old woman said, an undercurrent of anger in her voice.

Something in her manner of speech stirred an old sense of annoyance. He turned to her and scowled.
"Who areyou?'

A million chuckles of delight rolled down from the audience. His scowl degpened. The old woman'sface
flushed red. She straightened her shoulders and raised her chin, assuming a defiant posture as she looked
out a the men and women behind their desks. But he could see the fluttering in her throat, the trembling
lip. Shelooked like his mother.

"It'sahoax," she repeated, this time addressing the massed audience. "Thereisno Cure." He saw atear
pool in her eye, but it did not flow away. She pointed a him. "I have no way to prove that thisimageis
my brother. | have no way to prove that Thomas Kishidaisdivein an Andean cave, sealed behind a
rock dide, the prisoner of ateam of psychopaths. | can't prove the truth of any of this. Not now. But |
can say with certainty that thereisno Cure. There never will be. There can--at most--only be aCurse. A
way out of death and old age for the select few--the billionaires, the powerful--or away to destroy the
earth if this Curseislaid upon the public.”

Startled, he squinted at her, trying to see the face of hiselder sgter in thisfiery old woman. "llene?’ he
asked tentatively. Shejerked asif hed dapped her. Sheturned to gaze a him, fear in her eyes. He
leaned forward curioudy. "It'sredly you, isn't it?" He couldn't believe how old she looked. Katie didn't
look old. Katie looked as fresh and beautiful asthe day hed met her.

But that's what this convention was about, wasn't it? Whether it was dl right not to get old. "I think you're
getting carried away,” he said. "Being diveisnot that bad.”

A man stood up at one of the desks beyond the stage. Asfacesturned in his direction he seemed to
grow in size; to shift closer to the tage. He was agiant man, dark-skinned, with silver hair in a ponytail
down his back. The nameplate on his desk said Ferris Kumunau.

"Thomas Kishida," he said, with ahaf-amileon hisface.
"I don't remember you.”

"We never met. But I've known of you for many years. And unlike our eminent president, | do not doulbt
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that you arein redity aive and well." He turned to face the arena, asimple haf-turn that somehow drew
him from his desk up onto the sage. "Being dive and well is a good thing. The Prima Nation recognizes
that. But being aive and well extracts a price from the earth. As custodian of the Cure, the Prima Nation
must recognize that aswell. Thereisn't room enough on the earth for al those who would be Cured.
Thereisn't room enough on the earth for those who would refuseto die.” Ferrislooked at him with kindly
eyes. "Do you know that, Thomas Kishida?"

He remembered the oni in their cave; the hot, horrid pens. He'd refused that way of life. But hed hung on
anyway. Now he felt famished, atranducent wisp of aghost held on Earth by love, and love done.

Helooked at Ferris, refusing to accept what he knew to be true. The earth would always seek to achieve
avibrant equilibrium. There were terroristsin the snowfields. The defenses Hunt had devised smply
couldnt last. "I won't give up,” he whispered.

Asif to answer his bravado, something exploded overhead. He ducked asinvisible debris rained down
around him. Ferrisand Ilene both looked at him in surprise, but neither moved. Neither seemed to fedl
the debris or hear the noise. Somewhere, he heard Katie screaming. Hefdt invisble hands againgt his
shoulders, shoving him backward. "The Knights are coming,” he said. Ferrislooked a himin horror.

Channd switch.

The Knights had blown one of the turbines. Debris ill rained down thefirg air shaft. Dudt filled the air.
Earsringing, Katie struggled to drag Tom out of the third chamber, while trying to pummel him back into
awareness. Shetripped. They went down together. The remaining turbine moaned with a ghostly sound.
She got ahand on Tom's helmet and twisted it loose. Asif suddenly awakened, he wrenched it off and
flung it asde, then he twisted around on hands and knees. "We don't haveto die!" he shouted at her.
"That'samyth."

She fdt the hair rise on the back of her neck as she gazed at hiswild eyes. Hed come back from death.
How much did he know? She wanted to ask him, but there was no time. Instead, shelaid atrembling
finger on hislipsto cam him. "I believe you," shewhispered. "I do." But Judge Dark was ssomping on the
roof and she knew Tom was likely wrong.

Gregory emerged through the swirling dugt. It had settled on his hair and hisface, coating him with gray
age. "Weve logt the phone," he said. "They've cut the land lines, and without them, there's no way to get
asignd through thisrock."

Another explosion rattled the stedl cylinders as the second turbine was blown. Gregory dropped to the
floor, while Tom dove on Katie, knocking her to the ground. She hit hard, Tom'sweight on top of her.
Dust rained down around them. A thin fog billowed from a hose wrenched off the body of the ceiling
robot. The clatter of faling rock dowed. She heard hersdf gasping for air and then Tom rolled away
from her.

A cylindrical object plummeted from thefirst air shaft. It struck the floor, then bounced with ametallic
clatter. A tank of compressed air. It roared as an invisible gas surged past its vave. Another tank came
plunging down, then athird. Katie felt her eyes go wide. She scrambled backward. She couldn't smell
anything. Maybe it wasjust oxygen. Maybe the Knights were trying to rattle them. But the tanks weren't
green.

