The belief in God has often been advanced as not only the greatest, but the most complete of dl the
digtinctions between man and the lower animds.

CHARLESDARWIN - The Descent of Man

And let metell you, God isnot so infinite as the Catholics assert. Heis about six hundred metersin
diameter, and even then isweak towards the edges.

KARELCAPEK - The Absolute at Large

Mankind was till divided into two species. Thefew who had “speculation” in their souls, and the many
who had none, with abelt of hybridsinthe middie.

JOHNGALSWORTHY - To Let

Chapter One

“My fellow Americans-and al other human beings on this verson of Earth-it gives me greet pleasureto
address you this evening, my first mgor speech as your new president. | wish to talk about the future of
our kind of hominid, of the species known as Homo sapiens.people of wisdom...”

“Mare,” said Ponter Boddit, “it ismy honor to introduce you to Lonwis Trob.”

Mary was used to thinking of Neanderthal s as robust-* Squat Schwarzeneggers” wasthe phrase the
Toronto Star had coined, referring to their short stature and massive musculature. So it was quite a shock
to behold Lonwis Trob, especially since he was now standing next to Ponter Boddit.

Ponter was amember of what the Neanderthals called “ generation 145,” meaning he was thirty-eight
yearsold. He stood about five-eight, making him on the tall sdefor amale of hiskind, and he had
muscles most bodybuilders would envy.

But Lonwis Trob was one of the very few surviving members of generation 138, and that made him a
staggering one hundred and eight years old. He was scrawny, dthough still broad-shouldered. Al
Neanderthas had light skin-they were a northern-adapted people-but Lonwis swas virtualy transparent,
aswaswhét little body hair he had. And athough his head showed al the standard Neanderthal
traits-low forehead; doubly arched browridge; massive nose; square, chinless jaw-it was completely
devoid of hair. Ponter, by comparison, had lots of blond hair (parted in the center, like most
Neanderthas) and afull blond beard.



Still, the eyes were the most arresting features of the two Neanderthals now facing Mary Vaughan.
Ponter’ sirises were golden; Mary had found she could stare into them endlesdy. And Lonwis sirises
weresegmented , mechanica: his eyebalswere polished spheres of blue meta, with ablue-green glow
emanating from behind the central lenses.

“Hedthy day, Scholar Trob,” said Mary. She didn’t take his hand; that wasn't aNeandertha custom.
“It'san honor to meet you.”

“Nodoubtitis” said Lonwis. Of course, he was speaking in the Neandertha tongue-there was only one,
30 the language had no name-but his Companion implant was trand ating what he said, pumping
synthesi zed English words out of its external spesker.

And what a Companion it was! Mary knew that Lonwis Trob had invented this technology when he was
ayoung man, back in the year Mary’ s people had known as 1923. In honor of all that the Companions
had done for the Neanderthals, Lonwis had been presented with one that had a solid-gold faceplate. It
wasinddled on theinsde of hisleft forearm; there were few Neanderthal southpaws. In contrast,
Ponter’ s Companion, named Hak, had aplain sted faceplate; it looked positively chintzy in comparison.

“Mareisagendicis,” sad Ponter. “ Sheisthe one who proved during my first vist to thisversion of
Earth that | was genetically what they call aNeanderthal.” He reached over and took Mary’s small hand
in hisown, massive, shortfingered one. “More than that, though, sheisthewoman | love. Weintend to
bond shortly.”

Lonwis s mechanica eyesfell on Mary, their expression impossible to read. Mary found hersdlf turning to
look out the window of her office, here on the second floor of the old mansion that housed Synergy
Group headquartersin Rochester, New Y ork. The gray bulk of Lake Ontario spread to the horizon.
“Wadll,” said Lonwis, or a least that was how his gold Companion trandated the sharp syllable he

uttered. But then histone lightened and his gaze shifted to Ponter. “ And | thought | was doing alot for
cross-cultural contact.”

Lonwiswas one of ten highly distinguished Neanderthal s-great scientists, gifted artists-who had marched
through the porta from their world to this one, preventing the Neandertha government from severing the
link between the two redities.

“I want to thank you for that,” said Mary. “Weadl do-al of ushereat Synergy. To cometoan alien
world-*

“Wasthelast thing | thought | would be doing a my age,” said Lonwis. “But those short-headed fools on
the High Gray Council!” He shook hisancient head in disgust.

“Scholar Trob isgoing to work with Lou,” said Ponter, “on seeing if aquantum computer, like the one
Adikor and | built, can be made using equipment that exists-how do you phraseit?-‘ off the shelf’ here.”

“Lou” was Dr. Louise Benait, by training aparticle physicist; Neanderthas couldn’t pronounce the
longee phoneme, athough their Companions supplied it as necessary when trandating Neandertha words
into English.

Louise had saved Ponter’ slife when he d first arrived here, months ago, accidentally transferred from his
own subterranean quantum-computing chamber into the corresponding location on this version of
Earth-which happened to be smack-dab in the middle of the heavy-water containment sphere at the
Sudbury Neutrino Observatory, where L ouise had then been working.

Because she' d been quarantined with Ponter and Mary, aswell as physician Reuben Montego, when
Ponter had fdlen sick during hisinitia visit, Louise had had achanceto learn dl about Neandertha
quantum computing from Ponter, making her the natural choice to head the replication effort here. And
that effort was ahigh priority, snce sufficiently large quantum computers were the key to bridging
between universes.



“Andwhenwill | get to meet Scholar Benoit?” asked Lonwis.

“Right now,” said an accented femae voice. Mary turned. L ouise Benoit-beautiful, brunette,
twenty-eight, al legs and white teeth and perfect curves-was standing in the doorway. “ Sorry to be late.
Traffic was murder.”

Lonwistipped hisancient head, obvioudy listening to his Companion’ strandation of those last three
words, but, just as obvioudy, completely baffled by them.

Louise cameinto the room, and she did extend her pale hand. “Hello, Scholar Trob!” shesaid. “It'sa
pleasure to meset you.”

Ponter leaned close to Lonwis and whispered something to him. Lonwis s brow undulated-it was aweird
sght when aNeanderthal who till had eyebrow hair did it; it was downright surred, Mary thought, when
this centenarian did it. But he reached out and took Louise' s hand, grasping it as though he were picking
up adistasteful object.

Louise smiled that radiant smile of hers, dthough it seemed to have no effect on Lonwis. “Thisisared
honor,” she said. Shelooked at Mary. “1 haven't been this excited since | met Hawking!” Stephen
Hawking had taken atour of the Sudbury Neutrino Observatory-quite the logistics exercise, given that
the detector chamber was located two kilometers underground, and 1.2 kilometers horizontally along a
mining drift from the nearest devator.

“My timeisextremdy vauable” said Lonwis. “Can we get to work?’
“Of course,” said Louise, fill smiling. “Our [ab isdown the hall.”

Louise started walking, and Lonwis followed. Ponter moved closeto Mary and gave her face an
affectionate lick, but Lonwis spoke up without looking back. “ Come dong, Boddit.”

Ponter smiled ruefully at Mary, gave awhat-can-you-do shrug of his massive shoulders, and followed
Louise and the great inventor, closing the heavy, dark wooden door behind himself.

Mary walked over to her desk and started sorting the mess of papers on it. She used to be-what?
Nervous? Jed ous? Shewasn't sure, but certainly it had originaly made her uneasy when Ponter spent
time with Louise Benoit. After dl, asMary had discovered, the maeHomo sapiens here at Synergy often
referred to Louise behind her back as“LL.” Mary had finally asked Frank, one of the imaging guys, what
that meant. He' d been embarrassed, but had ultimately revealed it stood for “Luscious Louise.” And
Mary had to admit Louise wasjust that.

But it no longer bothered Mary when Ponter waswith Louise. After dl, it was Mary, not the
French-Canadian, that the Neanderthal loved, and big boobs and full lips didn’t seem to be high on the
Barast ligt of favored traits.

A moment later there was aknock on her door. Mary looked up. “Comein,” she called.

The door swung open, revealing Jock Krieger, tal, thin, with agray pompadour that dways made Mary
think of Ronald Reagan. She wasn't done in that; Jock’ s secret nickname among the same people who
caled Louise“LL" was“the Gipper.” Mary supposed they had aname for her, too, but she' d yet to
overhear it.

“Hi, Mary,” said Jock in his deep, rough voice. * Do you have amoment?’
Mary blew out air. “I’ ve gotlots of them,” she said.

Jock nodded. “That' swhat I’ ve been meaning to talk to you about.” He camein and helped himself to a
chair.*Y ou' vefinished thework | hired you to do here: find aninfallible method for distinguishing a
Neandertha from one of us.” Indeed she had-and it had turned out to be pig-simple:Homo sapiens had
twenty-three pairs of chromosomes, whileHomo neanderthalensis had twenty-four.



Mary felt her pulse accelerating. She' d known this dream job, with its hefty consulting fee, wastoo good
to last. “ A victim of my own genius,” she said, trying to make ajoke of it. “But, you know, | can't go
back to Y ork University-not this academic year. A couple of sessona instructors’-one of whomisan
absol ute bloody mongter-* have taken over my course work.”

Jock raised ahand. “Oh, | don’t want you to go back to Y ork. But Ido want you to leave here. Ponter’s
heading home soon, isn't he?”

Mary nodded. “He only came over to attend some meetings at the UN, and, of course, to bring Lonwis
up hereto Rochester.”

“Wal, why don't you accompany him when he goes back? The Neanderthas are being very generous
about sharing what they know about genetics and biotechnology, but there’ saways moreto learn. I'd
like you to make an extended trip to the Neandertha world-maybe a month-and learn as much asyou
can about their biotechnology.”

Mary felt her heart pounding with excitement. “I’ dlove to do that.”

“Good. I'm not surewhat you' |l do about living arrangements over there, but...”

“I’ve been staying with Ponter’ s man-mate’ s woman-mate.”

“Ponter’ s man-mate’ swoman-mate...” repeated Jock.

“That’ sright. Ponter is bonded to aman named Adikor-you know, the guy who co-created their
quantum computer with him. Adikor, meanwhile, is Smultaneoudy bonded to awoman, achemist named
Lurt. And when Two aren’t One-when the male and femae Neanderthas are living separate lives-it's
Lurt that | stay with.”

“Ah,” said Jock, shaking hishead. “And | thought theY & R had confusing family relationships”

“Oh, those areeasy ,” said Mary with asmile. “ Jack Abbott used to be married to Nikki, who was born
Nikki Reed. That was after she was married to Victor Newman-for the first two times, that is, but before
the third time. But now Jack ismarried to...”

Jock held up ahand. “ Okay, okay!”

“Anyway, like| said, Ponter’ s man-mate’ swoman-mate is a chemist named L urt-and the Neanderthals
consider geneticsto be abranch of chemistry, which, of course, it redly is, if you think about it. So she'll
be able to introduce meto dl theright people.”

“Excdlent. If you' rewilling to head over to the other Sde, we could certainly use thisinformation.”
“Willing?" said Mary, trying to contain her excitement. “1s the Pope Catholic?’
“Last timel checked,” said Jock withasmadl smile.

Chapter Two

“And, asyou will see, it isonlyourfuture-the future of Homo sapiens-that | will be addressing tonight.
And not just because | can only speak asthe American president. No, thereis moreto it than that. For,
in this matter, our future and that of the Neandertha s arenctintertwined...”

Corndius Ruskin was afraid the vivid nightmares would never end: that goddamned caveman coming at
him, throwing him down, mutilating him. He awoke each morning soaked with swest.

Corndlius had spent mogt of the day after the horrid discovery painfully lying in bed, hugging himsdlf. The
phone had rung on severd occasions, at least one of which was doubtless somebody calling from Y ork
Univergty to find out where the hdl hewas. But he couldn’t bring himsdlf to speak to anyone then.

Latethat night, he' d called the genetics department and left amessage on Qaiser Remtulla svoice mall.
He' d dways hated that woman, and hated her even more now thatthis had been done to him. But he
managed to keep histone cam, saying that he wasill and wouldn't be back in for saverad days.



Corndiuswatched carefully for blood in his urine. Every morning, he felt around the wound for seepage,
and took his own temperature repeatedly, to assure himsdlf that he didn’t have afever-which he didn't,
despite hisfrequent hot flashes.

He gtill had trouble believing it, was till overwhelmed by the very idea. There was pain, but it diminished
day by day, and codeine tablets helped-thank God they were available over the counter herein Canada;
he dways had some 222s on hand, and had initialy been taking five at atime, but now had himself down
to the normal dose of two.

Beyond taking painkillers, though, Cornelius had no ideawheat to do. He certainly couldn’t go see his
doctor-or any doctor, for that matter. There was no way hisinjury could be kept secret if he did that;
someone would be bound to talk. And Ponter Boddit had been right: Cornelius couldn’t risk that.

Findly, when he at last managed to summon enough energy, Cornelius went to his computer. It wasan
old no-name 90 MHz Pentium that he’ d had since his grad-student days. The machine was adequate for
word processing and e-mail, but he usudly saved web surfing for when hewas at work: Y ork had
high-speed lines, while al he could afford for home was adia-up account with aloca 1SP. But he
needed answers now, and so he suffered through the maddeningly dow page-loading.

It took twenty minutes, but he finally found what he was looking for. Ponter had returned to this Earth
wearing amedica bt that included among itstools a cauterizing laser scalpel. That device had been
used to save the Neanderthd’ s life when he' d been shot outside the United Nations. Surely that was how
he had-

Corndiusfedt al hismuscles contracting as he thought yet again of what had been doneto him.

His scrotum had been dlit open, presumably by the laser, and-

Corndius closed his eyes and swalowed hard, trying to keep ssomach acid from climbing his esophagus
agan.

Somehow-possibly even with his bare hands-Ponter had then wrenched Corndlius stesticlesfrom his
body. And then the laser must have been used again, searing hisflesh shut.

Corndius had frantically searched his entire gpartment for hisbals, in hopesthat they could be
reimplanted. But after acouple of hours, tears of anger and frustration streaming down hisface, he'd had
to face redlity. Ponter had elther flushed them down the toilet, or had disappeared into the night with
them. Either way, they were gone for good.

Corndiuswas furious. What he' d done had been so wonderfully appropriate: those women-Mary
Vaughan and Qaiser Remtulla-had stood in hisway. They’ d gotten their positions, and their tenure,
smply because they were female.He was the one with a Ph.D. from Oxford, for God's sake, but he'd
been passed over for promotion as Y ork “ corrected historical gender imbaances’ among itsvarious
faculties. He' d been shafted by that, so he' d shown them-the department head, that Paki bitch; and
Vaughan, who had the jobhe should have had-what it wasreally like to get the shaft.

Damn it, thought Corndlius, fedling once more between hislegs. His scrotum was badly swollen-but
empty.
God damniit.

Jock Krieger went back to his office, which was on the ground floor of the Synergy Group mansion. His
large window faced south toward the maring, instead of north toward Lake Ontario; the manson wason
an eas-west spit of land in the Rochester community of Seabreeze.

Jock’s Ph.D. wasin game theory; he' d studied under John Nash at Princeton, and had spent three
decades at the RAND Corporation. RAND had been the perfect place for Jock. Funded by the Air
Force, it had been the principa U.S.-government think tank in the Cold War, carrying out studies of



nuclear conflict. To thisday, when Jock heard theinitidSM.D., he thought of amegadesth -one million
civilian casudties-rather than amedica doctor.

The Pentagon had been furious about the way the initia encounter with Neandertha Prime-the first
Neanderthd to dip intothis redlity fromthat one-had gone. The story of amodern caveman appearing ina
nickel minein Northern Ontario had seemed pure tabloid stuff, akin to alien encounters, Bigfoot sghtings,
and so on. By thetime the U.S. government-or the Canadian one, for that matter-was taking things
serioudy, Neandertha Prime was out and about among the general public, making it impossibleto
contain and control the Stuation.

And so money had suddenly appeared-some from the INS, but most from the DoD-to create the
Synergy Group. That had been some palitician’s name for it; Jock would have cdled it “ Barast
Encounter-Repetition Emergency Task-force,” or BERET. But the name-and that silly
two-worlds-uniting logo-had been set before he was tapped to |ead the organization.

Still, it had been no accident that a game theorist had been selected. It was clear that if contact ever did
reopen, the Neanderthals and the humans-Jock still reserved that word, at least privatdly, forredl
people-would have different interests, and figuring out the most advantageous outcome that could be
reasonably expected in such Situations was what game theory was all about.

“Jock?’

Jock usualy kept his door open-that was good management, wasn't it? An open-door policy? Still, he
was dtartled to see a Neanderthal face-broad, browridged, bearded-peeking around the jamb. “ Y es,
Ponter?’

“Lonwis Trob brought aong some communiqués from New Y ork City.” Lonwis and the nine other
famous Neanderthals, plus the Neanderthal ambassador, Tukana Prat, had been spending most of their
time at the United Nations. “ Are you aware of the Corresponding-Pointstrip?’

Jock shook his head.

“Waell,” said Ponter, “you know there are plansto open abigger, permanent, ground-leve portal
between our worlds. Apparently your United Nations has taken the decision that the portal should be
between United Nations headquarters and the corresponding point on my world.”

Jock frowned. Why the hell was he getting intelligence reports from abloody Neandertha ? Then again,
he hadn’t yet checked his own e-mail today; maybe it was there. Of course, he' d known that the New
Y ork City option was being considered. It was ano-brainer, asfar as Jock was concerned: obvioudy
the new portal should be on U.S. soil, and putting it at United Nations Plaza-technically internationa
territory-would appease the rest of the world.

“Lonwissays,” continued Ponter, “that they are planning to take agroup of United Nations officials over
to the other sde-myside. Adikor and | are going to go down to Donakat Idand-our version of
Manhattan-with them, to survey the Site; there are considerable issues related to shielding any large-size
guantum computer from solar, cosmic, and terrestria radiation, lest decoherence occur.”

“Yes? So?”

“Wadll, s0, | thought perhaps you might like to come aong? Y ou run thisingtitute devoted to establishing
good relations with my world, but you have not yet seeniit.”

Jock was taken aback. He found having two Neanderthas here at Synergy just now rather creepy; they
looked so much like trolls. He wasn't sure he wanted to go somewhere where he' d be surrounded by
them. “When' sthistrip hgppening?’

“After the next Two becoming One.”
“Ah, yes,” said Jock, trying to keep up apleasant facade. “I believe our Louise s phrasefor that is,



‘Par-tay!” *

“Thereismuch moreto it than that,” said Ponter, “athough you will not get to seeit on this proposed
trip. Anyway, will you join us?’

“I’'ve got alot of work to do,” said Jock.

Ponter smiled that sickening foot-wide smile of his. “1tismy kind that is supposed to lack the desireto
see beyond the next hill, not yours. Y ou should visit the world you are dedling with.”

Ponter came up to Mary’ s office and closed the door behind him. Hetook Mary in hismassve arms,
and they hugged tightly. Then helicked her face, and she kissed his. But at last they let each other go,
and Ponter’ s voice was heavy. “Y ou know | have to return to my world soon.”

Mary tried to nod solemnly, but she apparently was unable to completely suppress her grin. “Why are
you smiling?” asked Ponter.

“Jock has asked meto go with you!”
“Really?’ said Ponter. “That iswonderful!” He paused. “But of course...”

Mary nodded and raised ahand. “I know, | know. We will only see each other four days amonth.”
Maesand femaeslived largely separate lives on Ponter’ sworld, with femaes inhabiting the city centers,
and maes making their homes out at therims. “But at least we' |l bein the sameworld-and Il have
something useful to do. Jock wants me to study Neandertha biotechnology for amonth, learn dl that |

“Excdlent,” said Ponter. “The more cultura exchange, the better.” Helooked briefly out the window at
Lake Ontario, perhaps envisioning the trip he would soon have to take. “We must head up to Sudbury,
then.”

“It’ still ten days until Two become One, isT't it?’

Ponter didn’'t have to check his Companion; of course he knew the figure. His own woman-mate, Klagt,
had succumbed to leukemiatwo years ago, but it was only when Two were One that he got to see his
daughters. He nodded. “And after that, | am to head down south again, but in my world-to the Site that
corresponds to United Nations headquarters.” Ponter never said “UN”; the Neanderthal s had never
developed a phonetic aphabet, and so the notion of referring to something by initials was completely
foreign to them. “The new porta isto be built there.”

“Ah” said Mary.
Ponter raised ahand. “I won't leave for Donakat until this next Two becoming Oneis over, of course,
and I'll be back long before Two become One once again.”

Mary fet some of her enthusiasm draining from her. She' d known intellectudly that even if shewasinthe
Neanderthd world, twenty-five dayswould normally pass between timeswhen she could bein Ponter’s
arms, but it was a hard concept to get used to. She wished there was a solution, somewhere, in some
world, that would see her and Ponter always together.

“If you are going back,” said Ponter, “then we can travel to the porta together. | was going to get alift
with Lou, but...”
“Louise? s she going over, too?’

“No, no. But sheis going to Sudbury the day after tomorrow to visit Reuben.” Louise Benoit and Reuben
Montego had become lovers while they were quarantined together, and their relationship had continued
afterward. “ Say,” said Ponter, “if dl four of usare going to be in Sudbury at the sametime, perhapswe
can have amed together. | have been craving Reuben’ s barbecues...”

Mary Vaughan currently had two homes on her version of Earth: she had been renting aunit at Bristol



Harbour Village herein upstate New Y ork, and she owned a condominium apartment in Richmond Hill,
just north of Toronto. It wasto that latter home that she and Ponter were now heading-a
three-and-a-hdf-hour drive from Synergy Group headquarters. Along the way, once they’ d gotten of f
the New Y ork State Thruway in Buffalo, they’ d stopped for KFC-Kentucky Fried Chicken. Ponter
thought it was the greatest food ever-a sentiment Mary didn’t disagree with, much to her waistline's
detriment. Spices were a product of warm climates, designed to mask the taste of mest that was off;
Ponter’ s people, who lived in high latitudes, didn’t use much in the way of seasonings, and the
combination of eleven different herbs and spices was unlike anything he’ d ever had before.

Mary played CDs on thelong drive; it beat constantly hunting for different stations asthey moved aong.
They’ d started with MartinaMcBride sGreatest Hits, and were now listening to Shania Twain’ sCome
On Over . Mary liked most of Shania s songs, but couldn’t stand “ The Woman In Me,” which seemed to
lack the signature Twain oomph. She supposed she could get ambitious someday and burn her own CD
of the album, leaving that song ouit.

Asthey drove dong, the music playing, the sun setting-asit did so early at thistime of year-Mary’'s
thoughts wandered. Editing CDswas easy. Editing alife was hard. Granted, there were only afew things
in her past that she wished she could edit out. The rape, certainly-had it really only been three months
ago? Some financial blunders, to be sure. Plus ahandful of misspoken remarks.

But what about her marriage to Colm O’ Casey?

She knew what Colm wanted: for her to declare, in front of her Church and God, that their marriage had
never redly exised. That' swhat an annulment was, after dl: arefutation of the marriage, adenying that it
had even happened.

Surely someday the Roman Catholic Church would end its ban on divorce. Until Mary had met Ponter,
there’ d been no particular reason to wrap up her reationship with Colm, but now shedid want to get it
over with. And her choices were either hypocrisy-seeking an annulment-or excommunication, the penalty
for getting adivorce.

Ironic, that: Catholics could get off the hook for any venid an just by confessing it. But if you' d by
chance married the wrong person, there was no easy recourse. The Church wanted it to be until death do
you part-unless you were willing to lie about the very fact of the marriage.

And, damnit al, her marriage to Colm didn’t deserve to be wiped out, to be expunged, to be eradicated
from the records.

Oh, she hadn’t been 100 percent sure when she’ d accepted his proposal, and she hadn’t been
completely confident when she' d walked down the aide on her father’ sarm. But the marriagehad been a
good onefor itsfirst few years, and when it had gone bad it had only done so through changing interests
and goals.

There had been much talk of late about the Great L egp Forward, when true consciousness had first
emerged on thisworld, 40,000 years ago. Well, Mary had had her own Great L eap Forward, redlizing
that her desires and career ambitions didn’t have to take aback seat to those of her lawfully wedded
husband. And, from that moment on, their lives had diverged-and now they were worlds apart.

No, shewould not deny the marriage.

And that mearnt...

That meant getting a divorce, not an annulment. Y es, there was no law that said a Gliksin-the
Neanderthas term for aHomo sapiens -who was till legally married to another Gliksin couldn’t undergo
the bonding ceremony with aBarast of the opposite sex, but someday, doubtless, there would be such
laws. Mary wanted to commit wholeheartedly to Ponter as his woman-mate, and doing that meant
bringing afind resolution to her rdationship with Colm.

Mary passed a car, then looked over at Ponter. “Honey?” she said.



Ponter frowned ever so dightly. It was an endearment that Mary used naturaly, but he didn’t like
it-because it contained theee phoneme that his mouth was incapable of making. “Yes?’ hesaid.

“Y ou know we' re going to spend the night at my placein Richmond Hill, right?”

Ponter nodded.

“And, well, you aso know that I'm still legally bonded to my...my man-mate here, in thisworld.”
Ponter nodded again.

“I-1 would liketo see him, if | can, before we head off from Richmond Hill to Sudbury. Maybe have
breskfast with him, or an early lunch.”

“I am curiousto meet him,” said Ponter. “To know what sort of Gliksin you chose...”
The CD changed to anew track: “Is There Life After Love?’
“No,” said Mary. “I mean, | need to seehim alone.”

She looked over and saw Ponter’ s one continuous eyebrow rolling up hisbrowridge. “Oh,” he said,
using the English word directly.

Mary returned her gaze to theroad ahead. “It' stime | settled thingswith him.”

Chapter Three

“I sad it during my campaign, and | say it again now: a president should be forward-thinking, looking not
just to the next e ection but to decades and generationsto come. It iswith that longer view in mind that |
Speak to you tonight...”