Gregory held hisarm over his mouth and nose as he scuttled to one of the tanks. He twisted it around to
show thelabel. Skull and bones. CO in ared pyramid. Carbon monoxide. Hetried to twist the vave
shut. "Dammit!" heroared. "It's broken."



She felt Tom's hands close over her upper arms as he hauled her to her feet. "We have to get out of
herel" he shouted.

"But the Curel" shewailed.
"Never mind that. Let'sgo."

"Like hdl," Gregory growled. "I'm not going to leaveit herefor the Voice." He cut past them, racing for
the back of the cave.

Katie and Tom cautioudy approached the air shaft. They stopped underneath it and squinted up. The last
explosion had blown out the turbine. Far overhead a patch of daylight blazed. She staggered dizzily. She
told hersdlf it wasthe dtitude.

Tom grabbed her under the arms and boosted her up. Ingtinctively, she reached for adangling cable and
hauled on it. But the cable snapped under her weight. It came snaking down the shaft. She ducked asthe
weight of it struck her head and shoulders. Tom buckled under her. She screamed asthey collapsedina
heap on the ground. Shefdt hersalf shaking, panic only a step away. Tom seemed to senseit. Hisarm
went around her shoulder. He spoke, hisvoice grim, but calm. "Come on, Katie. Climb it chimney-style.
Y ou can do it. Show ushow."

She nodded. Shelet him boost her up again. Thistime she pressed the flat of her hands against the sides
of the shaft and pushed herself up, kicking off Tom's shoulders until she could get her legsinside the shaft,
brace herself with her back to thewall. She edged her shoulders up. Let her feet follow. Edged her
shoulders higher. Her body ached. Her legs trembled. Fear of falling filled her breast. Shelooked down
to see Gregory hauling himsdf into the shaft. "Wherés Tom?' she cried.

"Move!" Gregory sad. "He's coming up behind.”

He had arope over his shoulders. From the rope dangled the satchel that held the Cure. She climbed,
avoiding the fragments of cable, terrified of didodging them. Sharp flecks of broken rock rained down on
her. Cold air burned her lungs. She edged upward. Did carbon monoxide sink or rise? She didn't know.
Tom was on the bottom. "Tom?" she cdled.

"I'm here, Katie. Kegp climbing.”

She climbed, conscious of the rush of air in and out of her lungs, the scrape of Gregory's boots, the
clatter of the metal satchel against the rock. Sweat frosted on her cheeks. She dipped, and skidded
down the shaft. Shefelt Gregory's hand againgt her thigh, arresting her maotion. "Climb,” he ordered.

She squeezed her eyes shut. Jammed her shoulders againgt the rock and wriggled up. Up. A nightmare
journey. Muscles burning. Doubts festering. Were they fleeing from a phantom? Up. Judge Dark seemed
to ride on her shoulders, weighing her down. Up. Until finaly shefdt the pressure of daylight against her
closed eydids. She could hear the distant beat of helicopters. She opened her eyes and gazed up the wall
of the shaft, only a couple of meters now to the top. White-suited arms reached down toward her. Dark
eyes peering out of white hoods.

A clatter below her. A yep from Gregory. The scuff of boots, of nylon dragging against stone. She
looked past her hip intimeto see Tom diding down. Hiseyeswere closed. Eveninthedim light his
cheekslooked red. She heard hersalf screaming.

He landed on hisfeet. The lightsin the cavern were still running on battery power. She could see him
clearly as he baanced there, athin fog swirling around him. Then hislegs crumpled and he dumped to the



ground. "Tom!" Katiewailed. A great weight seemed to close around her lungs. Despair welled up in her
throdt.

We don't have to die. That's a myth.
"Tom, come back." Her plea echoed down the shaft. " Tom! "

She started to dide back down, determined to go after him, half ameter until Gregory's hand cupped her
thigh.

"No!" he shouted. "Go up. Takethis." Shefet aropethrust into her hand, akiss againgt her fingertips.
She dipped alittle againsgt the sudden weight, then steadied hersdlf. "Useit," Gregory ordered. "Buy us
oxygen if you can. Buy ustime." Shelooked past her hip to see the Cure dangling at the end of the rope.
Gregory was dready skidding down the vertical walls. He glanced up &t her, then scowled in fury. " Go! "
he commanded. "We only have a couple of minutes. Get the oxygen now."

A little moan escaped her. She pressed her feet against thewall, edged her shoulders up. Pressed her
feet, moved up. Shetilted her head back, squinting againgt the glare of the day. White-suited figures
leaned over the hole, hardly an arm'slength away. They reached out to her, their hands waving like the
tentacles of astinging anemone. They shouted at her. She couldn't understand them. Her attention had
been taken by a distant thrumming sound. She scrambled higher, then stopped just below their reach.
She could hear the hdlicopters easily now.

The Knights had begun looking over their shoulders. They seemed suddenly concerned, impetient.
"Get away from the shaft!" Katie shouted. They didn't move. "Get away or I'll drop the Cure.”

She glanced down. Gregory and Tom were out of sight. She looked up again. "Get away! Help's coming.
Y ou won't havetimeto retrieve the Cureif | drop it. The hdlicopterswill get herefirst.”

Judge Dark leaned over the mouth of the shaft. Against abackground of bright daylight the face that
messured her was afearless black shadow, the eyesinvisible but for asparkle of moisture. Katie felt
hersdlf shudder.

Judge Dark spoke: "At thisdevation it takesalong tirne for helicoptersto gain dtitude. Tom will be dead
by thetimethey get here.”

"Roxanne,” Katie growled, recognizing the voice.

"Y ou've been steding from the system, Katie. Now it's payback time."
"l need oxygen, Roxanne."

"Y eah?' Teeth flashed in the shadowy face.

"Bring me oxygen now. I'll give you the Cure.”

"Smart Katie." She withdrew from the hole.

Cautioudy, Katie edged higher. "I'm coming out!" she shouted. "If anybody's within five meters of the
shaft, I'm dropping the Cure.”

Roxanne's laughter bubbled over the edge. "Come on out! WEell give you plenty of room."
Katie edged up the shaft. She did a quick three-sixty scan as her head topped out above the remnants of



the turbine housing. The Knights were scattered on al sides, but they kept to the designated distance. At
least threerifleswere trained on her. The thrum of the helicopters was suddenly much louder. She caught
aquick glimpse of them, still far below, their blades flashing in the light. Her gaze jerked back to fix on
Roxanne.

She stood afew meters away, wearing a smile that might have been carved in basalt. Her skin was very
dark. She hefted agreen cylinder in one hand. A mask and tube dangled from the valve. Green was for
oxygen. Green meant life. But there was only one cylinder.

"Find another,” Katie said as she crawled out of the shaft.
"Weonly have one." Roxanne seemed pleased with the deficiency.
"Tieittoarope" Katie sad. "Lower it into the shaft. And find another one."

Roxanne shrugged. Someone handed her arope. Shetied it to the cylinder, moving with languid
downess. "Hurry up!" Katie barked. She felt tears start in her eyes. "Ded's off if it'stoo late.”

"You sureit's Tom down there?' Roxanne asked, not hurrying at all.
"Go down and see”

Roxanne smiled. "Why bother? It's not so special. He wasn't readlly dead, or he never would have made it
back." Shelaid the cylinder down on the ground and shoved it toward Katie with her foot. "Y ou want to
comeget it?'

"Push it into the shaft. Lower it easy. That'sright." She watched Roxanne, watched the Knights, her gaze
shifting congtantly, dert for any hostile motion, ready to let go of the rope that held the Cure.

She heard the distant scrape of the cylinder asit touched bottom. She risked a glance down. Gregory
was sprawled spiderlike beside it, the mask over hisface ashedrew in great drafts of air. Her gaze
darted back to Roxanne. Suddenly she felt nauseous and light-headed. The helicopters seemed no
closer. "Anather cylinder,” she demanded.

"Only one" Roxanne sad.
"Another. Now."

Judge Dark peered out through ice-blue eyes. Then Roxanne turned and signaled to one of the Knights.
Another oxygen cylinder was brought up. Roxanne laid it on the ground and shoved it toward her.

"Therope," Kétie reminded.
"No rope. Pull up the prize. Giveit to me. Then you can use your own rope.”

Katiefdt her hands begin to shake. Judge Dark waited for her decision. "Gregory!" shewailed, her voice
echoing down the shéft.

"I've got him breathing!" Gregory shouted. "Buit it's nasty down here." He paused, presumably to bresthe.
"We need another tank. We need to get out of here.”

"Givemethe Cure" Roxannesad. "And well leave you done.”

Katie nodded dowly. Then, the decision made, she hauled hard on the rope. The satchel that held the
Cure scraped up the side of the shaft and tumbled over the edge. Katie picked it up, quickly untied the



rope, and lobbed the case a Roxanne. "1t'll be developed again!” she shouted.

Roxanne chuckled. "Keep believing that." She pulled her hood down over her face, flicked on her
camouflage suit, and vanished. The other Knights followed her, disappearing one by one. Katie could
hear retreating feet al around her. They were heading updope, away from the trucks and toward the
summit.

She dovefor the oxygen cylinder, tied theropeto it in frantic haste, then lowered it into the shaft.

Hefound himsdlf in avae of snow, wearing his sweater and woolens. Somewhere nearby he could hear
Hunt murmuring at him. He could fed the press of an oxygen mask againg hisface. He could hear
Katie's voice echoing down the air shaft. Helicopters, she said. The helicoptersare here.

He stood in avale of snow, feding only alittle cold. A few steps dong the shalow dope he watched a
dark and powerfully built woman. Dressed in furs, she scratched at the snowy surface with a hoe that
might have been made of bone. She seemed unaware of him. He walked across the dope toward her, his
boots crunching in the snow. "Hello," he said.