Corndius Ruskin lay in his sweet-soaked bed. He lived in atop-floor apartment in Toronto’ s seedy
Driftwood digtrict-his* penthouse in the dums,” ashe'd cdled it back when he’ d been in the mood to
make jokes. Sunlight was streaming in around the edges of the frayed curtains. Cornelius hadn't set an
aam-not for the last severa days-and hedidn’t feel energetic enough to roll over and look at his clock.

But the real world would soon intrude. He couldn’t remember the exact details of the sick benefits he
was entitled to as a sessiond ingtructor-but whatever they were, doubtless, after a certain number of
days, the universty, the union, the union’sinsurer, or al three of them, would require adoctor’s
certificate. So, if hedidn’t go back to teaching, he wouldn't get paid, and if he didn’t get paid...

Well, he had enough to cover the rent for next month, and, of course, he'd had to pay thefirst and last
months' rent in advance, so he could stay here until the end of the year.

Cornelius forced himsdlf not to reach down and fed for hisbals once more. They were gone; he knew
they were gone. He was coming toaccept that they were gone.

Of course, there were treatments. men lost testicles because of cancer al the time. Cornelius could go on
testosterone supplements. No one-in his public life a least-would ever have to know that he was taking
them.

And his private life? He didn’t have one-not anymore, not since Melody had broken up with him two
years ago. He' d been devastated, even suicida for afew days. But she' d graduated from Osgoode
Hall-Y ork University’ slawschool-finished articling, and was diding into a$180,000-a-year associate' s
position at Cooper Jaeger. He could never have been the kind of power-husband she needed, and
NOW...

And now.
Corneliuslooked up at the celling, feding numb al over.
Mary hadn’t seen Colm O Casey for many months, but he looked perhaps five years older than she



remembered him. Of course, she usudly thought of him as he d been back when they wereliving
together, when they’ d been planning jointly for eventua retirement, aready having set their heartson a
country houseon B.C.’s Salt Spring Idand...

Colm rose as Mary approached, and he leaned in to kiss her. She turned her head, offering only her
cheek.

“Hello, Mary,” he said, sitting back down. There was something surreal about a steakhouse at lunchtime:
the dark wood, the imitation Tiffany lamps, and the lack of windows al made it seem like night. Colm
had aready ordered wine-L’ ambiance, their favorite. He poured somein the waiting glassfor Mary.

She made herself comfortable-as comfortable as she could-and sat in the chair across the table from
Colm, acandlein aglass container flickering between them. Colm, like Mary, was abit on the pudgy
sde. His hairline had continued itsretreat, and histempleswere gray. He had a small mouth and asmall
nose-even by Gliksin standards.

“You've certainly beeninthenewsalot latdy,” said Colm. Mary was on the defensve dready, and
opened her mouth to reply curtly but before she could, Colm raised ahand, palm out, and said, “I'm

happy for you.”
Mary tried to remain cam. Thiswas going to be difficult enough without her getting emotiond. “ Thanks.”

“Sowhat'sit like?” Colm asked. “ The Neandertha world, | mean?’
Mary lifted her shouldersabit. “Likethey say on TV. Cleaner than ours. Less crowded.”

“I'd liketo vigt it someday,” said Colm. But then he frowned and added, “ Although | don't supposeI’ll
ever get the chance. | can't quite see them inviting anyone with my academic specidty there.”

That much was probably true. Colm taught English at the University of Toronto; hisresearch wason
those plays putatively by Shakespeare for which authorship was disputed. “Y ou never know,” said

Mary. He d spent six months of their marriage on sabbaticd in China, and she d never have expected the
Chinese to care about Shakespeare.

Colmwas amogt as distinguished in hisfield as Mary was in hers-nobody wrote aboutThe Two Noble
Kinsmen without citing him. But, despite their ivory-tower lives, red-world concerns had intruded early
on. Both York and U of T compensated professors on a market-value basis: law professorswere paid a
lot more than history professors because they had many other job opportunities. Likewise, these
days-especidlythese days-a geneticist was a hot commodity, whereas there were few employment
prospects outside academe for English-literature experts. Indeed, one of Mary’ sfriends used thistag at
theend of hise-mails:

The graduate with a science degree asks, “Why doesit work?’ The graduate with an engineering degree
asks, “How doesit work?” The graduate with an accounting degree asks, “How much will it cost?” The
graduate with an English degree asks, “ Do you want frieswith that?’

That Mary had been the real breadwinner had been only one of the sources of friction in their marriage.
Still, she shuddered to think how he d react if shetold him how much the Synergy Group was paying her.

A femae server came, and they ordered: steakfritesfor Colm; perch for Mary.
“How areyou liking New Y ork?" asked Colm.

For half asecond, Mary thought he meant New Y orkCity , where Ponter had been shot in the shoulder
back in September by awould-be assassin. But, no, of course he meant Rochester, New Y ork-Mary’s
supposed home now that she was working for the Synergy Group. “It' snice,” shesaid. “My officeis
right on Lake Ontario, and I’ ve got agreat condo on one of the Finger Lakes.”

“Good,” said Colm. “That'sgood.” Hetook asip of wine, and looked at her expectantly.



For her part, Mary took a deep breath. She’ d been the one who' d called this meeting, after dl. “Colm...”
she began.

He sat down hiswineglass. They' d been married for seven years; he doubtless knew he wasn't going to
like what she had to say when she used that tone.

“Colm,” Mary said again, “I think it' stime that we...that we wrapped up unfinished business.”
Colm knit hisbrow. “Yes?| thought we' d settled al the accounts...”
“I mean,” said Mary, “it’ stime for usto make our...the separation permanent.”

The server took that inopportune moment to arrive with salads: Caesar for Colm, mixed field greenswith
raspberry vinaigrette for Mary. Colm shooed the server awvay when she offered ground pepper, and he
sad, inalow volume, “Y ou mean an annulment?’

“I...I think I’d prefer adivorce,” Mary said, her voice soft.

“Waéll,” said Colm. Helooked away, at the fireplace on the far side of the dining room, the hearth stone
cold. “Wdl, wel.”

“It just seemstime, that'sall,” said Mary.

“Doesit?” said Colm. “Why now?’

Mary frowned ruefully. If there was one thing that studying Shakespeare inculcated in you, it was that
there were dways undercurrents and hidden agendas; nothing ever just happened. But she wasn't quite
sure how to phraseit.

No-no, that was't true. She' d rehearsed the wording over and over in her head on the way here. It was
his reaction she was unsure of .

“I’'ve met somebody new,” Mary said. “We're going to try to make alife together.”

Colm lifted his glass, took another sip of wine, then picked up asmall piece of bread from the basket the
waitress had brought with the salads. A mock communion; it said al that needed to be said. But Colm
underscored the message with words anyway: “ Divorce means excommunication.”

“I know,” replied Mary, her heart heavy. “But an annulment seems so hypocritical.”
“I don’'t want to leave the Church, Mary. I’ ve lost enough stability inmy lifeasitis”

Mary frowned at the dig; she was the one who had left him, after dl. Still, maybe he wasright. Maybe
she owed him that much. “But | don’'t want to claim that our marriage never existed.”

That mallified Colm and for amoment Mary thought he was going to reach across the linen tablecloth
and take her hand. “Isit anyone | know-this new guy of yours?’

Mary shook her head.
“Some American, | suppose,” Colm continued. “ Swept you off your feet, did he?’

“He snot American,” said Mary, defensively. “He'sa Canadian citizen.” Then, surprised by her own
crudty, she added, “ But, yes, he quite literdly swept me off my feet.”

“What' s hisname?’

Mary knew why Colm was asking: not because he expected to recognize it, but because asurname
could reved much, in hisview. If Colm had afailing, it wasthat he was hisfather’ s son, aplain-talking,
thickheaded man who compartmentalized the world based on ethnic groups. Doubtless Colm was
dready mentaly thumbing through hislexicon of responses. If Mary were to mention an Itaian name,
Colm would dismisshim asagigolo. If it were a Jewish name, Colm would assume he must have lots of
money, and would say something about how Mary never really was happy with ahumble academic asa
husband.



“You don't know him,” said Mary.
“You dready said that. But I' d like to know hisname.”

Mary closed her eyes. She' d hoped, naively, to avoid thisissue atogether, but of courseit was bound to
come out eventualy. Shetook aforkful of salad, buying time, then, looking down at her plate, unableto
meet Colm’ s eyes, she sad, “ Ponter Boddit.”

She heard hisfork bang against his salad plate as he put it down sharply. “Oh, Christ, Mary.
TheNeandertha ?“

Mary found herself defending Ponter, areflex sheimmediately wished that she' d been able to suppress.
“He sagood man, Colm. Gentle, intelligent, loving.”

“So how does thiswork?’ Colm asked, histone not as mocking as hiswords. “Do you play Musica
Names again? What' sit going to be thistime, ‘Mary Boddit’? And are you going to live here, or arethe
two of you going to set up housein hisworld, and-

Suddenly Colm fell silent, and his eyebrows shot up. “No-no, you can’t do that, can you? |’ ve read some
of the newspaper articles. Maes and females don't live together on hisworld. Jesus, Mary, what sort of
bizaremidiifecrigsisthis?’

Responses warred in Mary’ s head. She was only thirty-nine, for God' s sake-perhaps “ midlife”
mathematically, but certainly not emotionaly. And it had been Colm, not her, who had first acquired a
sgnificant other after they’ d stopped living together, dthough his reationship with Lynda had been over

for more than ayear. Mary settled on the refrain she’ d used so often during their marriage. “Y ou don't
understand.”

“You'redamnright | don’'t understand,” said Colm, clearly fighting to keep hisvoice down so that the
few other patronswouldn’t hear. “ This-thisissck. He' s not even human.”

“Yes heis” said Mary, firmly.

“I saw the piece on CTV about your grest breakthrough,” said Colm. “Neanderthals don’t even have the
same number of chromosomeswe do.”

“That doesn't metter,” said Mary.

“The hell it does't. | may only be an English professor, but | know that means they’ re a separate species
from us. And | know thatthat means you and he couldn’t have children.”

Children, thought Mary, her heart jJumping. Sure, when she' d been younger, she'd wanted to be a
mother. But by the time grad school was finished, and she and Colm finally had some money, the
marriage had begun to look rocky. Mary had done some foolish thingsin her life, but she at least had
known better than to have achild just to shore up afatering relationship.

And now the big four-oh waslooming; Christ, she’ d be menopausal before she knew it. And, besides,
Ponter aready had two kids of hisown.

Stll...

Stll, until this moment, until Colm had spelled it out, Mary hadn’t even thought about having achild with
Ponter. But what Colm said wasright. Romeo and Juliet were smply aMontague and a Capulet; the
barriers between them werenothing compared with those between a Boddit and aVVaughan, a
Neanderthal and a Gliksin. Star-crossed, indeed! She and he wereuniverse -crossed, timeline-crossed.

“We haven't talked about having children,” said Mary. * Ponter dready has two daughters-in fact, year
after next, he'll be agrandfather.”

Mary saw Colm narrow hisgray eyes, perhaps wondering how anyone could possibly predict such a
thing. “A marriage is supposed to produce children,” he said.



Mary closed her eyes. It had been her insstence that they wait until she’ d finished her Ph.D.-that had
been the reason she’ d gone on the Rill, and to hell with the Pope’ sinjunction. Colm had never redly
understood that she needed to wait, that her studies would have suffered if she’d had to be mother and
grad student smultaneoudy. But she knew him well enough even that early in their marriage to understand
that the bulk of thework raising achild would havefalento her.

“Neanderthds don’t have marriages like ours,” Mary said.

But that didn’t appease Colm. “Of course you want to marry him. Y ou wouldn’t need adivorce from me
unless you were going to do that.” But then his tone softened, and for amoment Mary remembered why
she’' d been drawn to Colm in thefirst place. “'Y ou must love him very much,” he said, “to contemplate
excommunication just to bewith him.”

“I do,” said Mary, and then, asif those two words had been an unfortunate echo of their own
now-distant past, she rephrased the sentiment. “Yes, | love him very much.”

The server came and deposited their entrées. Mary looked at her fish, quite possibly the last meal she
would ever have with the man who had been her husband. And suddenly she found hersdf wanting to
give some amount of happinessto Colm. She' d intended to hold firm on her desire for adivorce, but
he' d been right-itwould mean excommunication. “I’ll agree to an annulment,” said Mary, “if that’ swhat
you want.”

“Itis” sad Colm. “Thank you.” After amoment, he diced into his stek. “1 suppose there’ sno point in
delaying matters. We might aswell get the ball rolling.”

“Thanks” said Mary.

“I have just one request.”

Mary’s heart was pounding. “What?’

“Tell him-tell Ponter-that it wasn't dl my fault, our marriage breaking up. Tell him | was-lam -agood
Mary reached over and did what she’ d thought Colm was going to do earlier: she touched his hand.
“Gladly,” shesad.

Chapter Four

“Let me begin by noting thisisn't about us versus them. It isn't about who is better, Homo sapiensor
Homo neanderthdensisIt isn’t about who is brighter, Gliksin or Barast. Rather, it’s about finding our own
strengths and our own best natures, and doing those things of which we can be most proud...”

As soon as her lunch with Colm was over, Mary picked up Ponter from her condo in Richmond Hill.

He' d been contentedly watching aclasscStar Trek rerun on Space: The Imagination Station. They were
al new to Ponter, of course, but Mary recognized the episode at once, the histrionic classic “Let That Be
Your Last Battlefidd,” with guest stars Frank Gorshin and Lou Antonio chewing up the scenery with their
faces made up to be precisely half black and half white.

They got into Mary’ s car, and headed out on the five-hour drive up to Reuben Montego’ s place-a
journey that would get them there just in time for dinner.

Asthey motored along highway 400, Mary found herself pumping her horn and waving. Louise' s black
Ford Explorer with the vanity plate D20-the formulafor heavy water-had just passed them. Louise
waved through her rear window and sped on ahead.

“I believe sheis exceeding the limitation imposed on velocity,” said Ponter.
Mary nodded. “But | bet she' sreally good at talking her way out of tickets.”
Hours passed; kilometersrolled by. Shania Twain and MartinaMcBride had been replaced first by Faith



Hill and then by Susan Aglukark.

“Perhaps I’ m not the best spokesperson for Catholicism,” said Mary in response to acomment from
Ponter. “Maybe | should introduce you to Father Caldicott.”

“What makes him a better spokesperson than you?” asked Ponter, taking his attention off the
road-racing dong highwayswas gill very much anovel experiencefor him-to look at Mary.

“Wadll, he'sordained.” Mary had developed alittle hand signd-adight lifting of her left hand-to forestall
Hak, Ponter’ s Companion, blegping a words she knew he wasn't familiar with. “He s had holy orders
conferred upon him; he'sbeen made apriest. That is, he'sclergy.”

“I an sorry,” said Ponter. “1 am il not getting it.”
“Therearetwo classesin ardigion,” sad Mary. “The clergy and thelaity.”
Ponter smiled. “It surely isa coincidence that both of those are words | cannot pronounce.”

Mary smiled back at him; she’ d gotten to quite like Ponter’ s sense of theironic. “Anyway,” she
continued, “the clergy arethose who are specidly trained to perform religious functions. Thelaity arejust
regular people, likeme.”

“But you havetold merdigion isasystem of bdliefs, ethics, and mora codes.”

13 Yaﬂ

“Surely dl members have equal accessto those things.”

Mary blinked. “ Sure, but, well, see, much of the-the source materid is open to interpretation.”

“For ingtance?’

Mary frowned. “ For instance, whether Mary-the biblical one, Jesus mother-remained avirgin for her
entire life. See, there are referencesin the Bible to Jesus' brethren-* brethren’ is an old-fashioned word
for brothers.”

Ponter nodded, athough Mary suspected that if Hak had trandated “ brethren” at al, he' d dready doneit
as “brothers,” so Ponter had probably heard her say something nonsensicd like, “’ Brothers isan
old-fashioned word for brothers.”

“And thisisan important question?’
“No, | suppose not. But there are other issues, matters of moral consequence, that are.”

They were passing Parry Sound now. “Like what?’ asked Ponter.
“Abortion, for ingtance.”

“Abortion...the termination of afetus?’

“Yes”

“What are the mord issues?”’

“Wadll, isit right to do that? To kill an unborn child?’

“Why would you want to?’ asked Ponter.

“Wdll, if the pregnancy was accidentdl...”

“How can you accidentally get pregnant?’

“You know...” But shetrailed off. “No, | guess youdon’t know. On your world, generations are born
every tenyears”

Ponter nodded.

“And dl your femaes have their menstrua cycles synchronized. So, when men and women come
together for four days each month, it’s usualy when the women can't get pregnant.”

Agananod.
“Wadll, it'snot like that here. Men and women live together al the time, and have sex throughout the



month. Pregnancies happen that aren’t wanted.”

“Y ou told me during my first vigit that your people had techniquesfor preventing pregnancy.”

“We do. Barriers, creams, ora contraceptives.”

Ponter was looking past Mary now, out at Georgian Bay. “ Do they not work?’

“Most of thetime. But not everybody practices birth control, even if they don’t want ababy.”

“Why not?’

Mary shrugged. “ The inconvenience. The expense. For those not using contraceptive drugs, the...ah, the
breaking of the mood in order to deal with birth control.”

“Still, to conceive alife and thento discard it...”

“Yousee!” sad Mary. “Eventoyou, it samora issue.”

“Of courseitis. Lifeisprecious-becauseitisfinite” A pause. “ So what does your religion say about
abortion?’

“It'sasin, and amortal one at that.”
“Ah. Well, then, your rdigion must demand birth control, no?’
“No,” sad Mary. “That'sasin, too.”

“That is...I think theword you would useis‘nuts.” “
Mary lifted her shoulders. “ God told usto befruitful and multiply.”

“Isthiswhy your world has such avast population? Because your God ordered it?’
“| supposethat’ s one way of looking at it.”
“But...but, forgive me, | do not understand. Y ou had a man-mate for many tenmonths, no?’

“Colm, yes”

“And | know you have no children.”

“Right.”

“But surely you and Colm had sex. Why were there no offspring?’

“Wael, um, Ido practice birth control. | take a drug-a combination of synthetic estrogen and
progesterone-so that | won't conceive.”

“Isthisnot agn?’

“Lotsof Catholicsdoit. It'saconflict for many of us-we want to be obedient, but thereare practical
concerns. See, in 1968, when the whole Western world was getting very libera about sexua matters,
Pope Paul V1 issued adecree. | remember hearing my parentstalk about it in later years, even they had
been surprised by it. It said that every instance of sex hasto be open to the creation of children.
Honestly, most Catholics expected aloosening, not atightening, of restrictions.” Mary sighed. “To me,
birth control makes sense.”

“It does seem preferable to abortion,” said Ponter. “But suppose youwere to get pregnant when you did
not wish to. Suppose...”

Mary dowed to let another car pass. “What?’
“No. My gpologies. Let us discuss something else.”

But Mary got it. “'Y ou were wondering about the rape, weren't you?’ Mary lifted her shoulders,
acknowledging the difficulty of the subject. “Y ou’ re wondering what my Church would have wanted me
to do had | become pregnant because of the rape.”



“I do not mean to make you dwell on unpleasant matters.”

“No, no, it'sdl right. I’'m the one who brought up the example of abortion.” Mary took a deep breath,
let it out, and went on. “1f I d become pregnant, the Church would argue that | should have the baby,
evenif it was conceived through repe.”

“And would you have?’

“No,” said Mary. “No, | would have had an abortion.”

“ Another time when you would not follow the rules of your religion?’

“I love the Catholic Church,” said Mary. “And | love being aCatholic. But | refuseto relinquish control
of my conscienceto anyone. Still...”

“YS?’

“The current Popeisold and ailing. | don't expect he will be around too much longer. His replacement
may relax therules”

“Ah,” said Ponter.

They continued on. The highway had veered away from Georgian Bay. To ther |eft and right were
Canadian Shield outcroppings and stands of pinetrees.

“Have you thought about the future?’ asked Mary, after atime.

“I think about nothing else these days.”

“I meanour future,” said Mary.

“Sodol.”

“|-please don’t be upset; but | think we should at least talk about this possibility: when it’stimefor meto
return home, maybe you could come back with me. Y ou know: move permanently to my world.”

“Why?" asked Ponter.
“Wdll, here we could be together al the time, not just four days a month.”

“That istrue,” said Ponter, “but...out | have alifein my world.” Heraised alarge hand. “1 know you have
alifenere,” hesaid a once. “But | have Adikor.”

“Maybe...I don’t know...maybe Adikor could come with us.”

Ponter’ s one continuous eyebrow rolled up his browridge. “ And what about Adikor’ swoman-mate, Lurt
Fradlo? Should she come with us, too?’

“Well, she-*

“And Dab, Adikor’s son, who isto move in with him and me the year after next? And, of course, thereis
Lurt’ swoman-mate, and her woman-mate' s man-mate, and their children. And my minor daughter,

Megameg.”
Mary blew out air. “I know. | know. It simpractical, but...”
“YS?’

She took one hand off the whedl, and squeezed histhigh. “But | love you so much, Ponter. To belimited
to seeing you just four daysamonth...”

“Adikor very much loves Lurt, and that isal he sees of her. | very much loved Klagt, but that was all |
saw of her.” Hisfacewasimpassive. “It isour way.”

“I know. | wasjust thinking.”
“And there are other problems. Y our citiessmell horribly. | doubt | could take that permanently.”
“We could live out in the country. Somewhere away from the cities, awvay from the cars. Somewhere



wheretheair isclean. It wouldn't matter to me where we were, so long aswe are together.”

“I cannot abandon my culture,” said Ponter. “Or my family.”

Mary sghed. “1 know.”

Ponter blinked severa times. “1 wish...I wish | could suggest asolution that would make you happy.”
“It' snot just about me,” said Mary. “What would makeyou happy?’

“Me?’ said Ponter. “I would be content if you werein Saldak Center each time Two became One.”
“That would be enough for you? Four days amonth?’

“Y ou must understand, Mare, that | have difficulty concelving of anything more than that. Y es, we have
spent long stretches of days together here in your world, but my heart achesfor Adikor whilel am here.”

Mary’ sface must have suggested that Ponter had said something insensitive. “I am sorry, Mare,” he went
on, “but you cannot be jealous of Adikor. Peoplein my world have two mates, one of each sex. To be
resentful of my intimacy with Adikor isinappropriate.”

“Inappropriate!” snapped Mary. But then she took a deep bregath, trying to cam hersdf. “No, you're
right. I understand that-intellectudly, at least. And I’'m trying to cometo termswith it emotiondly.”

“For what it isworth, Adikor isvery fond of you, Mare, and he wishes you nothing but happiness.” He
paused. “ Surely you wish him the same, no?’

Mary said nothing. The sun waslow on the horizon. The car sped on.
“Mare? Surely you wish Adikor happiness, do you not?’
“What?" shereplied. “Oh, of course. Of course| do.”

Chapter Five

“Four decades ago, my predecessor in the Ova Office, John F. Kennedy, said, ‘Now isthe timeto take
longer dtrides-time for agreat new American enterprise.” | wasjust akid in aMontgomery ghetto then,
but | remember vividly how those words made my spinetingle...”

Mary and Ponter pulled into Reuben Montego’ s driveway just before 7:00P.M. Louise and Reuben both
drove Ford Explorers-clear evidence, Mary thought with agrin, that they were meant for each other.
Louise' swas black and Reuben’ s was maroon. Mary parked her car, and she and Ponter headed for the
front door. Mary had to pass Louise's car; she thought about feeling the hood, but had no doubt it had
long since cooled off.

Reuben had acouple of acres of land in Lively, asmal town outside of Sudbury. Mary quite liked his
house, which was two storiestal, large, and modern. She rang the doorbell, and amoment later Reuben
gppeared, with Louise standing behind him.

“Mary!” exclaimed Reuben, gathering Mary into ahug. “ And Ponter!” he said, once he' d released Mary,
hugging him aswell.

Reuben Montego was trim, thirty-five, and black, with a shaved head. He was wearing asweat suit with
the Toronto Blue Jayslogo acrossits chest.

“Comein, comein,” said Reuben, ushering them out of the cool evening air into his home. Mary removed
her shoes, but Ponter couldn’ t-because he wasn't wearing any. He had on Neandertha pants, which
flared out at the bottoms into built-in footwear.

“Itisaquarantine reunion!” declared Ponter, appraising their little group. And indeed it was. the four of
them had been locked in together for four days by the order of Health Canada when Ponter had falenill
during hisfirg vigt.



“Indeed it is, my friend,” said Reuben, acknowledging Ponter’s comment. Mary |ooked around; she very
much liked the furnishings-asmart mixture of Caribbean and Canadian, with built-in bookcases and dark
wood everywhere. Reuben himself was abit of adob, but his ex-wife had obvioudy had greet taste.

Mary found hersdf immediately reaxing in this place. Of coursg, it didn’t hurt that thiswaswhere she'd
begunto fal inlove with Ponter, or that, indeed, this had become her refuge, safely locked in, with
RCMP officers outside, just two days after she' d been raped by Cornelius Ruskin on the campus of
Toronto's York University.

“It'sabit late in the season for it,” said Reuben, “but | thought we' d try abarbecue.”
“Yes, pleasel” said Ponter, most enthusiastically.
Reuben laughed. “All right, then. Let megetto it.”

L ouise Benoit was a vegetarian, but she didn’t mind eating with those who were enjoying meat-which
was agood thing, because Ponterreally enjoyed meat. Reuben had put three giant dabs of beef on the
grill, while Louise had busied herself making asdlad. Reuben kept coming in from the backyard, working
with Louise on getting everything set. Mary watched them puttering about the kitchen, working together,
touching each other affectionately now and again. The early days of Mary’s marriage to Colm had been
likethat; later, it had seemed as though they were aways in each other’ sway.

Mary and Ponter had offered to help, but Reuben had said none was necessary, and soon enough dinner
was on the table, and the four of them sat down to eat. It stunned Mary that she' d known these
people-three of the most important people in her life-for only three months. When worlds collide, things
changefadt .

Mary and Reuben were egting their steaks with knives and forks. Ponter was wearing recyclable dining
gloves he' d brought with him, grasping his hunk of meat and tearing chunks off with histeeth.

“It' sbeen an amazing few months,” said Reuben, perhaps thinking the same thing Mary had been. “ For
al of us”

Indeed it had been. Ponter Boddit had accidentaly been transferred to thisversion of redlity when a
quantum-~computing experiment he' d been performing went awry. Back on hisverson of Earth, Ponter’s
man-mate, Adikor Huld, had been accused of murdering him and then disposing of the body. Adikor,
plus Ponter’ s elder daughter, Jasmel Ket, had managed to re-establish the interuniversa porta long
enough to bring Ponter home-and to exonerate Adikor in the process.

Once back home, Ponter had convinced the High Gray Council to let him and Adikor try to open a
permanent porta, which they quickly succeeded in doing.

Meanwhile, the magnetic field on thisversion of Earth had started acting up, apparently asapreludeto a
pole reversa. The Neanderthal Earth had recently undergone its own reversal-and the whole thing had
happened extraordinarily fast, with their field collapse beginning just twenty-five years ago and the
flipping and re-establishing of the field completed just fifteen yearslater.

Mary, gtill haunted by her rape, left Y ork University to join Jock Krieger’s newly formed Synergy
Group. But on areturn trip to Toronto, Ponter identified Mary’ srapist; Cornelius Ruskin, it turned out,
had also raped Qaiser Remtulla, Mary’ s department head at Y ork.

“An amazing few monthsindeed,” said Mary. She amiled at Reuben and then at Louise; they weresuch a
good-looking couple. Ponter was seated next to her; she would have taken hishand if it weren't
wrapped in abloody glove. But Reuben and L ouise had no such impediment; Reuben squeezed Louise's
hand, and beamed at her, the love obvious on hisface.

The four of them chatted animatedly, first over their main courses, then over adessert of fruit cocktail,
and finally over coffee (for the threeHomo sapiens ) and Coca-Cola (for Ponter). Mary was enjoying



every minute of it-but o feding alittle sadness, regretting that eveningslike these, having dinner with
Ponter and their friends, would be few and far between; Ponter’ s culture just didn’t work that way.

“Oh, by theway,” said Reuben, taking asip of his coffee, “afriend of mine a Laurentian has been
bugging meto introduce you to her.” Laurentian University, in Sudbury, was where Mary had done her
studies on Ponter’ s DNA, proving he was a Neanderthd.

Ponter lifted his one continuous eyebrow. “Oh?’

“Her name' sV eronica Shannon, and she' s a postdoc in the Neuroscience Research Group there.”
Ponter clearly expected Reuben to say more, but when he didn’t, he prodded with the Neanderthal word
for yes. “Ka?’

“Sorry,” said Reuben. “I’m just not quite sure how to phrase dl this. | don’t suppose you know who
Michad Peranger is?’

“I do,” said Louise. “1 read the article about him inSaturday Night .”

Reuben nodded. “Y eah, there was a cover story about him there. And he' s aso been written up inWired
andThe Skeptica Inquirer andMaclean’ s andScientific American andDiscover .”

“Who ishe?’ asked Ponter.

Reuben put down hisfork. “Persinger’ s an American draft dodger-from the good old days when the
cross-border brain drain flowed in the other direction. HE sbeen at Laurentian for years, and invented a
devicethere that can induce religious experiencesin people, through magnetic simulation of their brains.”

“Oh,that guy,” said Mary, ralling her eyes.

“Y ou sound dubious,” said Reuben.

“lam dubious,” said Mary. “What aload of hooey.”

“I’'vedoneit mysdf,” said Reuben. “Not with Persinger-but with my friend Veronica, who has developed
a second-generation system, based on Persinger’ sresearch.”

“And did you see God?’ asked Mary derisively.

“Y ou might say that, yes. They’vereally got something there.” Helooked at Ponter. “ And that’ swhere
you comein, big fdla. Veronicawantsto try her equipment on you.”

“Why?" asked Ponter.

“Why?’ repeated Reuben, asif the answer were obvious. “Because our world is abuzz over thisnotion
that your people never devel oped religion. Not just that you had it and then outgrew it, but that in your
whole history no one ever even conceived of the notions of God or an afterlife.”

“ Such notions would-how do you phraseit?-‘fly in the face’ of observed redity,” said Ponter. He looked
over & Mary. “Forgive me, Mare. | know you believein these things, but...”

Mary nodded. “But you don’t.”

“Wel,” continued Reuben, “Peranger’ s group believes they’ ve found the neurologica reason whyHomo
sapiens have religious beliefs. So, my friend Veronicawantsto seeif she can induce areligious
experience in Neanderthals. If she can, then they’ ve got some ‘ splainin’ to do, since you guysdon’t have
religious thoughts. But V eronica suspects that the technique that works on uswon't work on you. She
thinks your brains must be wired differently on some fundamenta level.”

“A fascinating premise,” said Ponter. “Isthere any danger in the procedure?’

Reuben shook hishead. “Noneat dl. Infact, | had to certify that.” He smiled. “The big problem with
most psychologica studiesisthat dl the guinea pigs are psych under-grads-people who have
self-selected to study psychology. We know an enormous amount about the brains of such people, who



may or may not betypica, but very little about the brains of the generd population. | first met Veronica
last year; she approached me about getting some of the minersto be test subjects-a completely different
demographic than she usudly getsto work with.” Reuben was the mine-site physician at Inco’s Creighton
nickel mine, where the Sudbury Neutrino Observatory waslocated. “ She was offering the minersafew
bucks, but Inco wanted me to okay the procedure before letting them doit. | read up on Persinger’s
work, looked at Veronica s modifications, and underwent the procedure mysdlf. The magnetic fidlds are
minuscule compared to those in MRIs, and | routingly recommendthose for my patients. It's completely
sae”

“So shewill pay me afew bucks?’ asked Ponter.
Reuben looked shocked.

“Hey, afdlow hasto eat,” said Ponter. But he couldn’t keep up the facade; agiant grin crossed hisface.
“No, ho, you areright, Reuben, | do not care about compensation.” He looked at Mary. “What Ido care
about is understanding this aspect of you, Mare-thisthing that is so important a part of your life but that |
find incomprehensible”

“If you want to learn more about my religion, cometo Masswith me,” said Mary.
“Gladly,” said Ponter. “But | would aso like to meet thisfriend of Reuben.”
“We haveto get over to your world,” said Mary, sounding a bit petulant. “ Two will soon be One.”

Ponter nodded. “ Oh, indeed-and we don’t want to miss amoment of that.” He looked at Reuben. “Y our
friend would need to make timefor us tomorrow. Can she do that?’

“I'll give her acdl right now,” said Reuben, getting up. “1’m sure she' Il move heaven and Earth to
accommodate you.”

Chapter Six

“Jack Kennedy wasright: it was time then for usto take longer strides. And it’ sthat time again. For the
greatest strength weHomo sapienshave aways had, since the dawn of our consciousness 40,000 years
ago, isour desireto go places, to make journeys, to see what' s beyond the next hill, to expand our
territories, and-if | may borrow a phrase coined just four years after JFK’ s speech-to boldly go where
no man has gone before...”

Ponter and Mary had spent the night at Reuben’s place, deeping together on the foldout couch. Early the
next morning, they headed over to the small campus of Laurentian University and found room C002B,
one of the labs used by the tiny Neuroscience Research Group.

Veronica Shannon turned out to be a skinny white woman in her late twenties with red hair and anose
that until she’' d met female Neanderthals, Mary would have called large. She was wearing awhite [ab
coat. “Thank you for coming, Dr. Boddit,” she said, pumping Ponter’ s hand. “ Thank you so much for
coming.”

He smiled. “You may cal me Ponter. And it ismy plessure. | am intrigued by your research.”

“And Mary-may | call you Mary?-it issuch atreat to meet you!” She shook Mary’shand. “I was so
sorry | didn’t have a chance when you were on the campus earlier, but | was back home in Haifax for

the summer.” She smiled, then looked away, seeming amost embarrassed to go on. “Y ou're abit of a
hero of mine,” shesaid.

Mary blinked. “Me?’

“There aren’'t that many fema e Canadian scientissswho redlly makeiit big, but you have. Even before
Ponter came dong, you'd redly put us on the map. Thework you did with ancient DNA! First-rate!
Absolutely firg-ratel Who saysthat Canadian women can't take the world by ssorm?’



“Um, thank you.”
“Y ou’ ve been quite the role modd for me. Y ou, Julie Payette, Roberta Bondar...”

Mary had never thought of hersalf in that august company-Payette and Bondar were Canadian
astronauts. But, then again, shehad gotten to another world before either of them...

“Thank you,” saild Mary again. “Umm, weredly don’'t have that muchtime...”

Veronicablushed ahit. “ Sorry; you' reright. Let me explain the procedure. The work I'm doing is based
on research begun here at Laurentian in the 1990s by Michael Persinger. | can't take credit for the
fundamenta idea-but scienceisall about replication, and my job isverifying hisfindings.”

Mary looked around the [ab, which had the usud university mix of shiny new equipment, battered old
equipment, and beat-up wooden furniture. Veronicawent on. “Now, Persanger had about an 80 percent
success rate. My equipment is second-generation, amodification of what he developed, and I’ m getting
about 94 percent.”

“It ssemsabit of acoincidence that this research is going on so close to the porta between worlds,” said
Mary.

But Veronica shook her head. “ Oh, no, Mary, not redly! We' re al here because of the same thing-the
nicke that was deposited when that asteroid hit the Earth here two billion years ago. See, origindly

Persinger was interested in the UFO phenomenon: how come flying saucers are most frequently seen by
guys named Clete and Bubba out in the back forty.”

“Wadl,” said Mary, “you can get beer anywhere.”

Veronicalaughed more than even Mary thought the joke deserved. “ That’ s true-but Persinger decided to
take the question at face value. Not that he, or |, believe in flying saucers, but thereisared psychologica
phenomenon that makes peoplethink they’ ve seen such things, and Persinger got to wondering why that
phenomenon would be triggered outdoors, especialy inisolated locations. Laurentian doesalot of mining
studies, of course, and when Persinger started looking for possible causes for the out-in-the-countryside
UFO experience, the mining engineers here suggested piezod ectric discharges.”

Ponter’ s Companion, Hak, had bleeped a couple of times, indicating he hadn’t understood some words,
but neither Ponter nor Mary had interrupted V eronica, who was clearly on aroll. Apparently, though, she
didn’t expect Ponter to know the term “ piezodlectric,” and so explained it of her own accord:
“Piezodectricity isthe generation of eectricity inrock crystasthat are being deformed or are otherwise
under stress. Y ou get piezoelectric discharges, for instance, when a pickup truck drives over rocky
ground out in the country-the classic UFO-sghting scenario. Persinger managed to reliably replicate that
sort of eectromagnetic effect in the lab, and |o and behold, he could make just about anyone think they'd
Ssenandien”

“Andien?’ repeated Mary. “But you’ d mentioned God.”
“To-may-to, to-mah-to,” said Veronica, grinning avery toothy grin. “1t' sl the samething.”
“How?’

Veronicapulled abook off her shelf:Why God Won't Go Away: The Biological Basisfor Belief .
“Newberg and d’ Aquili, the authors of thisbook, did brain scans of eight Tibetan Buddhists meditating
and of abunch of Franciscan nuns praying. Naturally, those people showed increased activity in the areas
of the brain associated with concentration. But they also showeddecreased activity in the parietal lobe.”
She tapped the side of her skull, indicating the lobe slocation. “ The left-hemisphere part of the parieta
|obe helps define your own body image, while the right-hemisphere part helps orient you in
three-dimensiona space. So, collectively, those two parts are responsible for defining the boundary
between where your body ends and things outside your body begin. With the parietal |obe taking a



coffee break, the natura fedling is exactly what the monks report: aloss of the sense of sdlf, and afedling
of being a onewith the universe”

Mary nodded. “I saw the cover story about that inTime .”

Veronicapolitely shook her head. “ 1t wasNewsweek , actudly. Anyway, their work combineswith
Peranger’ sand mine. They found that the limbic system lights up during religious experiences-and it’ sthe
limbic system that tags things as Sgnificant. Y ou can show a parent ahundred babies, but they’ Il only
react profoundly to the sight of theirown baby. That' s because the limbic system has tagged that
particular visud input asimportant. Well, with the limbic system afire during religious experiences, the
whole thing gets tagged as overwhe mingly important.

“That' swhy rdigious experiences never sound good inthetelling: it'sjust like metelling you my boyfriend
isthe best-looking guy in the world, and you going, yeah, sure. So | open my purse and show you a
picture of him, and | think you' Il be convinced, right? Y ou'll go, wow, heisahunk. But if | did that, you
won't have that response. He' s handsome beyond compareto me because my limbic system has tagged
his appearance as having specia significance for me. But there snoway | can expressthat to you via
words or pictures. Same thing with religious experiences: no matter how much someone tells you about
their own one, about how life-changing and momentous it was, you just can't get that same fegling about
it

Ponter had clearly been ligening intently, dternately frowning hiswide mouth and ralling his continuous
blond eyebrow up his doubly arched browridge. “And you believe,” he said, “that thisthing your people
have and mine do not-thisrdigion-istied to the functioning of your brains?’

“Just s0!” said Veronica “A combination of parieta-lobe and limbic-system activity. Look at what
happensin Alzheimer’ s patients. people who' ve been devout their whole lives often loseinterest in
religion when they come down with Alzheimer’ s disease. Well, one of thefirst things Alzheimer’ sdoesis
cripplethelimbic system.”

She paused, then continued. “ It’ slong been known that so-caled religious experiences aretied to brain
chemidry, since halucinogenic drugs can induce them-which iswhy such drugsform the basis of ritud in
S0 many triba cultures. And we ve long known that the limbic system might be one of the keys: some
epileptics with saizures redtricted to the limbic system have incredibly profound religious experiences. For
instance, Dostoevsky was an epileptic, and he wrote about *touching God' during his selzures. Saint
Paul, Joan of Arc, Saint Theresaof Avila, and Emanuel Sweden-borg were al probably epileptics, too.”

Ponter was leaning now againgt the corner of afiling cabinet, unsaf-conscioudy shimmying left and right,
scratching his back. “Those are the names of people?’ he asked.

Veronicawas briefly taken aback, then nodded. “ Dead people. Famous religious people of the past.”

Mary took pity on Ponter at this point and explained “epilepsy” for him. Ponter had never heard of
anything likeit, and Mary wondered-with the shiver she got whenever she contemplated it-whether
epileptic genes were yet another thing the Neanderthal s had dispassionately purged from their gene pooal.

“But evenif you're not epileptic,” Veronicasad, “you can get that effect. Rituad dancing, chanting, and so
on have been independently developed over and over by religions around the globe. Why? Because the
deliberate, repetitive, stylized body movements during such ceremonies make the limbic system tag them
asbeing of specid sgnificance”

“Thisisall well and good,” said Mary, “but-*
“But you' re wondering what it hasto do with the price of teain China, right?’

Ponter looked completely baffled, and Mary smiled. “ Just a metaphor,” she said. “It means, ‘With the
topic at hand.” “



“And the answer,” said Veronica, “isthat we now understand well enough how the brain createsreligious
experiencesto rdiably reproduce themin the lab...at least inHomo sapiens . But what I’'m dying to find
out iswhether | can induce onein Ponter.”

“My own curiosity isnot fatd,” said Ponter, smiling, “but nonetheless Iwould like it assuaged.”

Veronicalooked at her watch again, then frowned. “My grad student hasn’t shown up yet, unfortunately,
and the equipment is quite ddlicate-it needsto be recalibrated daily. Mary, | don’t suppose you' d be
willing...?’

Mary fdt her spine stiffen. “Willing towhat?*
“Totakethefirgt run; obvioudy, | need to know that the equipment is functioning properly before | can

take any results from Ponter as Sgnificant.” She held up ahand, asif to forestall an objection. “With this
new equipment, it only takes five minutesto do acomplete run.”

Mary fdt her heart pounding. Thiswasn't something she wanted to investigate scientificdly. Likethe late,
lamented Stephen Jay Gould, she' d dways believed science and religion were-to use hismusica
phrase-“nonoverlapping magesteria,” each having relevance, but one having nothing to do with the other.
“I'mredly not sure that-"

“Oh, don't worry; it'snot dangerous! Thefield | usefor the transcranial magnetic stimulation isjust one
microteda. | rotate it counterclockwise about the temporal lobes, and like | said, dmost dl of the
people-of theHomo sapiens, | should say-who try thishave amystica experience.”

“What...what'sit like? asked Mary.

Veronicasaid, “Excuse us’ to Ponter, and she led Mary away from him-her test subject-so that the
Neanderthal would not overhear. “ The experience usualy involvesthe perception that there' s a sentient
being standing behind them or near them,” said Veronica “Now, theform of that experience depends a
lot on theindividua’s own preconceptions. Y ou put a UFO fanatic in there, and he'll sense the presence
of an adien. Putin aBaptist, and she might say she sees Christ himsalf. Someone who' slost somebody
recently may see that dead person. Others say they’ ve been touched by angels or God. Of course, the
experienceistotaly controlled here, and the test subjects are fully aware that theyarein alab. But
imagine the same effect being triggered late at night when our friends Bubbaand Clete are out in the
middle of nowhere. Or while you're Sitting in a church or mosque or synagogue. It really would knock
your socks off.”

“I redlly don't want...”

“Please,” said Veronica. “1 don’t know when I'll get another chance to check a Neanderthal-and the
basdlinehasto be st firgt.”

Mary took adeep breath. Reuben had indeed certified the process as safe, and, well, she certainly didn’t
want to let down this eager young woman who thought so highly of her.

“Please, Mary,” said Veronicaagan. “If I’'m right about what the results will be, thiswill be ahuge step
forward for me.”

Canadian women taking the world by storm.How could she say no?
“All right,” said Mary reluctantly. “Let’sdoiit.”

Chapter Seven
“Our gtrength is our wanderlust; our curiosity; our exploring, searching, soaring spirit...”

“Areyou dl right?’ said Veronica Shannon over the speaker next to Mary’ s ear. “ Comfortable?’
“I'mfine” said Mary, speaking into alittle microphone that had been clipped to her shirt. She was seated



on apadded chair inside a darkened chamber about the size of atwo-piece bathroom. Thewalls, as
she' d seen before the lights were turned out, were covered with little pyramids of gray foam rubber,
presumably to deaden sound.

Veronicanodded. “ Good. Thiswon't hurt abit-but at any timeif you want me to shut the equipment off,
just say s0.”

Mary was wearing ayelow headset that had been fashioned from amotorcycle helmet, with solenoids on
the sides, directly over her temples. The helmet was attached by abundle of wiresto arack of equipment
leaning againgt onewadl.

“Okay,” said Veronica. “Herewego.”

Mary had thought she would hear abuzzing, or fed atickling between her ears, but there was nothing.
Just darkness and silence and-

Suddenly Mary felt her back tense and her shoulders hunch up. Someonewas there, in the chamber with
her. She couldn’t see him, but she could fedl his eyes boring into the back of her skull.

Thisisridiculous, thought Mary. Just the power of suggestion. If Veronicahadn’t primed Mary with al
her talk, she was sure that she wouldn't be experiencing anything. Chrigt, the things you could get
research funding for sometimes amazed her. It was nothing more than a parlor trick, and-

And then she knew who it was-who was there, in the chamber with her.

Anditwasn'tahim.

It was aher .

Itwas Mary.

Not Mary Vaughan.

Mary.

TheVirgin.

The Mother of God.

She couldn’'t see her, not redly. It wasjust abright, bright light, moving now in front of her-but alight that
didn’t sting theeyesat dl. Still, shewas sure of who it was. the purity, the serenity, the gentle wisdom.
She closed her eyes, but the light did not disappear.

Mary.

Mary Vaughan was her namesake, and-

And the scientist in Mary Vaughan cameto the fore. Of course she was seeing Mary. If she d beena
Mexican named Jesus-Hay-s00z-she’ d perhaps think she was seeing the Chrigt. If her name were
Teresa, it would doubtless be Mother Teresa she' d think she was seeing. Besides, she and Ponter had
been talking about the Virgin Mary just yesterday, so-

But no.

No, that was't it.

It didn’t matter what her brain wastdling her.

Hermind knew that thislight was something else.

Hersoul knew it.

Itwas Mary, the Mother of Jesus.

And why not%hought Mary Vaughan. Just because she was here, at auniversity, inalab, insde atest
chamber, that didn’t mean anything.

Part of Mary had been skeptical of modern-day miracles, but if miraclesdid happen, well, then the Virgin
Mary could appear anywhere.

After dl, she' d supposedly cometo Fatima, Portugal.
She' d supposedly come to Lourdes, France.
And to Guadaupe, Mexico.



And LaVang, Vietnam.

So why not to Sudbury, Ontario?

Why not to the campus of Laurentian University?

And why not to talk to her?

No. No, humility waswhat was cdled for, here in the presence of Our Lady. Humility, following her
grand example.

But...

But till, did it make o little sense that the Virgin Mary would vist Mary Vaughan? Mary wastraveling to
another world, to aworld that didn’t know of God the Father, aworld that wasignorant of Jesusthe
Son, aworld that had never been touched by the Holy Spirit. Of course, Mary of Nazareth would take
an interest in someone who was doing that!

The pure, smple presence was moving to her left now. Not walking, but moving-hovering, never
touching the sail.

No. No, there was no soil. She was in the basement of a building. There was no soil.
Shewasinalab!
And transcrania magnetic stimulation was affecting her mind.

Mary closed her eyes again, scrunching them tightly shut, but that did nothing. The presence was il
there, till perceptible.

Thewonderful, wonderful presence...

Mary Vaughan opened her mouth to speak to the Blessed Virgin, and-

And suddenly she was gone.

But Mary felt dated, felt like she hadn’t snce her first Eucharist after her confirmation, when, for the one
and only timein her life, she'd redly fdt the spirit of Christ coming into her.

“WdI?" sad afemaevoice.

Mary ignored it, aharsh, unwelcome intrusion into her reverie. She wanted to savor the moment, to hold
ontoit..even asit disspated, like adream that she was struggling to transfer into conscious thought
beforeit dipped away ...

“Mare,” said another, deeper voice, “are you okay?’

She knew that voice, avoice she' d once longed to hear again, but right now, for this moment, for aslong
as she could makeit last, she wanted nothing but silence.

But the moment was fading fast. And after afew more seconds, the door to the chamber opened, and
light-fluorescent, harsh, artificial-spilled in from outside. V eronica Shannon camein, followed by Ponter.
The young woman removed the hdmet from Mary’ s head.

Ponter loomed closer and he brought up a short, broad thumb, and wiped Mary’ s cheek with it. He then
moved his hand away and showed her that histhumb waswet. “ Are you okay?’ he said again.

Mary hadn’'t been aware of the tears until now. “I'mfine,” she said. And then, redlizing thet “fing” wasn't
anywhere near sufficient for how shefdt, she added, “I’'m terrific.”

“Thetears...?” said Ponter. “Did you...did you experience something?’

Mary nodded.

“What wasit?’ Ponter asked.

Mary took adeep breath and looked at Veronica. As much as she had taken aliking to the young
woman, Mary didn’t want to share what had happened with this pragmati<t, this athelst, who would



dismissit asjust the result of suppressed activity in her parietal lobe.

“I...” Mary began, and then she swallowed and tried again. “ That’ s aremarkable device you have there,
Veronica”

Veronicagrinned broadly. “1sn't it, though?” Sheturned to Ponter. “ Are you ready to try it?’
“Absolutdy,” hesaid. “If | can gainingght into what Mary fedls...”

Veronica proffered the helmet to Ponter, and she immediately redlized there was a problem. The helmet
was designed to accommodate a standardHomo sapiens head with a high forehead, a head that was
short front to back, a head with no or negligible browridges, ahead, not to put too fine apoint on it, that
housed asmaller brain.

“It lookslikeit'sgoing to be atight fit,” said Veronica

“Let metry,” said Ponter. Hetook the thing, turned it upside down, and looked insde, asif gauging its
capacity.

“Maybeif you think humble thoughts,” said Ponter’s Companion, Hak, through its externa spesker.
Ponter scowled at hisleft forearm, but Mary laughed. The idea of bigheadedness apparently crossed
specieslines.

Findly, Ponter decided to make the attempt. He turned the helmet right-way up and pushed it down over

his head, wincing as he did so. It wasindeed atight fit, but there waslining ingde, and with afina
massive push, Ponter got the foam to compress sufficiently to accommodate his occipita bun.

Veronicastood in front of Ponter, appraising him like one of those clerks at LensCraftersfitting new
glasses, then adjusted the orientation of the helmet dightly. “That’ sfine” shesaid at last. “Now, again, as
| told Mary, thiswon’t hurt, and if you want meto stop early, just say s0.”

Ponter nodded, but winced again as he did so; the back of the helmet was digging into histhick neck
muscles.

Veronicaturned to thewall rack full of equipment. She frowned at an oscilloscope display, and adjusted
adia beneathit. “There' s some sort of interference,” she said.

Ponter looked puzzled for amoment, then: “ Ah, my cochlear implants. They let my Companion
communicate slently with me, when need be”

“Can you shut them off?’

“Yes,” said Ponter. He flipped open the faceplate on his Companion and made an adjustment to the
revealed control buds.

Veronicanodded. “ That' s the ticket; the interference isgone.” Shelooked at Ponter and smiled
encouragingly. “ Okay, Ponter. Have aseat.”

Mary got out of the way, and Ponter sat down on the padded chair, his broad back to her.