She paid him no attention. She was bent over, hacking away at the snow with her hoe. But the tool didn't
tear up the smooth face of the dope. Where it touched the ground the snow seemed to turn to afragile,
transparent ice. He could see tiny white flowers just below the surface, waxy, bell-shaped snowdrops
atop spearlike leaves.

He studied the woman's face. She was neither young nor old but somewhere in productive adulthood.
Her features were heavy, her nose broad, her lipsthick, her skin as dark as rosewood. She worked with
determination. He could fed a sense of power rolling off her. Hefound her very beautiful, if morethan a
littleintimidating. "Mother?' he asked tentatively.

Her lipsturned in the faintest amile, though she till didn't acknowledge him, or pausein her work.
At least he knew she heard him. "The snowfields are mdlting, Mother.”
"Inthe north." Her voice was husky and low. He could almost hear her crooning alullaby in the twilight.

"Everywhere," heinssted. He watched the flowers legp out from under her hoe, touched by a sense of
wonder that he had survived the winter, perhapsthe very last winter.

"No," she said. "Nothing is changed with me. Only with you. Now go. Go. Y ou don't belong here
anymore." Her hoe touched the snow and flowers appeared. She sighed and awarm breeze swept
across the snowpack, melting it, sending little rivulets of water running down the dope. "Go," she
repeated. "Y ou don't belong here anymore.”

Something happened then. Though he perceived no motion at dl, hefelt himsalf dip asif into another
gpace. The warm breeze continued to play in the woman's hair, but he could no longer fed it. He couldn't
hear the trickle of water, or the beat of the hoe against the snow. He leaped forward. He tried to touch
her. Hefound himsdlf standing in the same place he had been before. "Mother!" he shouted. "What have
you done to me?' Hisvoice bounced loudly back at him, asif it were contained within acapsule. The
woman ignored him. "Witch-mother of the earth!" he cried. "Let me go!"

She amiled and nodded. "I have already donethat.” Then she raised the hoe, laid it across her shoulder,
and walked away.

Hetried to follow her. Heran after her. But he didn't go anywhere. In afew minutes she was over the



ridge and gone from sight.

Hefdl to hisknees. All around him the snow melted. But under hisfeet it was unaffected, perfectly
preserved asif ill locked in the degps of winter. All around him alovely spring morning was renewing
the world with life. But he knelt in an arctic evening; overhead the light was fading fast. Starsissued forth.
And planets. Spaceplanes and orbitals. At their focus, Mars hung like ared-rust gem in the sky.

Katiesvoicerolled down from the heavens, cdling him.

Helooked around at the spring sunshine and the melting snow, onelast time. He suffered atearing sense
in his chest, but he'd known worse pains than that. It was over. Histime on Earth was done. So
good-bye. Good-bye. He felt himsdlf begin to riseinto the star-filled sky.

Katie watched as a cable was |et down from one of the hovering helicopters chartered by Gregory's
circle. A harnesswas hooked to the end. It was lowered into the air shaft as the pilot leaned out the door
to watch. He hovered for dmost two minutes, working againgt the mountain windsto maintain his
position. Then he nodded emphaticaly at someone below and began to rise, Sraight up, the cablerising
with him, up and up and up until a cheer rose from the gathered spectators and Gregory emerged from
the shaft, secured in the harness, hisarmstight around Tom and asingle oxygen cylinder. An oxygen
mask covered Tom's nose and mouth. His body hung limp. The helicopter lifted them until their feet
cleared the ruined turbine housing, then dowly lowered them until Gregory stood on the ground.
Someone ran forward and unhooked the harness as Gregory laid Tom on the rough, snow-flecked earth.

Katie bounded over and fell to her kneesat Tom's side. Shelaid her hand on his chest. It rose and fell
dowly. Theterrible red flush of his cheeks had begunto fade. "Tom?"

His eyes blinked, then squeezed tightly shut againgt the glare of the Sky once, before opening fully.
Without moving his head helooked at her, and smiled. It wasthe first time sheld seen him smilesince
held come off theice. "Tom?'

He shoved himself up on one ebow, squeezed his eyes shut again asif fighting dizziness, then tossed his
head, shaking back hisblack hair asagrinlit hisface. "I've worked it out now," he said, shouting against
theroar of helicopters as one passed dowly overhead and another landed on theflat below. "I
understand why it was so hard to come back. We don't belong here anymore. We've changed ourselves.
We've stepped outside the world. We haveto leave.”

She shook her head, not comprehending thejoy she saw on hisface.

"l want to go back to the condtitutional convention,” he said. "1 know what to say now. I've worked it
aJt.II

She sghed in exasperation. "What are you talking about, Tom?"

Hiswords tumbled like meltwater: "I can hook up with the VR from here, right? Direct satellitelink. |
need ahelmet, though. The old oné's still down below in the mausoleum. Isthereahelmet herel can
use?!

"I'll get you onel™

Katie started at the unexpected voice. A young woman in a Gene Pool parka and an electronic headset
was standing over them. She was one of asmall crowd, at least twelve people, haf of them with
cameras. A moment later the helmet was passed into Tom's waiting hands.