Veronicaleft the test chamber and motioned for Mary to follow. The chamber had a massive stedl door
onit, and Veronica had to exert herself to get it to swing shut; Mary noted that someone labeled the door
“Veronica's Closet.” Onceit was closed, Veronicamoved over to aPC and started darting her mouse
pointer about, clicking buttons. Mary watched, fascinated, and after amoment she said, “Well?Ishe
experiencing anything?

Veronicalifted her narrow shoulders dightly. “There’' sno way to tdll, unless he says something.” She
pointed at one of the speakers hooked up to the PC. “Hismikeis open.”

Mary looked at the chamber’s closed door. Part of her hoped Ponterwould experience exactly what she
had. Evenif hedismissed it as an illusion-as doubtless he would-at least he' d be able to understand what



had happened to her in there, and what had happened to so many people who had felt the presence of
something holy throughoutHomo sapiens history.

Of course, maybe he' d be experiencing an extraterrestria presence. Funny, that: she and Ponter had
talked about so many things, but somehow whether or not he believed in diens had never come up.
Maybe to Ponter, to the Neanderthals, the idea of life on other worlds was as Silly as the notion of agod.
After al, there was a complete absence of credible evidence for extraterrestria life, at least in Mary’s
version of redity. Ponter’ s people would say, therefore, that believing in such beings was yet another
ridiculouslegp of faith...

Mary continued to stare at the sealed door. Surely religion was more than just aneuronal trick, a
microelectric self-deluson. Surdly it-

“Okay,” said Veronica. “I’ m shutting off the current.” She moved over to the steel door and managed to
get it open. “Y ou can come out now.”

Ponter’ sfirst order of business was removing the tight-fitting helmet. He brought his massive hands up to
each side of his head and gave what appeared to be a mighty push. The contraption came off, and he
handed it to Veronica, then set about rubbing his browridge, asif trying to restore whatever circulation
might normally bethere.

“Wdl?" said Mary, when she could wait no longer.

Ponter opened Hak’ s faceplate and adjusted some controls, presumably reactivating his cochlear
implants.

“Wdl?" repeated Mary.

Ponter shook his head, and for a heartbeat, Mary hoped it wasjust afurther attempt to restore
circulation. “Nothing,” he said.

Mary was surprised by how depressed that single word made her fedl.
“Nothing?’ repeated Veronica, who, for her part, seemed elated by the announcement. “Are you sure?’
Ponter nodded.

“No visua phenomena?’ continued Veronica. “No feding that something was there with you? No
sensation of being watched?”

“Nothing at dl. Just me, donewith my thoughts.”

“What were you thinking about?’ asked Mary. It was possible, after dl, that Ponter wouldn’t recognize a
religious moment.

“| was thinking about the midday medl,” said Ponter, “wondering what we were going to have. And
about the wegther, and how soon winter will be here” Helooked at Mary and must have seen the
disappointment on her face. “Oh, and you!” said Ponter, quickly, apparently trying to aleviate her pain.
“I thought about you, of course!”

Mary smiled wanly and looked away. Surely one test of one Neanderthd didn’t prove anything. Still...

Stll, it was provocative that she, aHomo sapiens, had had the deluxe, full-blown experience, and that he,
aHomo neanderthalenss, had experienced...

The phrasing came unbidden to her mind, but it was the sad truth.
Ponter Boddit had experienced not a blessed thing.

Chapter Eight
“It wasthat questing spirit that led our ancient ancestors to spread throughout the Old World...”



Veronica Shannon was pacing back and forth in her 1ab. Mary was sitting on one of the office’ stwo
identical chairs, Ponter had found his chair’ swidth between its meta armstoo narrow for hisbulk, and
30 had perched hisrear on the edge of Veronica s surprisingly tidy desk.

“Do you know anything about psychology, Ponter?’” asked Veronica, her hands clasped behind her
narrow back.

“Some,” Ponter said. “I studied it when | was learning about computer science at the Academy. It
was-what would you cdl it?-something | had to study dong with artificid inteligence.”

“A co-requisite,” supplied Mary.

“In every freshman psych course,” said Veronica, “ humans here learn about B. F. Skinner.”
Mary nodded; she' d taken an introductory psychology course hersdlf. “ Behaviorism, right?’
“Right,” said Veronica. “Operant conditioning; reinforcement and punishment.”
“Liketraining dogs,” said Ponter.

“Just s0,” said Veronica. She stopped pacing. “Now, please, Mary, don't say aword. | want to hear
Ponter’ s response to thiswithout any influence from you.”

Mary nodded.

“All right, Ponter,” said Veronica. “ Do you remember your psych studies?’

“No, not redly.”

The young redhead looked disappointed.

“But | do,” said Hak, through its external speaker, inits synthesized mae voice. “ Or, more precisdly, |
have the equivalent of atextbook on psychology |oaded into my memory. It helps me to advise Ponter
when heismaking anidiot of himsdf.”

Ponter grinned sheepighly.

“Excdlent,” said Veronica. “ Okay, here sthe question: what’' sthe best way to ingrain abehavior into a
person? Not something you want to extinguish, but something you want to foster.”

“Reward,” said Hak.

“Reward, yes! But what kind of reward?’

“Conggent.”

Veronicalooked as though something incredibly significant had just transpired. “ Consstent,” she
repeated, asif it were the key to everything. “Are you sure? Are you absolutely sure?’

“Yes,” said Hak, sounding as puzzled as he ever got.
“It'snot here, you know,” said Veronica. “ Consistent reward isnot the best way to ingrain abehavior.”

Mary frowned. She' d doubtless known the right answer a onetime, but couldn’t dredge it up after all
these years. Fortunately, Ponter himsdlf asked the question Veronicawas waiting for. “Wdll, then, whétis
the best way to ingrain abehavior among your kind of humans?’

“Intermittentreward,” said Veronicatriumphantly.

Ponter frowned. “Y ou mean sometimes rewarding the desired behavior, and sometimes not?’
“Jugt 0!I” sad Veronica “That' s precisaly right!”

“But that does not make sense,” said Ponter.

“Of course not,” agreed Veronica, grinning widdly. “I1t' s one of the strangest things aboutHomo sapiens
psychology. But it' s absolutely true. The classic exampleis gambling: if we dwayswin at agame, the
game becomes boring for us. But if we only win some of the time, it can become addictive. Or it'slike
kidswhining to their parents. ‘Buy methistoy!” ‘Let mestay up late!’ ‘Drive metothemadl.” It'sthe



behavior parents hate the most from their kids, but the kids can't hel p themsalves-not because the
whiningawaysworks, but because itsometimes works. The unpredictability makesit irresstiblefor us”

“That iscrazy,” said Ponter.

“Not here,” said Veronica. “Not by definition: the behavior of the mgority isnever crazy.”
“But...out surely it issmply irritating not to have a predictable outcome.”

“You dthink,” agreed Veronicaamiably. “But, again, it’ s not-not for us.”

Mary found hersdlf fascinated. “ Y ou' re obvioudy on to something, Veronica. What isit?’

“Everything we' re doing here at the Neuroscience Research Group has been about explaining the classic
religious experience. But there arelots of believerswho' ve never had areligious experience, and yet they
dill believe. Tha' sthe holein our work, the missing piece in acomprehensive explanation of whyHomo
sapiensbelievein God. But thisisthe answer-do you see? It' sthis psychology of reinforcement-this bit
of the way our brains are programmed-that makes us susceptible to belief in God. If thereredly wasa
God, arationa specieswould expect rationa, predictable behavior from him. But we don’t get that.
Sometimes, it seems as though God protects certain people, and at other times, he'll let anun fal down
an open elevator shaft. There' sno rhyme or reason to it, and so we say-*

Mary was nodding, and she finished the thought for Veronica. “We say, ‘ The Lord worksin mysterious
ways." “

“Just s0!” crowed Veronica. “ Prayers aren’t dways answered, but people go right on praying. But
Ponter’ s people aren’'t wired like that.” She turned to the Neanderthd. “Areyou?’

“No,” said Ponter. “I do not need Hak to tell methat thisis not the way we behave. If the result isnot
predictable-if a pattern cannot be discerned-we discard the behavior as pointless.”

“Butwedon’t,” said Veronica, rubbing her hands together. Mary could see she had the same * Cover
of Science, herel come!” expression Mary herself had worn years ago, when she’ d succeeded in
extracting DNA from the Neanderthal type specimen in Germany. Veronica beamed at Ponter, then at
Mary. “Evenif thereis no pattern, we convince ourselvesthat there's some underlying logic toiit dl.
That' swhy we don’t just make up stories about gods, we actualybelieve them.”

Therdigious Mary had shifted entirely to the background; thiswas making the scientist in her haveits
own peak experience. “Are you sure about this, Veronica? Becauseif you are-*

“Oh, | am; | am. There' safamous experiment-I’ll e-mail you the citation. It had two groups of people
playing agame on agrid, the rules of which hadn’t been explained to the players. All they knew in
advance was they’ d get points for good moves and no points for bad moves. Well, for one set of

players, points were given for successfully marking every other space in the lower-right corner of the
grid-and, of course, after enough turns, the players easily figured that out, and could win the game every
time. But the second set of players were rewarded pointsrandomly: whether they got points or not had no
relation to what moves they made. But those playersalso came up with rules that they said governed the
game, and they were convinced that by following those rules, they were likely to do better.”

“Redly?’ said Ponter. “1 would Smply loseinterest in the game.”
“No doubt you would,” said Veronica, smiling broadly. “ But we would find it fascinating.”
“Or irritating,” said Mary.

“Irritating, yes! Meaning it would bug us-because we just can't accept that there’ sno underlying design
tothings.” Veronicalooked a Ponter. “Can | try another little test? Again, Mary, if you don’t mind,
please don't say anything. Ponter, do you know what | mean when | talk about flipping acoin?’

Ponter didn’t, so Veronica demonsirated with aloonie she fished from a pocket of her lab coat. When



Ponter nodded that he understood, the skinny redhead went on. “ Al right, if | flip this coin twenty times,
and al twenty timesit happens to come up heads, what are the chancesit will come up heads again on
the twenty-first try?”

Ponter didn’t hesitate. “One-to-one.”

“Jugt 0! Or to put it the way we would, fifty-fifty, right? An even chance.”

Ponter nodded.

“Now, Mary, I’'m sure you know that Ponter is absolutely right: it doesn’t matter how many times heads
has come up in succession before the current flip, assuming the coin isn't unbalanced. The odds that the
next flip will be heads are dwaysfifty-fifty. But when | ask first-year psych students this question, most of
them think the odds must be astronomicaly againgt getting yet another heads. At some fundamenta levd,
our brains are wired to impute motivation to random events.That’ swhy even those who don't ever have
the kind of experience we just manufactured for you, Mary, still see God' s handiwork in what’ sreally
just randomness.”

Chapter Nine
“It wasthat questing spirit that moved some of usto march thousands of miles acrossthe Bering Land
Bridge, which linked Siberiaand Alaskaduring thelce Age...”

Mary wanted to take aquick look at the Laurentian University bookstore before they headed down to
the portd. She' d forgotten to bring any books from her home in Richmond Hill, and of course wouldn’t
be able to find reading matter for hersdlf in the Neandertha universe.

Also, truth be told, Mary wanted afew minutes doneto try to digest what had transpired in Veronica
Shannon’slab, so she excused hersdf, leaving Ponter with Veronica, and was now heading down “the
bowling dley”-the long, narrow, glass-walled corridor that connected Laurentian’s Classroom Building
and the Great Hdl. Coming toward her was an attractive young black woman. Mary had never been
good about remembering faces, but she saw in the expression of the other woman a brief reaction of
recognition, and then, amost at once, that reaction masked.

Mary had more or less gotten used to that. She' d been inthe mediaalot since early August when she'd
confirmed the man who had been found haf-drowned in the Sudbury Neutrino Observatory was a
Neanderthal. She continued walking aong, then it hit her-

“Keisha” Mary sad, rotating on her hed, the black woman now having passed her.
Keishaturned around and smiled. “Hello, Mary,” she said.
“I dmogt didn’t recognizeyou,” said Mary.

Keishalooked abit guilty. “I1did recognize you.” She lowered her voice. “But we' re not supposed to
acknowledge anyone we met &t the Centre, unlessthey acknowledge usfirst. That's part of ensuring

privacy...”

Mary nodded. “ The Centre’ was the Laurentian University Rape Crisis Centre, where Mary had gone
for counsding after what had happened at Y ork.

“How areyou doing, Mary?’ asked Keisha.

Off in the distance there was a Tim Hortons coffee-anddonuts stand. “ Do you have amoment?’ asked
Mary. “I’d loveto buy you a coffee.”

Keishalooked at her watch. “ Sure. Or-or do you want to go upstairs, to, you know, the Centre?’

But Mary shook her head. “No. No, that’s not necessary.” Still, shewas silent asthey walked the
dozens of metersto the Tim Hortons, contemplating Keisha s question. Howwas she doing?

The Tim Hortons chain was one of the few places Mary could sometimes get her favorite brew-coffee



with chocolate milk-since they often had open cartons of both chocolate and white milk. She asked for it,
and received it. For her part, Keisharequested an apple juice, and Mary paid for them both. They sat at
one of the two small tables flush with the corridor’ s glass wall-mostly, people got their coffee hereand
ran off somewhereese.

“I want to thank you,” said Mary. “Y ou were so kind to me, back then...”

Keishahad asmal jeweled stud in her nose. Shetipped her head down, and the jewel caught the
sunlight, flashing. “ That’ swhet we' re herefor.”

Mary nodded. “Y ou asked how | wasdoing,” she said. “There'saman in my life now.”

Keishasmiled. “Ponter Boddit,” shesaid. “1 read al about it inPeople .”

Mary felt her heart jump. “Peopledid an article about us?’

The younger woman nodded. “Last week. Nice photo of you and Ponter at the UN.”

Good grief, thought Mary. “Well, he' s been very good to me.”

“Ishegoing to take up that offer to poseinPlaygirl ?’

Mary smiled. She' d amost forgotten about that; the offer had come during Ponter’ sfirst visit, when they
were quarantined. Part of Mary would love to show off the physique of her man to al the bimbo girls
she' d endured in high school, the oneswho had dated the football players, every one of whom would
look scrawny in comparison to Ponter. And another part of her wastickled at the notion that there was
no way Colm could resist taking a peek at a newsstand, wondering what this Neanderthal had that he
didn't...

“I don't know,” said Mary. “Ponter laughed when the invitation came, and hasn't mentioned it since.”
“Wel, if he ever does,” said Keisha, smiling, “1 want an autographed copy.”

“No problem,” said Mary. And she redlized she meant it. She would never be over her rape-nor, she
suspected, would K eisha ever be over her own-but the fact that they could joke about a man posing
nude for the enjoyment of women meant that they’ d both come along way.

“Y ou asked how I’'m doing,” said Mary. She paused. “Better,” she said with asmile, reaching out and
patting the back of Kelsha s hand. “Better every day.”

Oncethey’ d finished their drinks, Mary hurried off to the bookstore, quickly bought four paperbacks,
and then hustled back to room C002B to collect Ponter. They headed up to the ground floor, then out
into the parking lot. It was acrigp fal day, and here, four hundred kilometers north of Toronto, the leaves
had mostly turned.

“Dran!” exclaimed Ponter, and “ Astonishment!” trandated Hak, through his externa speaker.
“Wha?' said Mary.
“What ighat?* said the Neanderthd, pointing.

Mary looked ahead, trying to fathom what had caught Ponter’ s eye, then she burst out laughing. “It'sa
dog,” shesaid.

“My Paboisadog!” declared Ponter. “And | have encountered other doglike creatures here. But this!
Thisislike nothing | have ever seen before.” The dog and its owner were coming toward them. Ponter
bent down, hands on knees, to examine the smal animd, at the end of aleather leash being held by an
attractive young white woman. “It looks like asausage!” declared Ponter.

“It' sadachshund,” said the woman, sounding miffed. She was doing agreet job, Mary thought, of being
unflustered in the presence of what she must know was a Neanderthal.

“Isit-" began Ponter. “Forgive me, isit abirth defect?’
The woman sounded even more put out. “No, he's supposed to be like that.”



“But hislegs! Hisears! Hisbody!” Ponter rose and shook hishead. “A dog isahunter,” he declared, as
if the animal before him represented an affront to al propriety.

“Dachshundsare hunting animals,” said the young woman sharply. “They were bred in Germany to hunt
badgers,Dachsis German for ‘badger.” See? Their shape lets them follow the badger down the burrow.”

“Oh,” said Ponter. “Ah, um, my gpologies.”

The woman seemed mollified. “Now,poodles,” she said with acontemptuous sniff, “those are
dumb-looking dogs.”

Astime passed, Corndius Ruskin couldn’t deny that he was feding different-and awhole | ot faster than

he would have thought possible. Sitting in his penthouse in the dums, he pumped keywords into Google;
his resultsimproved after he sumbled on the fact that the medica term for castration was “ orchiectomy,”
and he started specificaly excluding theterms*“dog,” “cat,” and “horse.”

He quickly found achart on the University of Plymouth’sweb site entitled “ Effect of Castration and
Testosterone Replacement on Mae Sexua Behaviour,” showing an immediate drop-off in such behavior
in castrated guinea pigs-

But Corndlius was aman, not an anima! Surely what applied to rodents didn’t-

Twirling the scroll whed on his mouse took him farther down the same page, to a study by researchers
named Heim and Hursch that showed that over 50 percent of castrated rapists * stopped exhibiting sexual
behavior shortly after castration-amilar to the effect in rats”

Of course, when he’ d been an undergrad, the feminist rhetoric had been that rape was a crime of
violence, not sex. But no. Cornelius, having more than a passing interest in the subject, had read Thornhill
and Pamer’ sA Naturd History of Rape: Biological Bases of Sexua Coercion when it came out in2000.
That book made the case, based on evolutionary psychology, that rape was indeed areproductive
Strategy-asexud strategy-for...

Corndius hated to think of himself as such, but it wastrue; he knew it was. for maleswho lacked the
power and status to reproduce in the normal way. It made no difference that he’ d been unfairly denied
that status, the fact wasthat he didn’t haveit, and couldn’t get it-not in the world of academe.

He gtill hated the policiesthat had held him back. He was as much an expert on ancient DNA asMary
Vaughan was-he' d been with the Ancient Biomolecules Centre at Oxford, for Christ’s sake!

Itwas unfair, totaly and completely-like goddamned “dave reparations,” people who never did anything
wrong themselves being asked to cough up huge amounts of cash for people whose long-deadancestors
had been wronged. Why should Corndlius suffer for the sexist hiring policies of generations gone by?

He had spent years beinglivid over this.

But now...

Now...

Now, hewasjust angry: an anger that, for thefirst timein aslong as he could remember, seemed to be
under control.

There was no doubtwhy he was feding so much lessfurious. Or was there? After dl, it hadn't beenthat
long since Ponter had cut off hisballs. Wasit redly reasonable for Corndliusto be feding different so

quickly?

The answer, apparently, was yes. As he continued searching the web, he found an article from theNew
Timesin San Louis Obispo, interviewing Bruce Clotfeter, who had spent two decadesjailed for child
molestation before undergoing surgical castration. *’ It waslikeamiracle, Clotfelter sad. ‘ The next
morning, | redlized | had gone through the night without those horrible sexua dreamsfor thefirst timein
years” “



The next morning...

Jesus Chrig, just what was the hdf-life of testosterone, anyway? A few keystrokes, a couple of mouse
clicks, and Cornelius had the answer: “ The hdf-life of free testosteronein the blood isonly afew
minutes,” said one Site; another pegged the figure a ten minutes.

Some more spelunking took him to the Geocities page of a person born mae who underwent castration,
with no hormond treatments before or for years after. He reported: “Four days after my castration...it
seemed that waiting for traffic lights and other little annoyances did not bother me so much...

“Six days post cadtration | returned to work. Thisworkday was unusualy hectic...and yet | ill felt so
camwhen the day wasdl over. | was definitely feding the effects of castration and most certainly felt
better dl the time without testosterone.

“Ten days post cadtration | felt as afegther floating around everywhere. | just kept fedling better and
better. For me the serenity was the strongest of the castration effects, followed by the decreasein libido.”

Immediate change.

Overnight change.

Change in ameatter of days.

Corndlius knew-knew!-he should be furious about what Ponter had done to him.
But hewasfinding it difficult to be furious aboutanything ...

Chapter Ten

“It was that questing spirit that caused othersto bravely sail boats over the horizon, finding new landsin
Audrdiaand Polynesa...”

Therewas avery good reason for wanting to establish anew interuniversal portd a United Nations
headquarters. The existing portal was located two kilometers underground, 1.2 kilometers horizontally
from the nearest eevator on the Gliksin Sde, and three kilometers from the nearest elevator on the Barast
Sde

It would take Mary and Ponter acouple of hoursto get from the surface in her world to the surfacein
his. They began by donning hardhats and safety boots, and riding down the mining elevator at Inco’'s
Creighton Mine. The hardhats had built-in lamps, and hearing-protection cups that could be swung over
the earsif needed.

Mary had brought two suitcases, and Ponter was effortlesdy carrying them for her, onein each hand.

Five minersrode most of the way down with them, getting off onelevel above where Mary and Ponter
wereto exit. That wasjust fine by Mary; she was aways uncomfortablein thislift. It reminded her of the
awkward journey she' d had in it once before with Ponter, explaining why, back then, despite his obvious
attraction to her, and hersto him, she' d been unable to respond to his touch.

Once on the 6800-foot level, they began the long trudge out to the Sudbury Neutrino Observatory Site.
Mary was never agrest onefor exercise, but it was actualy even worse for Ponter, since the
temperature this far below the Earth’ s surface was a constant forty-one degrees Celsius, much too warm
for him.

“I will be glad to be back home,” said Ponter. “Back to air | can breathe!”

Mary knew he wasn't referring to the oppressive air here in the mine. Rather, he was looking forward to
being in aworld that didn’t burn fossi| fuels, the smell of which had assaulted his massive nose most
places he went here, although Reuben’ s place, out in the country, had been quite tolerable, he'd said.

Mary was reminded of the theme song to one of her favorite shows when shewas akid:

Freshair!
Times Square!



You aremy wifel

Goodbye, city lifel

She hoped she would fit in on Ponter’ sworld better than Lisa Douglas had in Hooterville. But it was
more than just leaving the hustle and bustle of aworld of six billion soulsfor one of just a hundred and
eghty-five million...millionpeople ; you couldn’t use the word “ souls’ when tallying Barasts, Sncethey
didn't believe they had any.

The day before they’ d left Rochester, Ponter had been interviewed on the radio; the Neanderthals were
very much in demand as guests wherever they happened to be. Mary had listened with interest as Bob
Smith had questioned Ponter about Neandertha beliefs on WX X1, theloca PBS station. Smith had
spent afair bit of time on the Neandertha practice of sterilizing criminas. Asthey waked down thelong
muddy tunnel, the topic of the interview came up.

“Yes” said Mary, in response to Ponter’ s question, “you werefine, but...”

“But what?’

“Well, those things you said-about Sterilizing people. 1...”

“Y e’

“I'm sorry, Ponter, but | really can’t condone that.”

Ponter looked at her. He was wearing a pecid orange hardhat that the nickel mine had put together for
him, shaped to accommodate his Neandertha head. “Why not?’

“It's...it snhuman . And | guess lam using that word advisedly. It’sjust not a suitable thing for human
beingsto do.”

Ponter was quiet for atime, looking at the drift’ swalls, which were covered with wire mesh to prevent
rock bursts. “1 know there are many on thisversion of Earth who do not believein evolution,” he said at
last, “ but those who do must understand that human evol ution has-how would you say it?-ground to a
halt. Since medica techniques alow amost every human to live to reproductive age, thereisno longer
any...any...I am not surewhat your phraseis.”

“’Naturd sdection,’” * said Mary. “ Sure, | understand that; without selective survival of genes, no
evolution can occur.”

“Exactly,” said Ponter. “ And yet evolution made us what we are, turning the four basic, origina lifeforms
into the complex, diverse varieties exhibited today.”

Mary looked over at Ponter. “Thefour origind lifeforms?’
Heblinked. “ Y es, of course.”

“What four?” said Mary, thinking perhaps she' d at |ast detected a hint of crestionism underlying Ponter’s
worldview. Could it be Neander-Adam, Neander-Eve, Neander-Adam’' s man-mate, and
Neander-Eve s woman-mate?

“Theorigina plant, animd, fungi, and-I do not know your name-the group that includes dime molds and
someagee”

“Protists or protoctists,” said Mary, “depending on who you ask.”
“Yes. Wdll, each emerged separately from the primordia prebiologic world.”

“Y ou have proof of that?’ said Mary. “We generally hold that life only emergedonce on thisworld, some
four billion yearsago.”

“But the four types of life are so different...” said Ponter. And then he shrugged. “Waell, you are the
geneticigt, notl. The point of thistrip isto meet our expertsin such matters, so you should ask one of
them about this. One of you-l do not know which-has alot to learn from the other.”

Mary never ceased to be amazed a how Neanderthal science and her own brand of the stuff differed on



so0 many fundamental matters. But she didn’t want to lose track of the more important issue that-

The more important issue.lnteresting, thought Mary, that she considered amoral conundrum more
important than abasic scientific truth. “We were talking about the end of evolution. Y ou' re saying that
your kind continues to evolve because it conscioudy weeds out bad genes.”

“’"Weeds out’?’ repeated Ponter, frowning. “Ah-an agricultura metaphor. | think | understand. Y es, you
areright. We continue to improve our gene pool by getting rid of undesirabletraits.”

Mary stepped over alarge muddy puddie. “1 couldalmost buy that-but you do it not just by sterilizing
criminds, but dso their close rdatives, too.”

“Of course. Otherwise, the genes might persst.”

Mary shook her head. “And | just can't abide that.” Hak bleeped. “Abide,” repeated Mary. “Tolerate.
Stand.”

“Why not?’

“Because...becauseit’ swrong . Individuas have rights.”

“Of coursethey do,” said Ponter, “but so do species. We are protecting and improving the Barast
m%”

Mary tried not to shudder, but Ponter must have detected it regardless. “Y ou react negatively to what |
just said.”

“Wdl,” sad Mary, “it’ sjust that so often in our past, people here have made the same clam. Back in the
1940s, Adolf Hitler set out to purge our gene pool of Jews.”

Ponter tipped his head dightly, perhaps listening to Hak remind him through his cochlear implants of who
the Jewswere. Mary imagined the little computer saying, “Y ou know, the oneswho weren’t gullible
enough to believein that Jesus story.”

“Why did he want to do that?’ asked Ponter.

“Because he hated the Jews, pure and smple,” said Mary. “Don’'t you see? Giving someone the power
to decide who lives and who dies, or who breeds and who doesn't, isjust playing God.”

“’Playing God,”” repeated Ponter, asif the phrase was appedingly oddbal. “Obvioudy, such anotion
would never occur to us.”

“But the potentia for corruption, for unfairness...”
Ponter spread hisarms. “ And yet you kill certain criminads.”
“Wedon't,” said Mary. “That is, Canadians don't. But Americans do, in some states.”

“So | havelearned,” said Ponter. “ And, more than that, | have learned thereisaraciad component to
this” Helooked a Mary. “Y our various races intrigue me, you know. My people are northern-adapted,
S0 we tend to stay in approximately the same latitudes, no matter where we are in terms of longitude,
which | guessiswhy wedl look pretty much dike. Am | correct in understanding that darker skinisan
adaptation to more equatoria climes?’

Mary nodded.
“And the-what do you cdl them? On the eyes of those such as Paul Kiriyama?’

It took amoment for Mary to remember who Paul Kiriyamawas-the grad student who, aong with

L ouise Benait, had saved Ponter from drowning in the heavy-water tank up ahead at the Sudbury
Neutrino Observatory. Then it took another moment for her to remember the name for what Ponter was
referring to. “Y ou mean the skin that covers part of Asian eyes? Epicanthic folds.”



“Yes. Epicanthic folds. | presume these are to help shield the eyes from glare, but my people have
browridges that accomplish much the same thing, so, again, it isatrait we never developed.”

Mary nodded dowly, moreto hersdlf than to Ponter. “ There’ sbeen alot of speculation, you know, on
the Internet and in newspapers, about what happened to your other races. People assume that-well, that
with your belief in purging the gene pooal, that you wiped them out.”

“There never were any other races. Although we do have some scientistsin what you cal Africaand
Centra America, they are hardly permanent residentsthere.” He raised a hand. “ And without races, we
obvioudy have never had racid discrimination. But you do: here, racid characteritics correlate with the
likelihood of execution for serious crimes, isthat not correct?’

“Blacks are more frequently sentenced to death than are whites, yes.” Mary decided not to
add,Especidly when they kill awhite.

“ Perhgps because we never had such divisons, theidea of sterilizing asegment of humanity on an
arbitrary basis never occurred to us.”

A couple of minerswere approaching them, going the other way. They openly stared at Ponter-athough
the sight of awoman down here was probably dmost asrare, Mary thought. Once they had passed,
Mary continued. “But surely, even without visible races, there must have been adesireto favor those
who are closdly related to you over those who are not. That’ skin selection, and it exists throughout the
anima kingdom. | can't imagine that Neanderthas are exempt.”

“Exempt? Perhaps not. But remember that our family relations are more...elaborate, shal we say, than
yours, or, for that matter, than most other animals. We have a never-ending family chain of man-mates
and woman-mates, and because of our system of Two becoming One only temporarily, we do not have
the difficulty in determining paternity that concerns your kind so much.” He paused, then amiled.
“Anyway, asto the price of teain China, my people find your notion of execution or decades of
imprisonment to be more cruel than our serilization and judicid scrutiny.”

It took Mary amoment to remember what “judicia scrutiny” was: the process of viewing the
transmissions made by a Companion implant, so that everything an individua said and did could be
monitored asit happened. “1 don’'t know,” said Mary. “I mean, like| said inthe car, | practice birth
control, which is something that my religion forbids, so | can’t claim that I'm moraly opposed to anything
that might interfere with conception. But...but to prevent innocent people from reproducing seems
wrong.”

“Y ou would accept the erilization of the actua perpetrator, but not hisor her siblings, parents, and
offspring, as an aternative to execution or imprisonment?’

“Perhaps. | don’t know. Under certain circumstances, maybe. If the convicted person so chose.”
Ponter’ s golden eyes went wide. “Y ou would let the guilty party choose its punishment?’

Mary felt her heart flutter. Wasthe choice of “its’ Hak’ s attempt to render the gender-neutral persona
pronoun that existed in the Barast language but not in English, or wasit Ponter again dehumanizing a
crimina?*“Under many circumstances, | would give the crimina achoice of arange of appropriate
punishments, yes,” she said, thinking back to Father Caldicott giving her achoice of penanceswhen
she’ d made her last confession.

“But certainly in some cases,” said Ponter, “only one punishment is suitable. For instance, in...”

Ponter stopped cold. “What?’ said Mary.

“No, nothing.”

Mary frowned. “Y ou' re talking about rape.”

Ponter was silent for along time, looking down at the muddy tunnel floor ashewaked dong. At firdt,
Mary thought she' d offended him by suggesting he’ d be so insengitive asto bring up that uncomfortable



topic again, but his next words, when hefindly did spesk, startled her even more. “Actualy,” hesad, “I
am not just talking about rapein generd.” Helooked at her, then back at the ground, amishmash of boot
printsilluminated by the beam from the headlight on his hardhat. “I am talking aboutyour rape.”

Mary could fed her heart pounding. “What do you mean?’
“I-it is our way, among our people, not to have secrets between partners, and yet...”
[1] YS?’

He turned around and looked back down the drift, making sure they were done. “ There is something |
have not told you-something | have not told anyone, except...”

“Except who? Adikor?’

But Ponter shook his head. “No. No, he does not know of this, either. The one person who does know
isamae of my kind, aman named Jurard Selgan.”

Mary frowned. “1 don’t remember you ever mentioning that name before.”

“I have not,” said Ponter. “He...heisapersondity sculptor.”

“A what?’ said Mary.

“ A-he works with those who wish to modify therr...their mental Sate.”

“Y ou mean apsychiatrist?’

Ponter tipped hishead, clearly listening to Hak speak to him through his cochlear implants. The
Companion was no doubt breaking the term Mary had presented into its etymological root; ironicaly,
“psyche’” was the closest gpproximation to “soul” the Neanderthals had. At last Ponter nodded. “ A
comparable specidigt, yes.”

Mary’s spine stiffened even as she walked dong. “Y ou’ ve been seeing a psychiatrist? About my rape?’
She' d thought he’ d understood, damn it dl. Y es Homo sapiens maes were notorious for looking at their
spouses differently after they’ d been raped, wondering if it had somehow been the woman’ sfaullt, if

she’' d somehow secretly wanted it-

But Ponter...

Ponter was supposed to understand!

They marched onin slencefor awhile, their hedmet beamslighting the way.

Reflecting on it, Ponterhad seemed desperate to know the details of Mary’ srape. At the police tation,
Ponter had grabbed the sealed evidence bag containing specimens from Qaiser Remtulla srape, ripped it
open, and inhaed the scent within, identifying one of Mary’ s colleagues, Cornelius Ruskin, asthe
perpetrator.

Mary looked over at Ponter, adark, hulking form againgt therock wall. “1t wasn't my fault,” said Mary.

“What?" said Ponter. “No, | know that.”

“I didn’t want it. | didn’t ask for it.”

“Yes, yes, | do understand that.”

“Then why are you seeing this-this ‘ persondity sculptor’ ?’

“I am not seeing him anymore. It isjust that-*

Ponter stopped, and Mary looked over. He had his head tilted, listening to Hak, and after amoment, he
made the smallest of nods, asignd intended for the Companion, not for her.

“It' sjustwhat?“ said Mary.

“Nothing,” said Ponter. “I am sorry | brought the topic up.”

So am |, thought Mary asthey continued on through the darkness.



Chapter Eleven

“It was that questing spirit that led Vikings to come to North Americaathousand years ago, that drove
theNin"athe Pinta, and the Santa Mariato cross the Atlantic five hundred years ago...”

At last they reached the Sudbury Neutrino Observatory. Ponter and Mary made their way through the
massive facility-al hanging pipes and massive tanks-to the control room. It was deserted now; Ponter’s
origina arrival had destroyed the observatory’ s heavy-water detector tank, and the plansto repair it had
been put on hold by the subsequent re-establishment of the portal.

They came to the room above the detector chamber, went through the trapdoor, and-thiswas the
terrifying part for Mary-backed down the long ladder to the staging area, Sx meters off the ground. The
staging areawas at the end of the Derkers tube, a crush-proof tunnel that had been shoved through the
portal from the other side.

Mary stood at the threshold of the Derkers tube and looked into it. The tube was twice aslong on the
indde asit was on the outsde, and at the other end she could see the yellow walls of the
quantum-computing chamber over on Ponter’ sversion of Earth.

A Canadian Forces guard was there, and they presented their passports to him-Ponter had received one
when he' d been made a Canadian citizen.

“After you,” said Ponter to Mary, abit of gallantry he’ d picked up in Mary’ sworld. Mary took adeep
breath and walked down the tube, which, when one was insde it, measured sixteen meterslong and six
wide. Coming to the middle, she could seethe ring of ragged blue luminosity through the trand ucent
materia of the tube' swall. She could aso see the shadows cast by the crisscrossing metal segments that
held the tube open. Taking another deep breath, Mary stepped quickly across the discontinuity marked
by the bluering, feeling static eectricity crawling over her body from front to back.

And suddenly she wasthere -in the Neandertha world.

Mary turned around without leaving the tube and watched Ponter come toward her. She could seethe
blond hair on Ponter’ s head ruffle as he came through the discontinuity; like most Neanderthds, his
naturd part was exactly in the middle of hislong skull.

Once he was through, Mary turned back around and continued on to the end of the tube.

And there they were, in aworld that had diverged from Mary’ s own 40,000 years previoudy. They were
ing de the quantum-computing chamber she had glimpsed from her Sde, avast room filled with agrid of
register tanks. The quantum computer, designed by Adikor Huld to run software developed by Ponter
Boddit, had been built to factor numberslarger than any that had ever been factored before; piercing into
an aternate universe had been entirely accidentd.

“Ponter!” said adeep voice.

Mary looked up. Adikor-Ponter’ s man-mate-came running down the five steps from the control room
onto the computing-chamber floor.

“Adikor!” said Ponter. He ran over to him, and the two men embraced, then licked each other’ sfaces.

Mary looked away. Of course, normally-if such aword could ever be applied to her existencein this
world-she would rarely see Ponter when he was with Adikor; when Two became One, Adikor would
hurry off to spend time with his own woman-mate and young son.

But Two were not One, and so here, now, Ponter was supposed to be spending time with his man-mate.
Still, after afew moments, the two males disengaged, and Ponter turned to Mary.

“Adikor, you remember Mare.”



“Of course,” said Adikor, smiling what seemed to be a very genuine foot-wide smile. Mary tried to
emulateits Sncerity, if notitsdimensons. “Hdlo, Adikor,” shesad.

“Mare! It isgood to seeyou!”

“Thank you.”

“But what brings you here? Two isnot yet One.”

Thereit was. A staking of claim; an establishment of turf.

“I know,” said Mary. “I’ ve come on an extended visit. I'm here to learn more about Neanderthal
genetics”

“Ah,” said Adikor. “Wdl, I’'m sure Lurt will be ableto assst you.”

Mary tilted her head dightly-not that she had a Companion to listen to. Was Adikor just being hel pful, or
was he making a point of reminding Mary that she would need to seek the assistance of afemde
Neanderthal, who, of course, would be found in the City Center, far away from Adikor and Ponter.

“I know,” said Mary. “I’'mlooking forward to talking with her some more.”

Ponter looked at Adikor. “I will take Mary briefly to our home,” he said, “and get her afew things she
will need for an extended stay. Then | will arrange her trangportation into the Center.”

“Fine” said Adikor. He looked at Mary, then back at Ponter. “| assumeit will bejust the two of usfor
the evening med 7’

“Of course,” said Ponter. “ Of course.”

Mary stripped naked-she was losing her self-consciousness about nudity in thisworld that had never had
any religion to impose such taboos-and went through the tuned-laser decontamination process, coherent
beams a precise wavel engths passing through her flesh to zap foreign molecules within her body.
Already, smilar deviceswere being built in Mary’ sworld to treat many forms of infection. Sadly, though,
since tumors were made of the patient’s own cdlls, this process couldn’t cure cancers, such asthe
leukemiathat had taken Ponter’ swife, Klast, two years ago.

No-not “taken.” That was a Gliksin term, a euphemism that implied she' d gone somewhere, and at least
by the standards of these people, she hadn’t. As Ponter himsalf would say, she no longer existed.

And not “ Ponter’ swife,” ether. The term wasyat-dija-“woman-mate.” When in the Neandertha world,
Mary redly did try to think in Neandertha terms; it made it easier to deal with the differences.

The lasers danced over-and through-Mary’ s body until the square light above the door changed color,
sgnaling that she should leave. Mary stepped out and began changing into Neanderthd clothes, while
Ponter took histurn in the chamber. He' d falen ill with equine dissemper whilein Mary’ sworld the first
time-members ofHomo sapiens were immuneto it, butHomo neanderthdengsindividuas were not. This
process made sure they weren't bringing theStreptococcus equii bacterium, or any other nasty germs or
viruses, across with them; everybody who passed through the portal was subjected to it.

No one who had any choice would live where Cornelius Ruskin did. Driftwood was arough
neighborhood, full of crime and drugs. Itsonly gpped for Corndius wasthét it was an easy walk to the
Y ork Univergty campus.

Hetook the elevator down the fourteen floors to the grungy lobby of hisbuilding. Still, despite everything,
he had a certain-well, affection was too strong aword, but a certain gratitude for the place. After dll,
living within walking distance of Y ork saved him the cost of acar, driver’ sinsurance, and auniversity
parking permit-or the dternative, the monthly $93.50 for a Toronto Transit Commission Metro-Pass.

It was abeautiful day with aclear blue sky. Corndlius was wearing a brown suede jacket. He continued
up the road, past the convenience shop that had bars on its windows. That seedy little store had agiant
rack of porno mags and dusty tin cans of food. It was where Cornelius bought his cigarettes; fortunately



he' d had haf acarton of du Mauriersin his apartment.

Corndlius crossed onto the Y ork campus, waking by one of the residence towers. Students were milling
about, some gtill in short deeves, others wearing sweatshirts. He suspected he might be able to get
testosterone supplements at Y ork. Why, he could even devise agenetics project that might require them.
That certainly would be an incentive to go back to hisold job, bui...

But thingshad changed in Corndius. For one thing, the nightmares had findly ended, and he was now
deegping like arock. Instead of lying awake for an hour or two, tossing and turning, fuming over al the
thingsthat werewrong in hislife-all the dights, al hisanger a having no onein hislife-ingtead of lying
awake, tortured by all that, he'd fall adegp within moments of putting his head to the pillow, deep
soundly through the night, and wake refreshed.

True, for awhile, he hadn’t wanted to get out of bed, but he was over that now. He felt...not energetic,
not ready for the daily fight for surviva. No, he felt something he hadn’t felt for years, since the summers
of his childhood, when he was away from school, away from the bullies, avay from the daily beatings-up.

CorndiusRuskinfdtcam.

“Hélo, Dr. Ruskin,” said aperky mae voice.

Corndiusturned. It was one of his Eukaryotic Genetics students-John, Jm...something like thet; the guy
wanted to become a genetics prof, he' d said. Cornelius wanted to tell the poor sap to drop out now;
there were no decent jobs these days for white men in academe. But instead he just forced asmileand
sd, “Hdlo.”

“Great to have you back!” said the student, heading off in the other direction.

Cornelius continued dong the sdewalk, fields of grass on one side, a parking lot on the other. He knew
where hewas going, of course: the Farquahrson Life Sciences Building. But he' d never before noticed
what afunny-sounding name that was: it now made him think of Charlie Farquahrson, the hick character
Toronto's Don Harron had played for years on CFRB radio and the U.S. TV seriesHee Haw . Cornelius
shook his head; he' d dways been too...toosomething ...when approaching that building to let such a
whimsica thought percolate to the surface.

Walking on autopilot, hisfeet trod the well-known terrain. But suddenly, with agtart, he realized that
he'd cometo...

It didn’'t have aname, and he’ d never even bestowed one upon it in hismind. But thiswasit: the two
retaining wallsthat met a right angles, far from any lighting standard, shielded by large trees. Thiswasthe
spoat, the place where he' d thrown two different women against the wall. This was where he'd shown
Qaiser Remtullawhoredlly wasin charge. And thiswas where he' d rammed it into Mary Vaughan.

Corndius used to wak by here even in broad daylight when he needed a boost, reminding himself that at
least some of the time he had been in control. Often, merely the Sight of this place used to givehim a
raging hard-on, but thistime hisgroin didn’t stir at al.

The wals were covered with graffiti. For the same reason Cornelius chose this spot, spray-paint artists
liked it, asdid lovers who wanted to immortdize their youthful commitment, just as...

He' d long since obliterated it, but, once upon atime, eons ago, hisinitialsand Meody’ s had shared a
cartoon heart here.

Cornedlius blinked that thought away, looked once again at this place, then turned hisback oniit.

It wasmuch too nice aday to go to work, he thought, heading back home, the day seeming even brighter
gill.



Chapter Twelve
“It wasthat questing spirit thet lifted the wings of Orville and Wilbur Wright, of Amelia Earhart, of Chuck
Yeager...”

AsMary and Ponter emerged from the eevator building at the Debral nickd mine, Mary was astonished
to find it was dark, given that it should only be the middle of the afternoon. She looked up and gasped.

“My God. I’ ve never seen so many birds!” A great cloud of them was flying overhead, virtualy
obliterating the sun. Many were making akek-kek-kek call.

“Redly?’ said Ponter. “They are acommon type.”

“Apparently so!” exclaimed Mary. She continued to look up. “Good Chrigt,” she said, noting the pinkish
bodies and the blue-gray heads. “ They’ re passenger pigeons!”

“I doubt they could carry a passenger,” said Ponter.

“No, no, no. But that’ swhat we called them. That, orEctopistes migratorius. | know them well; I'd been
working on recovering DNA from them.”

“I noticed the absence of these birdswhen | first visited your world. They are extinct there, are they
not?’

“Yes”
“Through thefault of Gliksns?”

Mary nodded. “Yes.” She shrugged. “We hunted them to death.”

Ponter shook his head. “No wonder you had to adopt this thing you call agriculture. Our namefor this
bird is-Hak, do not trandate the next word-quidrat. They are delicious, and we eat them often.”

“Redly?’ sad Mary.
Ponter nodded. “ Y es. | am sure you will have some during your stay here.”

As soon as Hak had regained access to the planetary information network, Ponter had had him request a
travel cube. That vehicle was now barreling toward them. It was about the size of an SUV, but it worked
by large fans mounted on its base and rear, plusatrio of smaler onesfor steering. The cube was mostly
trangparent, and contained four saddle-seats, one of which was occupied by the male driver, atrim
member of generation 146.

Thetravel cube dowed, then settled to the ground, and most of one side flipped up, providing accessto
theinterior. Ponter clambered in, taking the far rear seat. Mary followed him, taking the other rear sedt.
Ponter spoke briefly to the driver, and the cube rose. Mary watched the driver operate the two main
control levers, rotating the cube and setting it on its way toward Ponter’ s home.

Mary had strapped on atemporary Companion before leaving the eevator building; al Gliksnswho
vigted the Neanderthal world were required to wear them, constantly monitoring their activities, and
tranamitting information to the dibi archives. But the damned thingsitched. Mary found hersdlf gicking a
ballpoint pen she’ d brought with her undernesth the Companion, trying to scraich with it. “Arethe
permanent ones this uncomfortable?’ she asked, looking at Ponter.

“l am not aware of Hak’ sphysical presence a dl,” sad Ponter. He paused. “But, on this subject...”
“YS?I

“These temporary Companions expire after twenty days or so-they are battery-powered, after all,
instead of drawing power from your bodily processes. Of course, given who you are, we could certainly
get you another one.”

Mary smiled. Shewasn’'t used to this notion that just being Mary Vaughan entitled her to specid



treatment. “No,” shesaid. “No, | should get apermanent one, | think.”

Ponter smiled broadly. “Thank you,” he said. And then, presumably just to be sure, he added, “ Y ou do
know that permanent meanspermanent . To removeit later will be very difficult, and might serioudy
damage your forearm muscles and nerves.”

Mary nodded. “I understand that. But | also understand that if | don’t get a permanent Companion, I'll
aways be an outsider here.”

“Thank you,” said Ponter warmly. “What kind do you want?’

Mary had been looking out at the pristine landscape-old-growth forest mixed with shield rocks. “Pardon
me?’

“WEell, you could get the standard sort of Companion. Or”-and here Ponter raised hisleft arm and faced
itsinner surface toward Mary-"you could opt for one like mine, with atrue artificid intelligenceingtaled.”

Mary lifted her eyebrows. “1 hadn’t thought about that.”

“Few people have intdligent Companions,” said Ponter, “athough | expect they will become very
common intimesto come. Y ou will certainly want the processing capability that goes with an advanced
unit; you will need that for real-time language trandation. But it is up to you what features you get beyond
that.”

Mary looked at Ponter’s Companion. Externaly, it seemed no different from the dozens of others she'd
now seen-except, of course, the gold one Lonwis Trob had. But ingde, she knew, dwelt Hak. “What's it
like” asked Mary, “having an intdligent Companion?’

“Oh, itisnot so bad,” said Hak’ s voice, coming from theimplant’ s externa speaker. “I have gotten used
tothebigguy.”

Mary laughed, haf in amusement and haf in surprise.
Ponter rolled hiseyes, afacid expression he' d picked up from Mary. “Itisalot likethat,” he said.

“I'mnot sure | could takeit,” said Mary, “having someone with me dl thetime.” Mary frowned. “Is Hak
redly...conscious?’

“How do you mean?’ asked Ponter.

“Wadl, | know you don’'t believein souls; | know that you think your own mind isjust utterly predictable
software running on the hardware of your brain. But, | mean, does Hakredlly think? Is he self-aware?’

“Aninteresting question,” said Ponter. “Hak, what do you say?’
“| am aware of my exisence.”

Mary lifted her shoulders. “Buit...but, | don’t know, | mean, do you have wants and desires of your
own?’

“I want to be of useto Ponter.”

“Andthat’sit?’

“Thatisit”

Wow, thought Mary.Colm should have married one of these. “What will happen to you-forgive me,
Ponter-but what will happen to you when Ponter dies?’

“My power comes from his own biochemica and bio-mechanica sources. Within afew daytenths of his
deeth, | will ceaseto function.”

“Doesthat bother you?’
“I would have no further purpose without Ponter. No, it does not bother me.”



“It isvery useful having an intelligent Companion,” said Ponter. “1 doubt | would have retained my sanity
during my first vigit to your world without Hak’ shdlp.”

“I don't know,” said Mary. “It...well, it seems-forgive me, Hak-abit creepy. Isit possible to upgrade
later?'Y ou know, start with the basics and then add artificid intelligence at some future date?”’

“Of course. My Companion origindly had no intelligence.”
“Maybethat’ stheway to go,” said Mary. “Bt...”

But no. No, shewastrying tofit in here, and having a Companion that could advise her and explain things
to her would be very ussful. “No, let’ sgo whole hog.”

“|-beg your pardon?’ said Ponter.
“I mean, I’ll get onethat can think, just like Hak.”

“Y ou will not regret the decison,” said Ponter. He looked a Mary, aproud smile on hisface. “Y ou were
not the first Gliksin to visit thisworld,” he said-and that was true. Either awoman from the Laboratory
Centre for Disease Control in Ottawa or another woman from the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention in Atlanta had that distinction; Mary wasn't sure which one had actudly crossed over firg.
“Stll,” said Ponter, “you will bethefirgt Gliksin to have a permanent Companion-the first to become one
of us”

Mary looked out the travel cube' s transparent side, at the gorgeous autumn countryside.
And sheamiled.

The driver let them off on the solar-pand array, which doubled as alanding pad, next to Ponter and
Adikor’ s house. Grown by arboriculture, the house' s central structure was the hollow bole of amassive
deciduoustree. Mary had seen Ponter’ s home before, but not with al the leaves having changed color. It
looked magnificent.

Inside, chemicd reactions produced acool green-whitelight, running in ribs up the sdes of thewalls.
Ponter’ s dog Pabo bounded over to greet them. Mary had gotten used to the animal’ swolflike
appearance, and bent down to scratch her behind the ears.

Mary looked around the circular living chamber. “It'stoo bad | can't stay here,” she said wistfully.

Ponter took her in hisarms, and Mary hugged him, resting her head on his shoulder. Still, four daysa
month with Ponter beat full-timewith Colm.

Whenever she thought about Colm, the topic he’ d raised came to mind, atopic that Mary had obvioudy
suppressed thinking about until Colm had brought it into the open.

“Ponter,” Mary said softly, feding his chest rise and fal as he breathed.
“Yes, woman thet | love?’

“Next year,” said Mary, trying to keep her tone as neutra as possible, “anew generationisto be
conceived.”

Ponter let go of Mary and looked at her, dowly lifting his eyebrow as he did so. “Ka.”
“ Shouldwe have achild then?’
Ponter’ seyes went wide. “I did not think that was an option,” he said at last.

“Because we have different chromosome counts, you mean. Certainly, that would be an obstacle, but
there must be some way to get around it. And, well, Jockhas sent me here to learn about Neanderthal
genetic technology. While I’'m exploring thet, | could look into ways in which we might be ableto
combine our own DNA and produce a child.”



“Redly?