"Look, I'vegot anidea,” the young woman from Gene Pool said. She crouched & Tom'sside,
graightening his VR suit and finger-combing his hair as she spoke. "The CC's getting alittle tde. Why go
there? Stay here. Let the people come to you. Why not? The atmosphere here isthe best. Almost holy.
Mountaintops, pure air. Perfect. They'll eat up anything you say. And don't worry about the tech. Gene
Pool will set up thewholething. Well cover thewholething. It'll bereal popular, | guaranteeit. Okay?"

Tom laughed in good humor. She smiled back, not waiting for an answer as she settled the helmet over
his head. Then she turned around and barked orders at her crew. "1 need this place covered from ten
different angles. Y ou've got ninety secondsto set up. Edit this crowd and those helicopters out of the
scene. | want purity. Purity, you got it? Now."

Katie stood up; backed dowly away. Had everyone forgotten about Roxanne? The Knights? The Cure?
The day's momentum had shifted onto a side path.

Her gaze rose to the summit. Dark clouds were gathering near the peaks. The afternoon promised to be
stormy. No good westher for flying helicopters, even if the ships could make the dtitude.

Roxanne was heading for the summit. She had the Curein hand. Or had she dready destroyed it?
Emptied thetiny viasinto the snow?

Suddenly Gregory was at her side. "Theword is, V oice cops are coming up from Santiago.”
Katie giffened. "They'll go after the Cure."

"They've ordered everyone to stay off the upper dopes. They've got warrants on both of us, Katie. I'm
leaving. I'd rather work out my legd problemsfrom neutral ground.” His gaze cut away. "Comewith
me?'

She smiled sadly. "Y ou know it's not happening.”

Hisface darkened. "You'renot living in afary tae, you know. There's no such thing as happily ever
after.”

Shesad, "Maybe." Then: "Why aren't you going after the Cure?”
"What Cure?' he asked her bitterly. "It's gone. Roxanne's afanatic. Shell have destroyed it by now."

Katie gazed thoughtfully at the dark clouds piling up over the summit. ™Y ou know, Roxanne aways hated
theideaof getting old." She heard the catch in Gregory's bregth. She smiled.

The dope above the mausoleum was occupied by asmall army of mediatypes, setting up their
equipment. Katie and Gregory stumbled down past them, heading for the big white double-rotor
helicopter parked on the flat just outs de the mausoleum's demolished door. It had a Gene Pool insignia
onthesde.

Katie reached it first. She poked her head in the open side door. Three technicians were working at
banks of equipment. "Hey," she said. "We need two VR suits right now. Y ou guys got some we can
borrow?"

She saw thelight of recognition in their eyes. One smiled. "Going to link into the show, huh?"

"Sure," Katie said. She could hear more helicopters coming up from the lowlands. The Voice cops? They
would only have afew minutesto catch up with Roxanne.



"Say," Katie said. "Did you happen to record the addresses on those two remotes you were linked into
before? | seem to have left that bit of datain my other suit.”

LA. FLOW--TRENDSETTERS"Longevity in Marriage"

In installment four of our series, businessman James T. talks about his enduring relationship with
his wife, Jennifer: "We've been together thirty yearsand | still love her morethan | can say. Sure,
there've been rough times, times when | didn't believe in 'we' anymore, times when | almost forgot
what love felt like. But it always came back to me. | expect it always will. [ Smiles] | don't know
what I'd do without her. Die, | guess. Yeah, that's it--be together or die. [Laughs] The instinct for
self-preservation can keep a marriage strong."
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Sdlf-Preservation

They linked up in the shadow of the Gene Pool helicopter, Katie commanding one remote, Gregory the
other. They ran updope. Therewas no way of knowing exactly where Roxanne had gone, but Katie
could guess. Above the old copper mine a snow-clogged pass had been used for centuries as aroute
into Balivia

"I'm at hdf-power," Gregory said.
Katie nodded. "I'm less. But it'll be enough.”

She opened a channd into Gene Pool, no admisson price since she was operating out of acompany suit.
She found hersdf on the dope above the mausoleum, looking up a Tom where he sat in afield of pristine
snow, dressed in sweater and woolen pants. She quickly compressed the scene and shifted it to one Side,
so that it occupied only about thirty degrees of her visud field as she continued to bound up the faint
track ahead of her. In her stedl body she wasimmune to the effects of dtitude, immuneto fatigue. "Y ou
tuned in?' she asked Gregory.

He grunted. "Nicejob of editing.”

"Yeah." The snow around Tom had been trampled and dirty. Now it was fresh and white. Therewasn't a
helicopter or acamerain sight. There was a crowd, though. Not the same one K atie remembered from a
few minutes before. This group was nebulous, an impressionistic rendering of a dark throng of people
covering the dopes, pressing in behind her, wanting to get to Tom, to know him, to hear what he had to

With an effort, she brought her attention back to the path ahead. The snow was beginning to thicken
under her feet. She spotted tracks. Gregory saw them at the sametime. "At least three of them!™ he
caled, hiswordswrenched away by arising wind.