Mary nodded. “ Of course, the fertilization would have to be donein vitro .”

Hak bleeped.

“In glassware. Outside my body.”

“Ah,” said Ponter. “1 am surprised that your belief system supports that process, while banning so much
elserelated to reproduction.”

Mary shrugged. “Y eah, the Roman Catholic Church isagaingt I VF-in vitrofertilization. But | do want a
baby. | wantyour baby. And | can’t see how giving nature alittle helping hand iswrong.” She lowered
her gaze. “But | know you aready have two children. Perhaps...perhaps you don't want to be afather
agan?’

“I willalways be afather,” said Ponter, “until theday | die.” Mary lifted her eyes, and was glad to see
Ponter was looking right at her. “1 had not thought about having another child, but...”

Mary felt asthough she were about to burst. She hadn’t realized until just this moment how very much
indeed she wanted Ponter’ s answer to beyes. “But what?’ she said.

Ponter lifted his massive shoulders, but they moved dowly, ponderoudy, asif he were shifting the weight
of hisworld with them. “But we believe in zero population growth. Klast and | have two children aready;
they are our replacements.”

“But Adikor and Lurt have only one child,” said Mary.
“Dab, yes. But they may try again next year.”

“Arethey going to do that? Have you discussed it with Adikor?” Mary did not like the desperation that
had come into her tone.

“No, | havenot,” said Ponter. “I suppose | could broach the topic, but even if they are not going to try
again, the Gray Council-*

“Damniit, Ponter, I'm sick of the Gray Council! I'm sick of al theserulesand regulations! I'm sick of a
bunch of old people contralling your life.”

Ponter looked at Mary, hiseyebrow lifted again in surprise. “They are elected, you know. The rulesthey
enact are the rules my people have chosen for themselves.”

Mary took adeep breath. “1 know. I'm sorry. It'sjust-it’ sjust that it shouldn’t matter to anyone but you
or meif we have ababy.”

“You are correct,” said Ponter. “Asis, some peoplein my world have more than two children. Twinsare
not uncommon; my nearest neighbor hastwin sons. And, often enough, there will be three conceptions by
awoman: one when sheis nineteen years old, another when sheistwenty-nine, and sometimes again
when sheisthirty-nine”

“I''mthirty-nine. Why can't wetry?’
“There will be those who will say such achild would beunnaturd ,” replied Ponter.

Mary looked around. She moved over to one of the couches growing out of the wall, and patted the spot
next to her, inviting Ponter to join her. Hedid.

“Wherel comefrom,” said Mary, “many people say that two men having-what did Louise call it back at
Reuben’ s place?* Affectionate touching of the genitals ? There are those among my specieswho say
thatthat is unnatural, and that relations between two women are unnatural, too.” Mary’ sface wasfirm.
“But they’ rewrong. | don’'t know if | would have said that with such assurance before first coming to
your world, but I know it now.” She nodded, as much to hersalf asto Ponter. “The world-anyworld-isa
better place when people are in love, when people care about other people, and, aslong as those people



are consenting adults, it’s nobody’ s business except their own who they are. A mae and afemae, or two
males, or two femdes-they'redlnaturd , aslong asthey’rein love. And aGliksnand a
Baragt-that’ snaturdl, too, if they’rein love.”

“Andwearein love,” said Ponter, taking Mary’ ssmdl hand in histwo massive ones. “But, ill, thereare
peoplein your world and mine who will object to our having achild.”

Mary nodded sadly. “I know, yes.” Shelet air escape from her lungsin along, rueful sigh. “Y ou know
Reuben isblack.”

“More of amedium brown, | would say,” replied Ponter, smiling. “ A rather nice shade.”

But Mary wasin no mood for jokes. “ And Louise Benoit iswhite. There are still peoplein my world who
object to ablack man and awhite woman having arelationship. But they are wrong, wrong, wrong. Just
asthose who might object to us being together-or having a child together-are wrong, wrong, wrong.”

“1 agree, of course, but-*

“But what? Nothing could be a better symbol of the synergy between our worlds-and of our love for
each other-than us having ababy together.”

Ponter looked into Mary’ s eyes, his golden orbs dancing with excitement. “Y ou areright, my love. You
are bsolutely right.”

Chapter Thirteen

“It wasthat questing spirit that made brave men and women like Y uri Gagarin and Vaentina Tereshkova
and John Glennride on pillars of flameinto Earth orbit...”

Every week, Jock Krieger reviewed the press coverage of the Neanderthals, both in the hundred and
forty magazines Synergy subscribed to and as collected and forwarded by various print, radio, and video
clipping services. The current batch of materia included a preprint of an interview with Lonwis Trob
coming up inPopular Mechanics; afive-part series from theSan Francisco Chronicle on what
Neandertha technology was doing to the future of Silicon Valey firms; an appearance by runner Jalsk
Laplun on ABC' sWide World of Sports; an editoria from theMinnegpolis Star Tribune saying Tukana
Prat should win the Nobel Peace Prize for finding away to keep contact between the two worlds open;
aCNN specid with Craig Ventner interviewing Borl Kadas, who headed the Neandertha version of the
Human Genome Project; an NHK documentary on Neanderthasin fact and fiction; aDVD re-release
of Quest for Fire with an audio commentary track by a Neanderthal pal eoanthropologist; anew
Department of Defense study of security issuesrelated to interdimensiond portals, and more.

L ouise Benoit had come down to the living room of the old mansion that housed the Synergy Group to
have alook through the materids, aswell. She was reading an articleinNew Scientist that questioned
why Neanderthals had ever domesticated dogs given that their own sense of smell was &t least as good
asthat possessed by canines, meaning dogs would have added little to their ability to hunt. But shewas
interrupted when Jock blew out air noigly.

“What' swrong?’ asked Louise, looking over the magazine at him.

“| get sick of this,” Jock said, indicating the pile of magazines, newspaper clippings, audio tapes, and
VHS cassettes. “| get Sick to degth of it. ‘ The Neanderthal s are more peaceful than weare.” ‘The
Neanderthas are more environmentally consciousthan we are.” ‘ The Neanderthals are more enlightened
thanweare’ Why the hell should that be?’

“Y ou redly want to know?’ asked Louise, smiling. She rummaged in the pile of magazines, then plucked
out the currentMaclean’s . “Did you read the guest editorid in here?’



“Not yet.”
“It saysthat the Neanderthds are like Canadians, and the Gliksins are like Americans.”
“What the hell isthat supposed to mean?’

“Wadll, the writer saysthe Neanderthas believe in everything that Canada standsfor: socidism, pacifism,
environmentalism, humanism.”

“Good grief,” said Jock.

“Oh, comeon,” said Louise, her toneteasing. | overheard you talking to Kevin: you agreed with Pat
Buchanan when he said my country should be called * Soviet Canuckistan.” “

“Canadians are Gliksins, too, Dr. Benoit.”
“Not dl of them,” Louise sad, till teasing. “ After dl, Ponter isa Canadian citizen.”

“I hardly think that’ s the reason they keep coming off so wdll in the press. It' sthat bloody left-wing
journdigtic bias”

“No, | don't think so,” said Louise, setting down her magazine. “The red reason the Neanderthals keep
coming off better than usisthat they’ ve got bigger brains. Neanderthal crania capacities are ten percent
greater than our own. We ve got just barely enough brains to think through the first stage of ideas: if we
build a better spear, we can kill more animals. But, unlesswe make ared effort, we don't see ahead to
gsagetwo: if wekill too many animals, therewon't be any Ieft, and we' |l sarve. The Neanderthds, it
seems, grasped the big picture from day one.”

“Then why did we defeat them here, in the past of this Earth?”

“Because we had consciousness-true sdf-awareness-and they did not. Remember my theory: the
universe split into two when consciousness first emerged. In one branch, we, and only we, had it. Inthe
other, they, and only they, had it. Isit any wonder that, regardless of brain size or physical robustness, it
was the truly conscious beings who prevailed in their respective timelines? But now we re comparing
conscious beings with 1400 cc’s of brain to those with over 1500.” She smiled. “We' ve been waiting for
the big-brained diensto show up, and now they have. But they didn’t come from Alpha Centauri; they
came from right next door.”

Jock frowned. “A big brain doesn't necessarily mean moreintelligence.”

“Notnecessarily , no. Still, the averageHomo sapiens has an |Q of 100, by definition. And it’ s distributed
on abell curve: for every one of uswith an IQ of 130, there’ s another with an 1Q of 70. But suppose
they had an average 1Q of 110 instead of 100-even before they purged their gene pool. That might make
adl thedifference”

“You mentioned the bell curve. | read that book, and-*

“And it wasfull of crap. IQ smply doesn't vary between racid groups except when manutrition has been
afactor. You' ve met my boyfriend, Reuben Montego. Well, he'san M.D., and he’ sblack. IfThe Bell
Curvewasright, he should be an incredible rarity, but of course he' s not. Previous disparities were
caused by economic or socid barriersto higher education for blacks, not by any inherent inferiority.”

“But you' re saying weare inherently inferior to the Neanderthas?’

Louise shrugged. “ There' s no doubt that we are physicaly inferior. Why should it be so hard to accept
that we aso are mentdly?’

Jock made adisgusted face. “1 guesswhen you put it likethat...” But then he shook his head. “Stll, | hate
it. When | wasat RAND, we spent dl our time trying to outfox enemies that were our match
intellectudly. Oh, sometimes they had a hardware advantage, and sometimes we did, but there was no



notion of one sde being inherentlybrighter than the other. But here-*

“WEe re not trying to outfox the Neanderthas,” said Louise. And then, lifting her eyebrows, she added,
“Arewe?’

“What? No, no. Of course not. Don’t be silly, young lady.”
“A baby?’ said Lurt Fradlo, hands on her broad hips. “Y ou and Ponter want to have a baby?’

Mary nodded timidly. She' d left Ponter a his home, and had journeyed by travel cubeto Lurt’shousein
Saddak Center. “That’ sright.”

Lurt opened her arms and gave Mary abig hug. “Wonderful!” she said. “ Absolutely wonderful!”
Mary felt her whole body relaxing. “1 didn’t know if you would approve.”

“Why would | not gpprove?’ asked Lurt. “Ponter isawonderful person, and you are awonderful
person. Y ou will maketerrific parents.” She paused. “1 cannot tell with you Gliksins. How old are you,
my dear?’

“Thirty-nineyears,” replied Mary. “ About five hundred and twenty months.”
Lurt lowered her voice. “For our kind, it isdifficult to conceive by that age.”

“Mine, too, athough we have dl sorts of drugs and techniquesthat can help. But thereis onelittle
problem...” “Oh?

“Yes. Baradts, like you and Ponter, have twenty-four pairs of chromosomes. Gliksins like me have only
twenty-three.”

Lurt frowned. “That will makefertilization very difficult.”

Mary nodded. “Oh, yes. | doubt we could do it at al just by having sex.”

“Do not give up trying, though!” said L urt, grinning.

Mary grinned back. “Not achance. But | was hoping to find away that we could combine Ponter’s
DNA and mine. One of the chromosomesin my kind formed from the union of two of the chromosomes
in the common ancestor we both share. Genetically, the actual content of the DNA sequencesisvery
smilar, but it happensto al be on one long chromosome inHomo sapiens, instead of two shorter ones
inHomo neanderthadenss.”

Lurt was nodding dowly. “And you hope to overcome this problem?’

“That was my thought. | think it could be done, even just with the techniques my people have available,
but it would be very tricky. But your people are further along in alot of ways. | waswondering if you
knew anyone who might be an expert in thisarea?’

“I very much like you, Mare, but youdo have atendency to put your foot right in it.”

“Pardon?’

“Therelsasolution to your problem-agperfect solution. But...”

“But whet?’

“But it isbanned.”

“Banned? Why?’

“Because of the danger it posed to our way of life. There was a geneticist named Vissan Lennet. Until
four months ago, shelived in Kraldak.”

“Whichis?

“A town perhaps 350,000 armspans south of here. But sheleft.”

“Sheleft Krddak?' sad Mary.

But Lurt shook her head. “ She lefteverything .”

Mary felt her eyebrows shooting up. “My God-do you mean she killed hersdf?’



“What? No, sheis ill dive. At least, asfar as anyone knows-not that we have any way to contact her.”
Mary gestured at Lurt’ sforearm. “Can't you just call her up?’

“No. That iswhat | am trying to say. Vissan left our society. She gouged out her Companion and went to
liveinthewilderness”

“Why would she do that?’

“Vissan was agreat geneticist, but she had developed a device the High Gray Council could not
countenance. In fact, thelocal High Grays called me and asked my opinion of it. | did not want to see
research suppressed, but the High Grays felt they had no choice, given what Vissan had done.”

“Good Chrigt, you make it sound as though she created some sort of genetic weapon!”

“What? No, no, of course not. She was not alunatic. The device Vissan built was a...a‘ codon writer,’ |
suppose would be the correct phrase. It could be programmed to output any sequence of
deoxyribonucleic acid or ribonucleic acid imaginable, long with associated proteins. If you could think it
up, Vissan's codon writer could produceit.”

“Redlly? Wow! That sounds amazingly ussful.”

“It wastoo useful, at least according to the High Gray Council. Y ou see, among many other things, it
allowed the production of....of ... am not sure of your word: the half-sets of chromosomesthat exist in sex
cdls”

“Haploid sets” said Mary. “The twenty-three-excuse me, twenty-fourchromosomes-that are found in
Sperm or eggs.”

“Exactly.”

“But why would that be aproblem?’ asked Mary.

“Because of our system of justice,” said Lurt. “Do you not see? When we Sterilize acriminal and hisor
her close rdatives, we are preventing them from producing haploid chromosome sets, we are preventing
them from being able to reproduce. But Vissan's codon writer would have alowed the sterilized to
circumvent their punishment, and till passtheir genes on to the next generation, by smply programming
the device to produce chromosomes for them containing their own genetic information.”

“And that’ swhy the device was banned?’

“Exactly,” said Lurt. “The High Grays ordered the research halted-and Vissan was furious. She said she
could not be part of asociety that suppressed knowledge, and so she left.”

“$0...0 Vissanisliving off the land?’
Lurt nodded. “It is easy enough to do. Asyouths, we are dl trained in the required skills.”
“But...but it’s soon going to be the dead of winter.”

“Doubtless she will have built acabin or some other shelter. In any event, Vissan's codon writer isthe
device you need. There was only one prototype built, before the High Gray Council banned it. Normally,
of course, nothing can go missing in thisworld: the Companion implants see and record dl. But Vissan
disposed of the prototypeafter she had gouged out her Companion, and while shewas aone. The
prototype likdly ill exigts, and it isclearly theided tool for making the hybrid child you desire”

“If I canonly findit,” said Mary.

“Exactly,” sad Lurt. “If you canonly find it.”

Chapter Fourteen
“And it was that questing spirit that |etEagleand Columbia, Intrepidand Y ankee Clipper, Aquariusand



Odyssey, Antaresand Kitty Hawk, Falconand Endeavour, Orionand Casper,and Challengerand
Americafly to themoon...”

Mary’ s permanent Companion implant had to be installed by aNeandertha surgeon. Prior to the
operation, Mary had returned to the equipment room above the Debral mine where her temporary unit
had originally been strapped on, since that was the only place at which its clagps would open. Then,
accompanied by two burly Neanderthal enforcers, Mary had been taken to the hospita in Saldak
Center.

The surgeon, afemale named K orbonon, was amember of generation 145, about Mary’s age.
Korbonon normally worked on repairing severely damaged limbs, such as those that sometimes resulted
when a hunt went horribly wrong; her knowledge of musculature and nerve tissue was second to none.

“Thisisgoing to beabit tricky,” said Korbonon. The temporary Companion was sitting on asmall table,
hooked up to an externa power source; it was unattached to Mary, but till doing trandations for her,
through its externa speaker. Korbonon clearly wasn't used to having her speech trandated; she spoke
loudly, asif Mary could understand her Neanderthal words. “Y our forearm isless muscled than aBarast
one, which may make anchoring the Companion difficult. But | see what they said about Gliksin
proportionsistrue: your upper and lower arms are the same length; that should give us some extra
territory to work with.” Barast forearms were noticeably shorter than their upper arms; their shinswere
aso shorter than ther thighs.

“I would have thought thiswas aroutine operation,” said Mary.

Korbonon's eyebrow was alight reddish blond. It rose. “Routine? Not adding afirst Companion to an
adult arm. Of course, when the Companions were introduced, amost a thousand months ago, they were
mostly ingtaled in adults-but the surgeons who did that then are dl long dead. No, this operation has only
been occasiondly performed since, mostly on those who have lost the arm that contained the implant they
received in childhood.”

“Ah,” said Mary. She wasleaning back in something that vaguely resembled adentist’ s chair with
dtirrups-apparently an al-purpose operating platform. Her left arm was Sitting on alittle table that
protruded from one side of the chair. Theinside of her arm had been swabbed with something that
wasn't alcohol-it was apink liquid that smelled sour, but apparently served the purpose of disinfecting the
skin. Still, Mary was surprised to see that Korbonon wasn't wearing aface mask. “Our surgeons usually
cover their noses and mouths,” said Mary, abit concerned.

“Why?" asked Korbonon.

“To keep them from infecting the patient, and the patient from infecting them.”

“I might aswell operate blindfolded!” declared Korbonon.

Mary was about to question the statement, then realized what the surgeon meant: the acute Neanderthal
sense of smell provided acrucial part of their perception.

“What will you do about anesthetic?’ asked Mary. For the first time, she was grateful that Ponter wasn't
here. Knowing his sense of humor, he would have doubtless quipped, “ Anesthetic? What isthat?’-to be
followed, of course, after a suitable pause, with “ Just kidding.” She was nervous enough asit was.

“Wewill use aneurona interrupter,” replied Korbonon.

“Redly?’ said Mary, the scientist in her coming to the fore, despite her apprehension about the operation.
“We use chemicd agents”

The surgeon nodded. “We used to do that,” she said, “ but they take time to become effective, timeto
wear off, and are difficult to localize precisaly. Also, of course, some people have dlergiesto chemica
anesthetics”

“Y et another technology my people will doubtless want to trade for,” said Mary. A second femae



loomed in-Mary didn’t know anything about Barast medicd hierarchies;, she might have been anurse or
another doctor, or held some position that had no counterpart in the Gliksin world. In any event, she
wrapped an eastic metalized band around Mary’ sleft forearm just below the elbow, and then attached
another one just above the wrist. Then, to Mary’ s astonishment, she took out what looked like afat
Magic Marker, and started drawing a complexseries of lines between the two bands. Rather than ink,
though, what |ooked like liquid metal came out. But it was't hot, and it quickly dried, gaining amatte
finish asit did so. The color was wrong, but the effect was like that chocolate syrup for ice cream that
hardens quickly into acrust. “What are you doing?’ asked Mary.

The Barast with the marker made no reply. But the surgeon said, “ Sheistracing the gppropriate nerve
trunksin your forearm. The linesform eectrical connections between the two destabilizers.”

After afew minutes, the second female nodded, apparently to hersalf, and moved away, approaching a
small control console. She pulled out a series of control buds, and Mary felt her forearm go numb.
“Wow,” shesad.

“All right,” said Korbonon. “Herewe go.” And before Mary knew what was happening, the surgeon had
dived in and made along incision paralel to Mary’ sradius. Mary dmost threw up as her own blood
welled out, spilling onto the little table, which she now noted had araised lip al around its edge.

Mary was shocked-and was worried about goinginto shock. In her world, great efforts were taken to
keep patients from being able to see themsel ves during surgery. But here, no thought had been givento
that. Maybe having to kill your own food, even occasiondly, was enough to put an end to such
sgueamishness. Mary swallowed hard and tried to cam hersdlf; it redlly wasn’ tthat much blood...wasit?

She wondered what happened during thoracic surgery. Gliksin surgeons were presented with a patient
whose face was covered, and had only atiny, exposed surgical field. Did the Barasts do it that way, too?
The main reason, after al, wasn't to keep the patient from getting covered with blood. Rather, Mary had
been told by one of her doctor friends, it was a psychologica aid for the surgeon-away of keeping him
or her focused on the problem in cutting and splicing, rather than thinking of themselves as carving into
the home of another human soul. But the Barasts, with their complete lack of Cartesan duality and their
indifference to gore, perhaps had no such need.

Korbonon dipped severd blue springlike things into the wound that apparently did the samejob as
forceps, holding it open. Other little clips and doodads were attached to arteries, veins, and nerves. Mary
could clearly seeinto the opening in her skin, cutting through fat and meet al the way down to the dick
grayish solidity of her radius.

Moments ater, the other Barast-the one who had painted the nerve-deadening lineson Mary’s
forearm-moved in. The Barast doctors were wearing short-deeved yellow shirts and long blue gloves
that went past their elbows, Mary thought perhaps they went that high to keep blood from getting matted
into their hairy forearms.

The second Barast picked up Mary’s new Companion and removed it from its sterile wrapping. Mary
had gotten used to the look of the faceplates, but had never seen the other side of one. It was scul pted
like atopographic modd, with highs, lows, and channels, presumably to accommodate blood vessals.
Mary watched in queasy fascination as her own radid artery-the suicide s favorite-was severed. It was
quickly clamped at both ends, but not before atube of blood afoot long had shot out.

Mary winced, wondering how Vissan Lennet, the creator of the codon writer, had managed to
sdf-perform theremova of her Companion; it must have been horrendoudly difficult.

The surgeon next used alaser scalpel, smilar to the one Mary herself had had to use when Ponter was
shot outside the United Nations. The two ends of Mary’ sradia artery were attached to two different
apertures on the underside of the Companion. She knew the Companions had no power source of their
own; they were fueled by bodily processes. Well, the pumping strength of blood through the radid artery



was certainly agood source of power; apparently the Companion had a hydroelectric-or would that be
sanguinoel ectric?-generating plant built in.

Mary kept meaning to turn away-just as she always quickly hustled past the TV seriesThe Operation on
The Learning Channel when surfing. But it redly wasinteresting in an awful sort of way. She watched as
the Companion ingtallation was completed, the blood vessels cauterized, and her skin sedled by minute
laser blagts. Findly aputtylike caulking was extruded al around the edges of her Companion, apparently
to promote hedling.

By comparison, the remaining surgery-inserting the two cochlear implants-was minor, or so it seemed,
athough that might have just been a consequence of Mary being unable to see that part of the operation.

Atladt, it wasdl done. Mary’ s arm had been wiped clean of blood, the protective film had been
removed from the Companion’ s faceplate, and the cochlear implants had had their output balanced and
tuned.

“All right,” said the surgeon, reaching down to Mary’ sforearm and pulling out asmall beadlike control
bud, one of six, each adifferent color. “Hereyou go.”

“Hello, Mary,” said asynthesized voice. It sounded as though it were coming from the middle of her
head, exactly between her ears. The voice was Neanderthal oid-deep, resonant, probably female-but it
managed theee phoneme in Mary’ s name perfectly; clearly, that problem had been addressed and
solved.

“Hdlo,” said Mary. “Um, what should | call you?’

“Whatever you wish.”

Mary frowned, then: “How about Chrigtine?’ Christine was Mary’ssgter’ s name.

“That' sfine,” said thevoicein her head. “ Of course, if you change your mind, you' re free to rename me
asoftenasyou like”

“Okay,” said Mary, then: “ Say, did you say ‘that’s and ‘you're 7’

“Ves”

Mary made an impressed face. “ So you can use contractions! Ponter’s Companion can't.”

“It wasn't adifficult programming issue,” said Christine, “ once the underlying concept was grasped.”

Mary was startled by atap on her shoulder. She d blanked out the exterior world while talking with the
Companion; shewondered if she had tilted her head the way Neanderthas routindly did-whether that
was something that happened naturaly, or was alearned behavior, acourtesy to let others know that you
were momentarily preoccupied.

“S0,” said the surgeon, smiling down a Mary, who was still seated in the operating chair. “1 takeit your
Companionisworking?’ For thefirst time, Mary heard atrandation the way Ponter did-not through an
externa earpiece, but aswords flowering full-blown in her head. The Companion was agood mimic;
athough the English words were emphasized at bizarre points-asif William Shatner were saying
them-they were presented in avoice much like the surgeon’s own.

“Yes, indeed,” said Mary-and as soon as she' d finished, her Companion’ s external speaker announced
what Mary recognized as the Neandertha equivdent: “Kapan ka.”

“All right, then,” said thewoman, dill amiling. “That’sit.”
“Ismy Companion transmitting to my dibi archive?’

“Yes” replied the surgeon, and “1 am,” said Chrigtinein her own voice after trandating the surgeon’s
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Mary got out of the chair, thanked the surgeon and her colleague, and headed on her way. When she



cameto the medica facility’ slobby, she saw four male Neanderthals, each of which seemed to have a
broken arm or leg. One was dressed in the silver of an Exhibitionist. Mary figured such aperson
wouldn’t be offended by questions, so she walked up to him and said, “What happened?’

“Tous?’ asked the Exhibitionist. “ Just the usud: hunting injuries.”

Mary thought of Erik Trinkaus and his observation that ancient Neanderthas often had injuriessmilar to
those of rodeo riders. “What were you hunting?’

“Moose,” said the Exhibitionist.

Mary was disappointed that it wasn't something more exatic. “Isit worth it?” sheasked. “ Theinjuriesl
mean?’

The Exhibitionist shrugged. “ Getting to eat mooseis. There' sonly so much passenger pigeon and buffalo
you can take.”

“Wdl,” said Mary, “I hopethey get you dl fixed up quickly.”
“Oh, they will,” said the Exhibitionist with asmile.

Mary said goodbye and |eft the hospital, going out into the late-afternoon sun; she' d probably given the
Exhibitionist’ s audience quite atrest.

And then it hit her: she'd just entered aroom that contained four males she' d never met, and rather than
being terrified, as she would have been back on her world even after learning the identity of her rapist,
she hadn’t felt any gpprehension. Indeed, she’ d brazenly waked over to one of the men and struck up a
conversation.