They followed the tracks, climbing higher. The wind began to sigh and then to howl. The crowd grew
restless. Tom sat Slently on the dope, cross-legged, his hands on his kneesin ameditative stance,
waiting, perhaps, for some sgnd from the invisible Gene Poal director. He seemed to be enjoying calm,
sunny wesather. Katie wondered if that was edited in too.

On the higher dopes the remotes encountered a streaming fog. Katie was glad for it. No way the Voice
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cops could bring their helicopters up in this storm. Except the wind was blowing the tracks away.
"If they're using camouflage we could walk right past them,” Gregory said.

Katie picked up her pace, running bent at the waist now, her head low to the ground as she strove to
keep sight of thetracks.

Tom stood up abruptly. Tension ran like a pressure wave through the vast, dark image of the crowd.
Katie opened alink to the CC on the other side. The virtua audience there wasthin. The delegates were
a their desks, watching avirtua image of Tom.

"Wait!" Gregory sad. He plucked at her elbow. "L ook."
She dowed, then cameto afull stop, peering ahead.
"Seeit?" Gregory whispered.

Eight green oxygen tanks, suspended in air three and more feet above the ground, bobbed up and down
while drifting dowly up the track. Footprintstrailed in the snow behind them. Then Katie could make out
rifles, their white stocks dung over camouflaged shoulders.

She found hersdlf grinning, a gesture that could not be communicated to the remote.

He looked down on the crowd, squinting a little. He could make out only a few faces. Mostly, he
saw shadows, suggestions of people crammed together--on the slope, on the flat below, on the
facing slope, and up the sides of the mountains, dark shadows of humanity filling all the land to
the cloud line, every one of them gazing at himwith a rapt intensity that he could feel. The crowd
leaned toward him, black fire eating a slow crescent up the slope. Panic loomed in his breast. He
started to reach for his helmet, to yank it off, to remove himself from this scene.

"It'sall right." He recognized the voice of the Gene Pool director, arriving muffled from
somewhere else. "They just want to know you. Talk to them, while you still have their attention.”

He nodded. He'd called them here, hadn't he?
"There," Gregory said. He pointed to a snow-covered dope just above them. "That's Roxanne."

K atie spotted an isolated oxygen tank, nearly thirty seconds ahead of the others. Drifting dong below it,
just above the snow, she saw something else.

"The satchel," she whispered.

On the sun-warmed slope, he gathered his courage and spoke. "I don't have much to say," he told
the crowd. "No revelations; no insight beyond an opinion that | don't belong here anymore. Here,
on Earth."

Katie ssumbled. Ingtinctively she turned to the Side to get a better view of Tom, but the scene turned with
her, continuing on the edge of sight.

"I've heard that I'm not supposed to be here anyway, that the Cure that brought me back isillegal.
You've all been talking about that--the social price. What it'll cost the world if a Cure becomes
legal. If life spans are extended. If the dead are brought back."

"Comeon, Kétie," Gregory whispered.



Shefollowed him. Together they circled around, letting the whipping fog hide them asthey climbed a
steeper face of the dope, coming up on Roxanne from the side. She didn't hear them approach. With the
howling wind and the muffling effect of her hood, Katie suspected the only thing Roxanne could hear was
the sound of her own bregthing, her heartbeat. Judging by the way the oxygen tank was moving up and
down, she was breathing hard.

He listened to himself speak and heard only clumsy inadequacy. How could he make them
understand? He grasped for the proper words. "Maybe... what really concerns us about the Cure
isthe price the earth will have to pay. That's why | don't belong here anymore. | don't have all the
answers, but I'm certain of this much: Anyone who's taken the Cure has removed themselves from
the natural cycle of life on Earth, from birth and death and renewal. They don't belong here
anymore. | don't belong here anymore.”

He felt the crowd stir unhappily. This was not what they'd come for. They wanted insights on
death. They wanted revelation. He could hear their voices rising from the snowfields: "Isthere an
afterlife?"

"Isthere a God?"
"Do you believe in reincarnation?"

He scowled at them, and forcefully returned the subject to political law. "I believe that anyone
who takes the Cure should be required to emigrate. To Mars, to the orbitals. Anywhere. But they
should give up their claimto the earth."

Roxanne was only afew meters away now. Katie came up behind her and clapped a stedl hand on the
point where she guessed her shoulder to be. With her other hand she yanked at the hood of the
camouflage suit, pulling it away dong with the oxygen mask.

Roxanne whirled around, her skin chocolate againgt the background of snow, the whites of her eyes
showing: Judge Dark caught in acameraflash of panic as she faced a sted being beyond her capacity to
sanction or control. The image vanished. Roxanne tarted to swing her rifle down, but Gregory curtailed
that. He grasped the barrel in two hands, bent it, and flung it away. Katie glanced over her shoulder. The
other Knights were gill several meters behind. From the angle of their oxygen tanks, she guessed that
they were trudging head-down, watching their feet, not their fearlessleader.