She looked down inwonder at her forearm, at her Companion, at Chrigtine. The notion that everyone's
activitieswere being recorded hadn’t seemed red until her own permanent Companion had been made
part of her. But now she understood howliberating it was. Here, she was safe. Oh, there might still belots
of people of ill will around her, but they would never try anything...because they could never get away
with anything.

Mary could have had Christine call for atravel cubeto take her back to Lurt’ s house, but it was alovely
fal day, and so she decided to walk. And, for the first time on thisworld, she found herself easily meeting
the eyes of other Neanderthals, as though they were her small-town neighbors, as though she belonged,
asthough she were home.

Chapter Fifteen

“There are human footprints preserved in volcanic ash at Laetoli, made by amaleand afemde
austraopithecine, the ancestorsto both Gliksins and Barasts, just wandering, walking dowly, side by
sde, exploring: the origind smal hominid steps. And there are human footprints at Tranquility Base and
the Ocean of Storms and FraMauro and Hadley Rille and Descartes and Taurus-Littrow on the
moon-truly giant legps...”

Mary was exhausted from the surgery, and when she arrived a L urt’ shouse, she smply went to deep,
having along nap on the recessed square filled with cushions that served as her bed. She didn’t wake
until Lurt got home from her |ab two daytenths|ater.

“Seel” said Mary, showing off her new Companion.

Almost al Companions|ooked the same, but Lurt evidently detected that Mary wanted a compliment.
“It'slovdy,” shesad.

“lsn’'tit, though?’ said Mary. “But it snot an it; it sashe. Her nameis Chrigtine.”
“Hello,” said the synthesized voice from Chrigting' s spesker.



“Chriging,” said Mary, “thisis Scholar Lurt Fradlo. She isthe woman-mate of Scholar Adikor Huld,
who isthe man-mate of my...” Mary hated, looking for the correct word, then, with a shrug, continued:
“...of my boyfriend, Scholar-and Envoy-Ponter Boddit.”

“Hedthy day, Scholar Fradlo,” said Chrigtine.

“Hedlthy day,” replied Lurt. “You may cdl meLurt.”

“Thank you,” said the Companion.

Lurt took adeep breath, apparently inhaling scents. “Ginrad is not homeyet,” she said. Ginrdd was
Lurt’swoman-mate.

“No,” said Mary. “Nor isDab or Karatal.” Dab was L urt’s young son by Adikor Huld; Karatal was
Ginrdd' s young daughter by her own man-mate.

Lurt nodded. “Good. Then perhaps we can talk. Thereisacircumstance we must resolve.”
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But then Lurt remained sillent, apparently reluctant to go on.

“Have | done something wrong?’ asked Mary. “Have | offended you somehow?’ She knew being in this
world would be fraught with cultura difficulties, but she'd tried hard to follow Lurt’ slead in everything.

“No, no,” said Lurt. “Nothing like that.” She gestured for Mary to have aseet in the circular living area.
Mary moved to the couch, and Lurt straddled a nearby saddle-seat. “It's smply aquestion of your living
arangements.”

Mary nodded. Of course. “I’ ve overstayed my welcome,” shesaid. “I'm sorry.”

Lurt raised alarge hand, pam out. “Please don’t misunderstand. | enjoyed your company on your
previousvigt greatly. But my homeisaready crowded. Granted, Dab will leave usin a couple of
tenmonthsto go live with Ponter and Adikor, but...”

Mary nodded. “But that’ sin a couple of tenmonths.”
“Exactly,” sad Lurt. “If you' re to spend much timein thisworld, you must have your own home.”

Mary frowned. “I have no idea how to do that. And I'll haveto talk to Ponter. It's one thing to have his
account debited for my incidentals, but if I’ m going to buy ahouse-*

Lurt laughed, but it wasn't derisive. “ Y ou don't buy ahouse. Y ou select one that' s vacant and occupy it.
Y our contribution is unquestioned; you have brought much new knowledgeto us. Y ou are certainly
entitled to ahouse.”

“Y ou mean houses aren’t privately owned?’

“No. Why would they be? Ah, | think | see. Remember, we have astable population size. Thereisno
need for new houses, except to replace those trees that ultimately die. And treesfor houses are planted
and tended by the government, since, after dl, it’ salong time before they’ re big enough to be occupied.
But there are always some surplus ones, to accommodate temporary vistorsto Sadak. We can find you
one of those. | know an excellent carpenter who can make furniture for you-I rather suspect she would
enjoy the challenge of accommodating your particular needs.” Lurt paused for amoment. “Of course,
you would beliving done.”

Mary didn’t want to say that would be ardief-but, in fact, she was used to being on her own. Inthe
years since she and Colm had split, Mary had gotten to quite enjoy her quiet evenings at home. In
comparison, the hustle and bustle of Lurt’ s household had been nerve-wracking. And yet-

And yet, thisworld was sostrange . Mary was nowhere near ready to dedl with it without assistance.
Even with theaid of Chrigtine, she knew shewas till in way over her head.

“Do you perhaps have afriend who could use aroommate?’ asked Mary. “Y ou know, someonewho is



aone, but might enjoy sharing household duties for awhile with another?’

Lurt tapped her thumb against the center of her forehead, just above where the twin arches of her
browridgejoined. “Let methink...Let methink...” But then shetipped her head, clearly listeningto a
suggestion from her own Companion. “ That’san excellent idea,” she said, nodding. Shelooked at Mary.
“Thereisawoman named Bandra Tolgak who lives not far from here. Sheisageologist, and one of my
favorite people. And she' s absolutely fascinated by Gliksins.”

“And she doesn't have afamily living with her?’

“That’ sright. Her union with her woman-mate dissolved some time ago, and both of Bandra' s children
have left home now-her younger daughter just recently. She's mentioned how empty her house seems;
perhaps she might be amenable to an arrangement...”

It wasacool fal day, with cirrus clouds finger-painted on aslvery sky. Lurt and Mary waked aong.
Ahead was a building about the width of afootball field and, judging by the deployment of windows, four
goriestdl. “Thisisour Science Academy-the one for women,” said Lurt. “Bandra Tolgek works here.”

They cameto one of many doors-solid, opague, hinged. Lurt opened it, and they continued down a
corridor, square in cross section, light provided by catalytic reactionsinsde tubes set into the walls.
Many female Neanderthas of generation 147-theright age for auniversity education-were milling about,
and avariety of spindly robotswere zipping to and fro, running errands. L urt stopped when they cameto
the sation for apair of elevators. Neanderthds, very sensibly, Ieft their eevator doors open whenidle,
keeping the cabs from getting stuffy and making it obvious at a glance when one was available on the
current floor. Lurt led Mary into the one that was waiting. “Bandra Tolgak’slab,” Lurt said into the air.
The doors closed, and the elevator began moving upward. After afew seconds, the doors reopened, and
they were looking out into another corridor. “Third door on your right,” said asynthesized voice.

Mary and Lurt walked to that door, opened it, and entered.
“Hedthy day, Bandra,” said Lurt.

A Neanderthd woman'’ s broad back was facing them. She turned around and smiled. “Lurt Fradlo!
Hedlthy day!” Then her eyes-an arresting wheet color-fell on Mary. “And you must be Scholar
Vaughan,” shesaid. “Lurt said you were coming.” She smiled again and, to Mary’ s astonishment, offered
her hand.

Mary took it and shook it firmly. “I-1 didn’t think Neanderthal s shook hands.”

“Oh, wedon't,” said Bandra, grinning. “But | have been reading dl about you Gliksins. Such afascinating
people!” Shelet go of Mary’shand. “Did | do it properly?’

“Yes” sad Mary. “Just fine”

Bandrawas beaming. She was a 144, nine years older than Mary-actudly, eight and ahaf, morelikely,
since Mary had been born in September, and most Neandertha s were born in the spring. Bandra sfacid
and body hair was alovely mixture of copper and silver. “ Good, good. Oh, wait! Thereis another ritua!”
She composed her pleasant features into a mock-serious expression. “Howare you?’

Mary laughed. “I'm fine, thanks. And you?’

“I amfine, too.” Bandraburst out laughing. “ Such wonderful people! So many little pleasantries!” She
smiled at Mary. “It redly isatreat to meet you, Scholar Vaughan.”

“Youcancdl meMary.”
“No, | can't,” said Bandra, laughing again. “But | would be delighted to call you ‘Mare.” “

Bandra slab wasfilled with minerdogica specimens-rock crystds, polished stones, beautifully prepared
geodes, and more. “It' sapleasureto finaly meet aGliksin,” continued Bandra. “1 read everything | can



find about you people.”

“Um, thank you.”

“S0, tdll me about yourself. Do you have children?”

“Not yet,” said Mary.

“Ah. Well, | have two daughters and agrandson. Would you like to see pictures?’

“Um, sure”

But Bandralaughed once more. “Y ou Gliksins and your complex mannerst How wonderfully
accommodating you are! | understand | could force you to look for daytenths at images | have recorded
whiletraveling.”

Mary found hersdf feding very redaxed; Bandra s good humor was infectious.

“I hope you don’'t mind us stopping by,” said Lurt, “but...”

“But you were in the neighborhood!” said Bandra, grinning broadly at Mary.

Mary nodded.

“Out and about,” continued Bandra-saying it as*“ oot and aboot,” the exaggerated accent that Americans
ascribed to Canadians but that Mary had yet to actualy hear from any of her compatriots. “ Such
wonderful turns of phraseyou Gliksns have.”

“Thank you.”

“S0,” said Bandra, “Lurt said you had afavor to ask.” She gestured at the rocks spread out around the
room. “I can’t imagine what help a geologist might be to you, but-and this one is one of my favorites-*|
amadl ears’ “ Bandrabeamed at Mary.

“Wadl, um, I...um, I’'mlooking for a place to say, herein Saldak Center.”

“Redly?’ said Bandra

Mary smiled. “If I'mlying, I’'m dying.”

Bandraroared with laughter. “1 hope you' re doing neither!” She paused. “I do have abig old house, and
lamdl doneinit now.”

“So Lurt sad. | will only be here for amonth or so, but if you' d like to have ahousemate...”

“Iwould, but...” Bandratrailed off.

Mary wanted to say, “But what?’ But she had no right to pry; it was hardly incumbent on Bandrato
judtify turning Mary down.

Still, after amoment, Bandrawent on. “Only amonth, you say? So, you would be here only during the
next Two becoming One?’

“Yes” sad Mary, “but I'll stay out of your way then, of course.”

Mary could see emotions warring across Bandra s wide face-and she certainly could understand that.
The Neandertha woman was doubtless weighing the inconvenience of having astranger movein aganst
her scientific fascination at getting to spend time with abeing from another world.

“Very well,” said Bandra, at last. “What isyour phrase? ‘Y our homeis my home.” “

“I think it’ sthe other way around,” said Mary.

“Ah, yes, yed I'm dill learning!”

Mary smiled. “Soam 1.”

Chapter Sixteen

“But it has been three decades since Eugene Cernan became the last person to walk on the moon. The
last person! Who would have thought that whol e generations would be born after 1972 for whom the
notion of humans on other worlds would be nothing but alesson in higtory class...?’

Mary found Bandra s home much more comfortable than Lurt’s, even though it wasn't any bigger. For



onething, the furniture was more to Mary’ staste. And for another, it turned out that Bandrawas both a
bird-watcher and awonderful artist: she had covered the wooden interior wals and cellings with
Audubon-qudity paintings of loca birds, including, of course, passenger pigeons. Mary loved birds
hersdf: that had been why she’ d been working on passenger-pigeon DNA back at Y ork while her grad
sudent, Daria, had had the seemingly more sexy assignment of recovering genetic materia from an

Egyptian mummy.
Mary found it strange to come home before Bandra did-and even stranger just to walk in the front door.
But, of course, Neanderthals didn’t lock their homes; they didn’t haveto.

Bandra had a household robot-many Barasts did. It was aspindly, insectlike being. It regarded Mary
with blue mechanical eyes-not unlike those Lonwis had-but went puttering along, cleaning and dusting.

Although Mary knew she couldn’t see Ponter until Two next became One, there was no reason she
couldn’t call him-her shiny new Companion could connect to his Companion, or any other, without
difficulty.

And so Mary made hersalf comfortable-lying down on the couch in Bandra sliving room, staring up at
the beautiful mura on the ceiling-and had Chrigtine call up Hak.

“Hi, sweetie,” she said-which was even worse than “honey” asfar asbeing an endearment that couldn’t
be reproduced by Ponter, but all he would have heard was the trand ation Christine provided.

“Marel” Ponter’ svoice wasfull of excitement. “How good to hear from you!”

“I missyou,” Mary said. Shefdt like she was eighteen again, talking to her boyfriend Donny from her
bedroom at her parents’ house.

“I missyou, too.”

“Whereareyou?’

“| am taking Pabo for awak. We can both use the exercise.”

“Is Adikor with you?

“No, he'sat home. So, what's new?’

It was astonishing after dl thistime to hear Ponter using contractions-which led to Mary starting by telling
him al about the ingtallation of her permanent Companion. She went on to talk about moving into
Bandra s house, and then: “Lurt said something very intriguing. She said there’ sabanned device that
could hep ushaveachild.”

“Redly?’ sad Ponter. “What isit?’
“She sad it was the invention of someone named Vissan Lennet.”

“Oh!” said Ponter. 1 recal her now; | saw it on my Voyeur. She removed her Companion, and went to
livein the wilderness. Some sort of conflict with the High Grays over an invention.”

“Exectly!” said Mary. “ She'd invented adevice cdled acodon writer that could produce any DNA
gtrings one might want-which is exactly what we need in order to have ababy. Lurt thinks Vissan
probably till has her prototype.”

“Perhaps so,” said Ponter. “But if she does-excuse me. Good dog! Good dog! Here, there you go!
Fetch! Fetch! Sorry, | wassaying, if it doesexigt, it' s till banned.”

“That'sright,” said Mary. “Inthisworld. But if wetook it back tomy world...”

“That' sbrilliant!” said Ponter. “But how do we get it?’

“I figure wefind Vissan and smply ask her for it. What have we got to lose?”’

“And how do we find her? She doesn't have a Companion.”

“Wall, Lurt said she used to livein atown called Kradak. Do you know where that is?’

“Sure. It sjust north of LakeDuranlan -Lake Erie. Kradak is about where Detroit isin your world.”



“Wadll, if she'sliving in the wilderness, she can’t have gone too far from there, can she?’

“I suppose. She certainly couldn’t use any form of transit without a Companion.”

“And Lurt said she' s probably built acabin.”

“That makes sense”

“So we could search satellite photos for anew cabin-one that isn't on maps that are more than four
monthsold.”

“Y ou're forgetting where you are, my love,” said Ponter. “ Barasts have no satellites.”
“Right. Damn. What about aerid reconnaissance? Y ou know-pictures taken from airplanes?’

“No arplanes, either-although we ve got helicopters.”

“WEell, would there be any hdlicopter surveys done since she left?’

“How long ago wasthat again?’

“Lurt said about four months.”

“Well, then, yes, sure. Forest fires are aproblem in summer, of course-both those caused by lightning
and by human error. Aerid photographs are taken to track them.”

“Can we accessthem?’

“Hak?’

Hak’ svoice cameinto Mary’ s head. “lam accessing them, even aswe speak,” the Companion said.
“According to the alibi archives, Vissan Lennet’s Companion went off-line on 148/101/17, and there
have been three aerial surveys of Kraldak and environs since then. But athough a cabin might be easily
visblein winter, when the deciduous trees have logt their leaves, spotting such athing through the
summertime canopy will bedifficult.”

“Butyou'll try?’ asked Mary.

“Of course”

“It' s probably pointless, though,” said Mary with asigh. “ Surely others have tried to track her down, if
what Lurt said about Vissan's codon writer istrue.”

“Why?

“Wdll, you know: sterilized individuas, looking to circumvent the sanction that had been imposed on
them.”

“Perhaps,” replied Ponter, “but it's not been that long since Vissan chose to leave society, and there are
not that many sterilized people. And, after al, no one on thisworld islooking to conceive prior to next
summer, 0-

“Excuseme,” said Hak. “I havefound it.”

“Wha?' sad Mary.

“The cabin-or, at least, acabin that is not on any of the older maps. It is approximately thirty-five
kilometers due west of Kraldak.” Hak trandated the Neanderthal unitsfor Mary, athough Ponter had
probably heard something like 70,000 armspans’ through his cochlear implants.

“Wonderful!” exclamed Mary. “Ponter, wehave to go see her!”

“Certainly,” hesad.

“Can you go tomorrow?”’

Ponter’ svoice was heavy. “Mare...”

“What? Oh, | know. | know, Two are not One but...”

v

Mary sghed. “No, you're right. Well, then, can we go when Twoare next One?’
“Of course, my love. We can do whatever you want then.”

“All right,” said Mary. “It' sadate.”



Bandraand Mary seemed very smpatico-aword Bandrardished using. They both liked to spend quiet
evenings a home, and athough they had an endless array of scientific thingsto discuss, they aso touched
on more persona matters.

It reminded Mary of her first dayswith Ponter, quarantined at Reuben Montego’s house. Sharing
opinions and ideas with Bandrawasintellectualy and emotiondly stimulating, and the femae Neanderthd
had awonderfully warm way about her, kind and funny.

Stll, asthey sat in the living room of Bandra s house, the topics sometimes got, if not heated, at least
quite pointed.

“You know,” said Bandra, Sitting at the opposite end of acouch from Mary, “this excessve desire for
privacy must befueled by your religions. At first | thought it was just because certain gppealing behaviors
were forbidden, and so people required privacy to indulge in them. And, doubtless, that’s part of it. But,
now that you' ve told me about your multiplicity of belief systems, it seemsthat even justwanting to
practice aminority belief required privacy. Early practitioners of your system, Chrigtianity, hid their
meetings from others, isn't that s0?’

“That'strue” said Mary. “In fact, our most important holy day is Christmas, commemorating the annua
anniversary of Jesus hirth. We celebrate it on December 25-in winter-but Jesus was born in the spring.
We know that because the Bible says it happened when the shepherds watched over their flocks by
night, which only happensin the spring, when new lambs are born.” Mary smiled. “Hey, you guysarelike
that: you liketo give birth in the spring, too.”

“Probably for the same reason: to give the offpring the best chance to grow before having to face
winter.”

But the smile had stuck in Mary’ smind, and she ventured forward tentatively. “Y ou Barasts are like
sheep in other ways, too. Y ou' re so peaceful.”

“Doesit seem that way?’ said Bandra.

“Y ou don't have wars. And from what I’ ve seen, you don’t have much societa violence. Although...”
She stopped hersdlf, before she mentioned the shattering of Ponter’ s jaw, an unfortunate event from
years ago.

“I suppose. We till hunt our own food-not al thetime, of course, unless that happensto be one's
particular contribution. But often enough that it provides an outlet for violent impulses. How do you say
it?1t getsit out of our systems.”

“Cahards,” said Mary. “A purging of pent-up feding.”

“Catharsisl Oooh, another great word! Y es, indeed: smash in afew animal skulls, or tear flesh from
bone, and you fed wonderfully peaceful afterward.”

Mary stopped to think if she'd ever killed an animadl, for food or any other purpose. Except for swatting
mosguitoes, the answer was no. “We don't do that.”

“I know,” said Bandra. “Y ou consider it uncivilized. But we consider it to be part of whatmakes
cavilization possble”

“Still, your lack of privacy-doesn’t it give rise to abuses? Couldn’t someone be
clandestindy-secretly-watching what you' re doing, by compromising the security of the dibi archives?’
“Why would anyone want to do that?’

“Wall, to prevent an overthrow of the government, say.”

“Why would someone want to overthrow the government? Why not just voteit out of office?’

“Wall,today , yes. But surely you haven't had democracy since the dawn of time?’



“What € se might we have had?’

“Triba chieftains? Warlords? God-emperors? No, scratch that last one. But, well...” Mary
frowned.Well, what? Without agriculture, there were no small-scae defensible territories. Oh, primitive
farmers could doubtless defend afew hundred acres, but the tens or hundreds of square milesthat
represented a hunting forest were beyond the abilities of small groupsto protect.

And, indeed, why bother defending them? A raid on farmlands produced immediate results: plant food
and fiber, stolen from thefield or taken from the granary. But, as Ponter had pointed out time and again,
hunting and gathering were based on knowledge: no one could just enter anew territory and profitably
exploit it. They wouldn’'t know where the animals came to drink, where the birdslaid their eggs, where
the most bountiful fruit trees grew. No, such alifestyle would engender peaceful trade, snceit wasfar
lesswork for atraveler to bring something of value along to swap for freshly captured game rather than
to try to hunt the game himsdlf.

Nonetheless, if push came to shove, most Neandertha s were probably robust enough to forage for
themsdlves-just as apparently thisVissan was now doing. Besides, with a cap on population size-and the
Neandertha's had had that for hundreds of years-there was plenty of unused territory for anyone who
wished to strike out on their own.

“Stll,” said Mary, “there must have been timeswhen people didn’t like their elected officias, and wanted
to get rid of them.”

“Oh, yes, indeed. Yes, indeed.”

“What happened then?’

“In the old days? Before the purging of our gene pool ? Assassnation.”

“Wall, therel” said Mary. “That’ sareason for compromising other peopl€ s privacy: to thwart

nation attempts. If someone was plotting to nate you, you' d want to keep an eye on them,
to prevent them from pulling it off.”

“An assassination doesn't require any plotting,” said Bandra, her eyebrow lifted. “ Y ou just walk up to the
person you want to berid of and smash their skull in. Believe me, that provides awonderful incentive for
elected officidsto keep their congtituents happy.”

Mary laughed in spite of hersdlf. “ Still, surdly even if the mgority are happy, there will dwaysbe
discontented individuas.”

Bandranodded. “Which iswhy welong ago saw the necessity of purging the gene pool of those who
might act in an antisocid manner.”

“But this purging of the gene poal...” Mary wastrying not to be judgmental, but her tone betrayed her.
“I’vetried to talk to Ponter about this, but it’ s difficult; he'sso blindly in favor of it. But even more than
your lack of privacy, that notion iswhat cregps my people out the most.”

“’Cregpsthem out’! Oooh, that’saclassic!”

“I’'m serious, Bandra. We ve attempted such thingsin the past, and...it' s never gone well. | mean, we
don’t believe that sort of thing can be done without corruption. We ve had people try to wipe out
gpecific ethnic groups.”

A bleep.

“Groups that have distinctive characteristics, based on their geographic origin.”

“But diversity isof great value geneticdly,” said Bandra. “ Surely you, asalife chemist, know that.”

“Yes, but-well, | mean, we havetried...my people, | mean...well, notmy people, but bad people, bad
members of my species, havetried to perform...we call it ‘genocide,’ wiping out whole other races of

people, and-"



God damn it, thought Mary. Why couldn’t she just chat with a Neanderthal about the wesather, instead of
aways getting into these horrible topics? If only she could learn to keep her mouth shut.

“Genocide,” repeated Bandra, but without her usua relish. She didn’t haveto say that her own
kind,Homo neanderthdens's, had been the firgt victim ofHomo sapiens genocide.

“But,” said Mary, “I mean, how do you decide which traitsto try to iminate?’

“Isn’'t it obvious? Excessive violence. Excessive safishness. A tendency to mistreat children. Mental
retardation. Predisposition to genetic diseases.”

Mary shook her head; she was till bothered by her aborted conversation on thistopic with Ponter. “We
believe everyone has theright to breed.”

“Why?" said Bandra

Mary frowned. “It' s-it'sahuman right.”

“It' sahumandesire,” said Bandra. “ But aright? Evolution is driven by only some membersof a
population reproducing.”

“I guesswe believe that superseding the brutdity of naturd selection isthe hallmark of civilization.”

“But surely,” said Bandra, “the society asawholeis more important than any individud.”
“Fundamentaly, | guess my people don't share that view. We put an enormous value on individud rights
and liberties”

“An enormous vaue? Or an enormous cost?’ Bandra shook her head. “I’ve heard of dl the security
precautions you require at trangportation terminals, al the enforcers you reguire throughout your cities.

Y ou claim not to want war, but you devote a huge proportion of your resourcesto preparing for it and
waging it. You have terrorists, and those who exist by addicting othersto chemicals, and a plague of child
abuse, and-if you will forgive me-an average intelligence that is much lower than it need be.”

“We ve never found away to measureintelligence that isn't culturaly biased.”
Bandra blinked. “How can intelligence be culturdly biased?’

“Wdl,” said Mary, “if you ask arich child of norma intelligence what word goeswith cup, he'll say
‘saucer’; saucers are little plates we put underneath the cups we drink coffee-hot beverages-from. But if
you ask apoor kid with norma intelligence, he might not know the answer, because hisfamily might not
be able to afford saucers.”

“Intelligenceisnot atriviagame,” said Bandra. “ There are better waysto assessits strength. We look at
the number of neura connectionsthat have grown in the brain; ataly of them isagood objective
indicator.”

“But surely those who were denied the right to breed because of their low intelligence...surely they were
upset by that.”
“Yes. But, by definition, they were not difficult to outwit.”

Mary shuddered. “ Still...”

“Remember how our democracies are condtituted: we don’t let people vote until they have seen at least
600 moons-two-thirds of the traditional 900-month lifetime. That's...Delka?’

“Forty-eight years old,” said Delka, Bandra s Companion.

Bandra continued. “That' s past the age of possible reproduction for most females, and past the usud
reproductive age for men. So those voting on the issue no longer had to be concerned about it
themsdves”

“It'snot redly democracy if only aminority get to vote.”



Bandrafrowned, asif trying to comprehend Mary’ s comment. “ Everybodygets to vote-just not at every
point in ther lives. And unlike in your world, we have never denied anyone of sufficient agetheright to
vote just because of gender or dermal coloration.”

“But surely,” said Mary, “those whodid vote must have been worried on behdf of their adult children,
who were at reproductive age, but couldn’t vote themsalves.”