Now the shadowy crowd was growing angry. They felt themselves bullied, threatened by the issue
he'd laid before them. "What Cure?" they asked.

"Who would ever offer a Cureto us?"

"We can't afford a Cure."
"Ban the Cure!"

A large room opened up in the middle of the crowd. He recognized the political arena of the
constitutional convention. He looked down on a fan of desks occupied by officials who peered up
at him with suspicious eyes. Standing among them was the big man with the silver ponytail. Ferris
Kumunalu.

"The Cure cannot be banned,” Ferris said, addressing both the CC and the dark, moody crowd
gathered on the slopes. "It may be suppressed today, but it will come again, in time. Shouldn't we



make a law to regulate its use now?"

He finally noticed the little old woman in the blue pantsuit. She stood beside him. He frowned at
her, still puzzed at her identity. President Carson. Was thisreally his sister, |lene?

She scowled back at him. "We're debating a nonissue,”" she said. "The Cure no longer exists. The
last copy has been destroyed.”

"That's not true," Ferrissaid. "Look."
Roxanne twisted away, trying to break free of Kati€'s grip. "Who are you?' she howled.

"The devil! And damn the consequences. Damn dl of you who thought it couldn't be done. Give methat
case, Roxanne. Giveit to menow. I'm not finished with it yet. There's amausoleum full of patientswaiting
for it. Gregory's till waiting for it. Nikki's still waiting for it. Half the world, Roxanne. Giveit back to me

Roxanne dipped out of Katieg's grip. She turned and started running up the dope. Katie caught her in two
strides and wrested the case out of her hands.

"No, Katie!" Roxanne shrieked. "Y ou can't take it down there. The VVoice cops are there. They'll destroy
the Cure. Y ou can't let them haveit. They'll destroy it, and I'll die. WEll dl die.”

"The Commonwealth has no right to destroy the Cure,” Ferris said. "Not now. Not until after a
vote is taken. For now, the Cure belongs to the Primal Nation."

"The Voice copsare not going to get it," Katie swore. "They're your masters, Roxanne. Not mine. |
know Ilene sent you after me."

"That's not true,” llene said.
"It'satelling accusation!" Ferrisroared.

"And it's unfounded! Everything I've done has been under the authority of emergency powers, for
the stability of the Commonwealth."”

"Emergency powers don't allow you to hire terrorists, kidnap researchers, or destroy proprietary
data. You've consistently overstepped your authority and | insist you submit yourself to judgment
before the judicial Al."

"That isan outrage.” Ilene's face and her voice had gone as cold astheice. "That is a blatant
attempt by the Primal Nation to remove their most effective foe. You want me out of the way, so
that you will be free to sell the Cure for any price; to dictate to the people where and how they
should live."

A sudden calm seemed to descend over Ferris. "You're engaging in hysteria, President Carson.
The Primal Nation exists to defend the web of life, not to ruleit. And we find ourselves intrigued
by the proposal of Thomas Kishida. Let anyone who has taken the Cure emigrate. Let anyone who
will immerse themselves in the natural cycles of the earth remain behind. A simple, yet profound,
philosophy."

"You cannot dictate to people where they will livel" President Carson shouted.

"People will make their own choices."”



"Most people cannot afford to make choices. What will the Primal Nation charge for its
monopoly?"

"For people who have nothing, we will charge nothing. For people who have land holdings, we
will demand their land holdings be transferred to the stewardship of the Primal Nation."

"A landgrabl That'swhat itis."

"Yes," Ferrissaid grimly. "That's what it is. We speak for the life of the land. Let us make a law
now to protect the earth, before the Cure irrevocably changes the balance of nature.”

Ilene's eyes flashed fury. "There are holesin your fine plan, Mr. Kumunalu. There's not room
enough in the orbitals for the population of Earth.”

Ferris shrugged. " The Commonwealth will grow. And the other peoples of the world who have
refused to join the Commonwealth will walk their own path.”

Katie looked into Roxanne's desperate eyes and saw Judge Dark huddled there, his awesome powers
pierced and drained.

"Comeon," Gregory sad. "Let'sget out of here.”

But she hesitated, rocked by a powerful sense of regret. Roxanne had been her close friend once, long
ago....

A rifle cracked. A dug struck her arm that held the case. Thelimb shattered. The casefell to the snow.
"Come on!" Gregory shouted.

Morerifle shots. Bullets whizzed pagt, bit into the snow, smashed into Katie's metal body. She bent
down, scooped the case up with her good hand. Gregory lobbed loose rocks at the vulnerable human
flesh below while Katie bounded off through the snow and fog on hearty sted! legs.

"Katie!" Roxanne screamed after her. "Come back. Come with me. WEII do anything you want with the
Cure. Anything. Just don't let the VVoice cops get it. Just don't let me get old...."

Her voice dissolved in the wind and became undetectable, even to Katie's e ectronicaly enhanced
Senses.

Back in the snowy mountains, the crowd continued to grow. He could feel their hunger, the deep
intensity of their need to know what he knew--as if he knew anything beyond the ravings of
delirium.

"Were you really gone?" they asked him.

He shrugged. "I don't know. How could | know?"
"You don't remember ?"

"I do remember."

"Then tell usabout it."

He shook his head. "The details don't matter."”



"But we want to know." He could feel their fear. Death like a black fog in the back of every one
of their minds. He wanted to soothe them, but he was not an envoy of God.

"l want to know too," hetold them. "But there aren't any real answers. How could there be? We
can't step outside ourselves to watch the workings of our own minds."

He felt their dissatisfaction. They were getting bored with him. They wanted insight, not an
elaboration of the uncertainty each of them already knew. They began drifting away, repopulating
the arena of the constitutional convention. Gene Pool started to pull some of its cameras. The
snow looked trampled again, sullied.

Then Ilene spoke to him from the convention stage, her voice soft, finally stripped of political
bluster. "Are you afraid to die again?"

His brow knit as he considered her question. "Yes, | am," he said, surprising himself with that
answer . "Guess that's just part of being human.”

She nodded and turned away, her attention once again on the proceedings of the CC.

He switched out and removed the helmet from hishead. A stiff wind blew thin strands of fog up the
dope. The sun had disappeared behind clouds, and lightning flickered near the peaks. Thunder rolled like
digtant engines.

"Tom?'

Heturned to see Kétie at hisside. In her hand she held the satchel that contained the last copy of the
Cure. "You got it," hesaid in surprise, redizing only now that the visonin the VR must have beenredl.

"Sure"

Her eyeswere cool wells of anger. He glanced around. The technicians from Gene Pool were packing
up. Only one or two cameras were till recording. "It felt right at thetime," he said. "But | guess| made a
messof it."

She shrugged. "1 think the Commonwealth will come around to it anyway. They haveto." She hefted the
case. "Thisbeongsto the Prima Nation now, and the Nation has made its position clear.”

"But you're not happy.”
Her eyesflashed. "Everything hasitsprice, | guess. Better to be evicted than lynched.”

A rumble of thunder rolled down from the peaks and the wind whipped at his hair. For thefirst time, he
was beginning to fed the cold and afatigue that seemed to run deeper than his bones. "So what now?" he
asked her.

She sighed and sat down on the trampled snow, the case between her knees. "The Voice cops are
waiting for me down below. We have alot of lega problemsto untangle. I'm till afugitive. Yourea
nonentity. Well haveto get you citizenship.”

He sat beside her, grateful for the chanceto rest. "I meant what now between you and me." He could see
Hunt down on the flat below, talking to two men in green- and-gray uniforms. They stood to one side of
the white Gene Pool helicopter while technicians busily |oaded gear. He looked at Katie. Shewas
watching Hunt too. "l know you love him."



Shefrowned. "It was ahabit | fdl into."

"| till love you. I want you to know that. Y ou were my wife once. For meit was only yesterday. For
you, it wasthirty years ago. | understand that things have changed--"

"Stop it!" she snapped. " Stop being so damned considerate. Did you ever stop to think why you're here?
| didn't have to bring you back, you know. | could have left you onicelike dl therest.”

"No. That'snot true. Y ou told Hunt it was an obligation. Y ou told him you did it to buy your own
freedom... from me."

"That's not true!" she sputtered. He watched her face flush red. Her gaze fell. "Okay," she conceded. "So
maybe that'swhat | told him. Maybe that'swhat | told mysdif, too. | wasangry at you, for dying. | was
tired of waiting for you. But | waswrong. You're my husband, Tom. Y ou're my husband. My husband.”
She dghed. "That mantrakept me divein the early days. You're my husband.” She closed her eyes,
tipped her head back so the freezing wind might run acrossthe heat of her cheeks, stedling the flush
away. "You know Tom, | heard you. | heard you when you were out there. | never forgot you... and to
the end of time, | never will."

She opened her eyes, her gaze once more taking in the scene downdope. He felt her sharp intake of
breath and looked, to see atrio of uniformed men making their way up toward them. "V oice cops,” Katie
sad. "They must betired of waiting for me." Tom nodded. She turned to look at him, her lovely face
framed by the hood of her parka. Tears stood in her eyes. "1 knew | was hurting you. | knew it was
sdfishtotry to keep you for mysdlf. | knew it would've been kinder to let you go. But | couldn't et you
go." Her gloved hand reached out to touch his knee. He felt the warmth of her body, even through the
layers of clothing that held them apart. "Do you mind, Tom?" she asked. "Do you mind that | brought you
back?'

Hefdt ashiver run through him. How could he describe to her how hefelt?"l dreamed that I'd lost
everything. Everything but you. Y ou kept me aive. Y ou changed me. Y ou changed yoursdlf for me. And
then they tried to tell me you wouldn't be here. Even if | madeit back, you'd be gone." He set hishand on
hers. "l never believed them. | knew you'd be here, Katie. | knew it, | knew | had so much to livefor."

Sheleaned her head againgt his shoulder, while the footsteps of the gpproaching cops measured out their
time