Bandra hesitated, and Mary wondered why; she' d been on quite aroll until now. “Of course hoping for
our children’s happy futuresis of great importance,” she said findly. “But the vote was takenbefore the
intelligence tests were administered. Do you see? The decision was to bar the bottom five percent of the
population from reproducing for ten consecutive generations. Try to find a parent who thinks his or her
own child isin the bottom five percent-it' simpossible! The voters doubtless assumed none of their own
children would be affected.”

“But somewere”
“Yes. Somewere.” Bandralifted her shoulders, asmall shrug. “It wasfor the good of society, you see”
Mary shook her head. “My people would never countenance such athing.”

“We don’'t have to worry much about our gene pool anymore, athough there are some exceptions. Still,
after ten generations of restricted breeding, we relaxed the rules. Most genetic diseases were gone for
good, mogt violence was gone, and the average intelligence was much higher. It ill fallson abell curve,
of course, but we ended up with-what do you call it? We have aconcept in satistics: the square root of
the mean of the squares of the deviations from the arithmetic mean of the digtribution.”

“A standard deviation,” said Mary.
“Ah. Wédl, after ten generations, the average intelligence had shifted one standard deviation to the left.”

Mary was about to say “to the right, you mean,” but remembered that Neandertha s read from right to
left, not |€eft to right. But she did add, “ Redlly? That much of achange?’

“Yes. Our stupid people are now asintelligent as our average people used to be.”

Mary shook her head. “I just don’t see any way my people would ever be comfortable with limiting who
had the right to breed.”

“I don’'t defend our way,” said Bandra. “ As one of your very best sayings goes, ‘to each hisown.” * She
smiled her wide, warm smile. “But, come, Mare, enough of this seriousness. It' sa beautiful evening!
Let'sgo for awak. Then you can tel medl about yourself.”

“What would you like to know?’

“Everything. Thewhole ball of wax. The whole shebang. The whole nine yards. The whole enchilada.
The*

Mary laughed. “| get theidea,” she said, rising to her feet.

Chapter Seventeen

“How could that have possibly happened? How could we have given up that most noble of drivesthat
had taken usfrom Olduva Gorgeto the lunar craters? The answer, of course, isthat we' d grown
content. The century we recently |eft saw greater advances in human wed th and prosperity, in human
health and longevity, in human technology and materia comfort, than al of the forty millenniathat
preceded it...”

Mary Vaughan was settling into aroutine: spending days studying Neandertha geneticswith Lurt or other
experts, and spending nights being very comfortable at Bandra s house.



Mary had aways thought her own hipstoo wide, but the average Neandertha pelvis was even wider.
Indeed, she remembered Erik Trinkaus s old suggestion that Neanderthas might have had an eeven-or
twelve-month gestation period, since their wider hipswould have accommodated a bigger baby. But that
theory had been abandoned when later work showed that the differently shaped Neandertha pelviswas
just related to their style of walking. 1t had been suggested they had arolling gait, like Old West
gundingers-afact now very much confirmed observationaly.

Anyway, Mary found Neandertha saddle-seats uncomfortable and, because most Neanderthal s had
shorter lower legs than upper legs, bench-type Barast chairs were abit too low to the ground for her
tastes. So she' d asked L urt’ s carpenter friend to make her anew chair: aframe of knotty pine with
generous cushions lashed to its back and seet.

Bandra had gotten home before Mary did that day, and was off in her bedroom. But she emerged just
after Mary camein thefront door. “Hi, Mare,” shesaid. “I thought | smelled you.”

Mary smiled wanly. Shewas getting used to it dl; redly shewas.

“Look!” declared Bandra, pointing. “Y our chair hasarrived! Y ou must try it out.”

Mary did so, lowering hersdf onto its cushioned seet.

“Wel?wdl?

“It swonderful!” said Mary, after shifting around iniit. “Redlly. Very comfortable.”

“Just what the doctor ordered!” declared Bandra, and then she astonished Mary by making athumbs-up
sgn.

Mary laughed. “Exactly.”

“Right on the money! The perfect thing!”

“All of that, yes,” said Mary.

“Yed” repested Bandra, who was enjoying hersdf immensdy. “Bingo! Exactamundo!” Bandrabeamed
a Mary, and Mary smiled warmly back.

Later that evening, Mary gave her new chair alonger test, curling up in it with one of the books she'd
bought at the Laurentian Univerdty bookstore.

For her part, Bandra had been working on anew bird painting, but evidently decided it wastimeto take
abreak. She crossed the room and stood behind Mary. “What are you reading?’

Mary ingtinctively showed Bandrathe book’ s cover before she realized Bandra couldn’t possibly read
thetitle-although with her delight in English, she doubted it would be long before Bandratackled learning
toread it. “It' scaledThe Man of Property ,” said Mary, “by awriter named John Galsworthy. He won
my world' stop writing award, the Nobel Prizefor Literature.” Colm had been recommending
Gdsworthy for years, but Mary had only finally decided to read him after her sster Christine had raved
about the new BBC adaptation of The Forsyte Saga, of whichThe Man of Property was thefirst volume.

“What'sit about?’ asked Bandra.

“A rich lawyer married to a beautiful woman. He hires an architect to build a country house for them, but
the woman ishaving an affair with the architect.”

Bandrasaid, “Ah,” and Mary looked up at her and smiled. Shetried again: “It’s about the complexities
of interpersond relationships among Gliksns.”

“Would you read some of it to me?’ asked Bandra.

Mary was surprised but pleased by the request. “ Sure.” Bandra straddled a saddle-seat facing Mary,

armsfolded in her lap. Mary softly spoke the words on the page, and let Chrigtine trandate them into the
Neanderthal tongue.



Most people would consider such amarriage asthat of Soames and Irene quite fairly successful; he had
money, she had beautty; it was a case for compromise. There was no reason why they should not jog
aong, even if they hated each other. It would not matter if they went their own ways alittle so long asthe
decencies were observed-the sanctity of the marriagetie, of the common home, respected. Half the
marriages of the upper classes were conducted on these lines: Do not offend the susceptibilities of
Society; do not offend the susceptibilities of the Church. To avoid offending these isworth the sacrifice of
any private fedings. The advantages of the stable home are visible, tangible, so many pieces of property;
thereisno risk in the status quo. To break up ahomeis at the best a dangerous experiment, and selfish
into the bargain.

Thiswas the case for the defence, and young Jolyon sighed.

“Thecoreof itdl,” hethought, “is property, but there are many people who would not like it put that
way. Tothem it is‘the sanctity of the marriageti€’; but the sanctity of the marriage tie is dependent on the
sanctity of the family, and the sanctity of the family is dependent on the sanctity of property. And yet |
imagine dl these people are followers of One who never owned anything. It is curious!”

And again young Jolyon sighed...

“Interesting,” said Bandra, when Mary eventudly paused.

Mary laughed. “I’m sure you' rejust being polite. It must be gibberish to you.”

“No,” said Bandra. “No, | think | understand. This man-Soames, right?-he lives with thiswoman, this...”

“Irene,” supplied Mary.

“Y es. But thereis no warmth in their relationship. He wants much more intimacy than she does.”
Mary nodded, impressed. “Exactly.”

“I suspect such concernsare universa,” said Bandra.

“I guessthey are,” said Mary. “| actualy identify with Irene. She married Soames not knowing what she
redlly wanted. Just like mewith Colm.”

“But you know what you want now?’
“I' know | want Ponter.”
“But he does not comeinisolation,” said Bandra. “He has Adikor and his daughters.”

Mary folded down her page and closed the book. “1 know,” she said softly.

Bandra perhapsfdt she had upset Mary. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’'m going to have something to drink.
Would you like anything?”

Mary would have killed for some wine, but the Neanderthals didn’t have such things. Still, she’ d brought
akilotin of ingtant coffee with her from the other sde. She normally didn’t drink coffeein the evening,
but Neanderthal room temperature was sixteen degrees-their scale and hers were the same; the gap
between the melting point and boiling point of water divided into ahundred parts. Mary preferred twenty
or twenty-one degrees; anice drinking bow! of coffee would warm her up. “Let me help,” said Mary,
and the two of them headed over to the food-preparation area.

Back on her version of Earth, Mary kept aliter of chocolate milk on hand to mix into her coffee. She
couldn’t get that here, but she' d brought along canisters of coffee whitener and hot-chocolate mix;
combining them into her Maxwell House gave a reasonable enough gpproximation of her favorite potion.

They returned to the living room, crossing over the moss-covered floor. Bandra sat down on one of the
gently curving couchesthat was built into the wall of the room. Mary was about to return to her own
chair, but redlized that she wouldn’t have any place to set down her drinking bowl there. She fetched her
paperback-Colm would have hated the way she' d creased the book’ s spine and dog-eared its
pages-and took a seet at the other end of the couch, setting the drinking bowl on the pine table in front of



it.
“Youlived doneinyour world,” said Bandra. It wasn't aquestion; she dready knew that.

“Yes” sad Mary. “I have what we cal acondominium apartment-a private suite of roomsin alarge
building that | jointly own with acouple of hundred other people.”

“A couple of hundred!” said Bandra “How bigisthisbuilding?’

“It’ stwenty-two stories high; twenty-two levels. I'm on the seventeenth floor.”

“The view must be magnificent!”

“Itisindeed.” But that was areflex reponse, Mary knew. Her view had been of concrete and glass, of
buildings and highways. It had seemed wonderful when she' d lived there, but her tastes were changing.

“What isthe status of that place?’ asked Bandra.

“I ill own it. Once Ponter and | decide what we' re doing on a permanent basis, I’ Il figure out what to
do with it. Wemay want to keep it.”

“And whatare you and Ponter going to do on a permanent basis?’

“I wish | knew,” said Mary. She picked up her drinking bowl and took asip. “Like you said before,
Ponter doesn’t comein isolation.”

“Nor should you,” said Bandra, looking down, not meeting Mary’ s eyes.
“Pardon?’ said Mary.

“Nor should you. If you are to become part of thisworld, you should not be one at any time of the
month.”

“Um,” said Mary. “On my world, most people are attracted only to individuals of the opposite sex.”
Bandralooked up briefly, then dropped her gaze again. “ There are no relations between women?’
“Wadll, sure, sometimes. But usualy women involved in such relationships don't have mae partners.”

“That isnot theway itishere,” said Bandra

Mary’svoice was soft. “1 know.”

“I-we-you and |, we have been getting dlong well,” said Bandra.

Mary felt her whole body tightening. “We have, yes,” shesad.

“Here, two women living together who like each other and are not genetically related would” -suddenly
Bandra slarge hand was on Mary’ s knee-“would beclose .”

Mary looked down at the hand. Over the years, she' d plucked the odd man’s hand off her knee, but...

But shedidn’'t want to give offense. After dl, thiswoman had been kind enough to take her in. “Bandra,
l...I"m not attracted to women.”

“Perhaps...perhagpsthat ismerely...” She sought aphrase. “Merely cultura conditioning.”

Mary frowned, considering this. Perhapsit was-but that didn’t make any difference. Oh, Mary had
kissed girls when she was thirteen or fourteen-but she' d just been practicing for eventuadly kissing boys,
she and her friends being terrified that they might be no good &t it.

At least, that' swhat they’ d told each other, but-

But ithad been fun, inits own way.

Sill...

“I’m sorry, Bandra. | don’'t mean to be rude. But I’'m really not interested.”

“You know,” said Bandra, meeting Mary’ s eyes, then looking away, “no one understands how to please
awoman like another woman.”



Mary felt her heart flutter. “1-I’'m sure that’ strue, but...” She gently reached down and removed
Bandra shand. “But it'snot for me.”

Bandranodded severd times. “If you change your mind...” shesaid, letting the thought hang inthe air,
then, after amoment, she added, “1t can get awfully lonely between times of Two becoming One.”

That much is certainly true, Mary thought, but she said nothing.
“Waell,” said Bandra, at last, “I’m going to bed. Um-* sweet dreams' isyour phrase, isn't it?’

Mary managed asmile. “Yes, it is. Good night, Bandra.” She watched the Neandertha woman pass
through the doorway into her deeping chamber; Mary had her own room, the one that used to belong to
Bandra s younger daughter Dranna. She thought about calling it aday hersdlf, but decided to read some
more, in hopes of clearing her head of what had just transpired.

She picked upThe Man of Property and opened it to the turned-down page. Galsworthy employed a
mocking, ironic tone; it wasn't just Neanderthals who found fault with Gliksins, after al. She read dong,
enjoying his splendid re-creetion of upper-middie-class Victorian England. He certainly had away with
words, and-

Oh, my God...

Mary dammed the book shut, her heart racing.

My God.

Shetook adeep breath, let it out, inhaled again, exhaled.

Soames had...

Mary’s heart was pounding.

Maybe she' d misread it. After all, the language wasn't explicit. Surely it was just her own state of mind...

She opened the book, gingerly, carefully, the way Colm would have, and found her place again, letting
her eyes race over the cramped typesetting, and-

No, there could be no doubt. Soames Forsyte, the Man of Property, had just demonstrated that he
considered hiswife Irene to be nothing more than that. Despite her lack of interest in him, and in thelr
marriage bed, he had raped her.

Mary had been enjoying the book to this point, especidly the furtive, secret romance between Irene and
the architect Bosinney-for it had reminded her abit of her own strange, forbidden relationship with
Ponter. But-

A rape.
A goddamned rape.
And yet she could not blame Galsworthy. It was precisely what Soames would have done.

Precisdly what aman would have done.

Mary put down the book next to her now-cold bowl of coffee. She found hersalf looking at the closed
door to Bandra sroom, staring endlesdy. After God only knew how long, Mary findly got up from the
couch, and made her way into her own room, into loneliness, into darkness.

Chapter Eighteen

“Herein North America, and in Indiaand Japan and Europe and Russiaand all acrossthiswhole wide
wonderful world of ours, things are mostly better than they have ever been-and they’ re getting even
better dl thetime...”

Findly, it wastime! Two had become One again. Mary and dozens of other femaeswerewaitinginan
open field for the men to show up. Lurt wasthere, dong with young Dab, her son by Adikor. Jasmd,
Ponter’ s elder daughter, was there, too, but she was realy waiting, Mary knew, for her own man-mate,



Tryon. Mega, Ponter’ s younger daughter, was also there, and Mary stood next to her, holding her small
hand. Mary was relieved that there was no sign of Daklar Bolbay, young Mega s guardian; that woman
had made enough trouble for Mary, Ponter, and Adikor asit was.

At lagt the right hover-bus arrived. Ponter and Adikor came out, and Mary rushed to her man. They
hugged and licked each other’ sfaces. Ponter then hugged both his daughters, and lifted Megaup on his
shoulders. Adikor, meanwhile, had aready disappeared with hiswoman-mate and son.

Ponter had brought the trapezoida suitcase he usually took on tripsto the other Earth. Mary carried i,
while he carried Mega.

They had agreed in another chat over linked Companionsto go looking for Vissan on the third of the four
days of the Two-becoming-One holiday, since the forecast wasfor rain in Saldak then but clear skiesin
Kraldak.

And so0 on thismorning, Mary, Ponter, and Mega had a fabul ous time together. Although it was getting
chilly, and the trees had dl changed color, the air was till crisp and clean. After lunch, Mega had gone
off to play with friends, and Mary and Ponter retired to the house Mary shared with Bandra.
Neandertha s were open about sex, but Mary gtill wasn’t comfortable making love knowing that there
was anyone else at home. Fortunately, Bandra had said she would be away until evening with her own
man-mate, Harb. And so Ponter and Mary had the run of the place.

The sex, asadways, was fabulous, with Mary climaxing repeatedly. When they were done, they bathed
together, each lovingly cleaning the other. Then they lay on the pile of cushions, just chatting and holding
each other. Mary wasn't used to the sound of Ponter speaking with contractions, but of course he was,
snce Christine was now doing the trandating instead of Hak.

Mary and Ponter spent most of the afternoon cuddling and touching and talking and walking, just
enjoying each other’s company. They took in a short comedic play-the Neanderthals loved live theater.
Electric fans at the back of the stage blew the performers’ pheromones onto the audience while clearing
the audience’ s own out of the room.

Then they enjoyed aNeandertha board game calledpartanlar that was something like a cross between
chess and checkers: the playing pieceswere dl identical, but how they could move depended upon which
sguares on the hundred-position grid they landed upon.

Later, they ate a arestaurant run by two old women whose man-mates were no more, enjoying delicious
venison, wonderful salads of pine nuts and fern leaves, fried tubers, and boiled duck’ s eggs. There, they
sat side by side on a padded couch in the restaurant’ s rear, wearing Neanderthal dining gloves and taking
turns feeding each other.

“I loveyou,” said Mary, nestling against Ponter.

“And | loveyou,” Ponter replied. “1 love you so very much.”

“I wish...I wish Two could dwaysbe One,” said Mary.

“When | amwith you, | wish it would never end, either,” said Ponter, stroking Mary’ s hair.

“Butit must,” said Mary withasigh. “1 don't know that I'll ever fitin here”

“There are no perfect solutions,” said Ponter, “but you could...”

Mary sat up and turned to face him. “What?’

“Y ou could go back to your world.”

Mary felt her heart sink. “ Ponter, 1-*

“For twenty-five days amonth. And you come back here when Two become One. | promise that each
timeyou do, | will give you thefour most loving, fun-filled, passionately sexual days possible”

“I-“ Mary frowned. She' d been looking for asolution that would see the two of them together constantly.
But it did seem asif that wasn't possible. Still: “The commute between Toronto and Sudbury would be
awkward,” said Mary, “not to mention the decontamination procedures going each way, but...”



“You forget who you are,” said Ponter.

“I...1 beg your pardon?’
“You are Mare Vaughan.”

[13 YS?!
“Y ou arethe Mare Vaughan. Any academy-excuse me, anyuniversity -would love to have you on staff.”

“Wall, and that’ s another problem. | can't possibly get four days off in arow every month.”

“Again, you underestimate yoursdlf.”
“How?’
“Do | understand your academic schedules correctly? Y ou arein sesson for eight monthsayear.”

“September to April, yes. Autumn to spring.”

“So four or five occurrences of Two becoming One will happen when you' re not obligated to the
univerdty. Of the remaining eight, agoodly number will partidly fal on thosefirst and last days of your
seven-day clugters during which you do not work.”

“Sill...”

“Still, there would be days you would have to miss being at the university.”

“Exactly. And no oneis going to under stand that-*

“Forgive me, beloved, buteveryone is going to understand. Even before thisvisit, but especialy now, you
know more not just about the genetics of Neandertha s than any other Gliksin, but you aso know more
of what Neanderthal sknow of geneticsthan any other Gliksin. Y ou would be an asset to any university,
and if afew accommodations have to be made to your specia needs, I’m sure that could be arranged.”

“I think you' re underestimating the difficulties”
“Am|?Theway tofind out isto try.”

Mary pursed her lips, thinking. He wasright; it certainly couldn’t hurt to ask. “ Still, it takes most of aday
to get from Toronto to Sudbury, especialy once you add the time getting down to the portal onto the car
trip. Four days could easily become six.”

“If you went back to living in Toronto, yes. But why not make your contribution at Laurentian University
in Sudbury? They aready know you there from the work you did during my first visit to your world.”

“Laurentian,” said Mary, tagting the word, tasting the idea. It was alovely, smdl university, with a
firgt-rate genetics department, and it did al that fascinating forensic work-

Forenscs.

The rape. The goddamned rape.

Mary doubted she' d ever be comfortable working at Toronto’s Y ork University again. Not only would
she have to face Corndlius Ruskin, but shewould aso have to work side by side with Qaiser Remtulla,
the other woman who had been raped by Ruskin, arape that might have been prevented if Mary had
reported the attack on hersdlf. Every time she thought of Qaiser, Mary was wracked with guilt; working
with her would be devastating-and working with Cornelius would be terrifying.

Therewas a certain elegance to what Ponter was proposing.
Teaching genetics at Laurentian...
Living just ashort drive from the Creighton Mine, the threshold to the origind interuniversa portd...

And spending even just four days a month with Ponter would be more wonderful, more fabulous, than a
24]7 relationship with any other man she could imagine...



“But what...what about generation 149? What about our child? | couldn’t bear to see my baby only once
amonth.”

“Inour culture, children livewith their femae parents.”

“But only until they’ reten, if they’ re mae. Then, like Dab will soon, they go livewith their fathers. |
wouldn’'t be ableto let my child leave me after only adecade.”

Ponter nodded. “Whatever solution we find to alowing usto have achild will require manipulation of
chromosomes. Surdly, in that process, it satrivia matter to make sure our child isfemale. Such achild
would live with her mother until she reached her two-hundred-and-twenty-fifth month-over eighteen of
your years. |lan't that atypica agefor children to stay with their parents, even in your world?’

Mary’shead was spinning. “Y ou are a brilliant man, Scholar Boddit,” shesaid, at last.

“I do my best, Scholar Vaughan.”

“It'snot aperfect solution.”

“Suchthingsarerare” said Ponter.

Mary thought about that, then snuggled closer to Ponter and gave the left side of hisface along, dow
lick. “You know,” she said, pressing her face into hisfurry cheek, “it might just work.”

Chapter Nineteen

“So: it’ s perfectly reasonable that we took a hiatus, that we enjoyed thefirst few decades of post-Cold
War prosperity, that we indulged in one of the other things that makes our kind of humanity great: we
stopped and smelled the roses...”

After they |€eft the restaurant, Mary and Ponter rendezvoused with Mega, and spent awhile playing with
her. But soon it was her bedtime, and Mega went home to the house she shared with hertabant , Daklar
Bolbay-which made Mary think of abrilliant idea: she and Ponter could go back toPonter’ s house for the
night, out at the Rim. After al, Adikor would not be there, and it would let Bandraand Harb have
Bandra s house to themsealves. Ponter was startled by the suggestion-it smply wasn't normal for a
woman to come to aman’ s house, athough, of course, Mary had been to Ponter’ s a couple of times
now-but after Mary explained her apprehens on about making love with someone else at home, Ponter
quickly agreed, and they summoned atravel cube to take them out to the Rim.

After some more wonderful sex, Mary waslounging in the circular, recessed bathtub, and Ponter was
dtting in achair. He was pretending to read something on a datapad, but Mary noticed hiseyesweren't
tracking | eft to right-or right to left, for that matter. Pabo was napping quietly by her master’ sfeet.

Ponter’ s posture was somewhat different from what aHomo sapiens mae would display: athough he had
along (abeit chinless) jaw, hedidn’'t prop it up with a crooked arm. Of course, the proportions of his
amsweren't quite normd. No, damn it, no; “norma” was the wrong word. Still, maybe it wasn't
comfortable for him to assumethe classic Rodin “Thinker” pose. Or-why hadn’t Mary noticed this
before? Ponter’ s occipital bun gave extraweight to the rear of hishead, perfectly counterbaancing his
heavy face. Perhaps, when brooding, he didn’t prop up his head because there was no need to.

Stll, brooding was unquestionably what Ponter was doing.

Mary got out of the tub and toweled off, then, still naked, made her way across the room and perched
hersdf on the broad arm of hischair. “A penny for your thoughts,” she said.

Ponter frowned. “I doubt they are worth that much.”
Mary smiled and stroked his muscular upper arm. Y ou'’ re upset about something.”

“Upsat?’ said Ponter, trying on theword. “No. No, that’snot it. I’ m simply wondering about
something.”



Mary moved her arm around Ponter’ s broad shoulders. “ Something to do with me?’

1] | n pa-t, yan

“Ponter,” she said, “we decided to try to make this-thisrelationship of ours-work. But the only way we
can do thet isif we communicate.”

Ponter looked downright apprehensive, Mary thought, and his face seemed to convey aplaintiveDon’t
you think I know that?

“Wel?' said Mary.
“Remember Veronica Shannon?’
“Of course. Thewoman at Laurentian.” The woman who made Mary Vaughan seethe Virgin Mary.

“Thereisan...animplication in her work,” said Ponter. “ She has identified the suite of Structuresin
theHomo sapiens brain that are respongble for religiousimpulses.”

Mary took adeep breath. She certainly hadn’t been comfortable with that notion, but the scientist in her
couldn’t ignore what V eronica had apparently demonstrated. Still, “1 suppose,” isal Mary said, releasing
thear she d takenin.

“Wadll, if we know whatcausesrdigion,” said Ponter, “then...”

“Thenwhat?’ said Mary.

“Then perhapswe could cureit.”

Mary fdt her heart jump, and she thought she was going to tumble backward off the chair’ sarm. “Cure
it,” she repested, asif hearing the wordsin her own voice would somehow make them more paatable.
“Ponter, you can’tcurereligion. It snot a disease.”

Ponter said nothing, but looking down on his head from her perch on the chair’ sarm, Mary saw his
eyebrow roll up onto hisridge asif to say,lsn'tit?

Mary decided to speak before Ponter filled the void with more things she did not want to hear. “ Ponter,
it spart of who | am.”

“But it’ sthe cause of so much evil inyour world.”
“And of much greatness, too,” Mary sad.

Ponter tilted his head and turned it Sdeways so that he could look at her. “Y ou asked meto spesk. | was
content to keep these thoughts private.”

Mary frowned. If he' d been keeping them totally private, she never would have asked him what was
wrong.

Ponter went on: “It should be possible to determine what mutation caused thisin Gliksins.”

Mutation.Religion as a mutation. Sweet Jesus. “How do you know that it's my people who' ve mutated?
Maybe oursisthe norma date, the ancestral state, and your people are the mutants.”

But Ponter smply shrugged. “ Perhapswe are. If so, it wouldn't be...”

But Mary finished histhought for him, her tone betraying her bitterness. 1t wouldn't be the only
improvement sinceneanderthdeng's andsapiens split.”
“Mare...” said Ponter gently.

But Mary wasn't going to let it go. “ See! Y ou don’t have the vocal range we do!We re the more
advanced state.”

Ponter opened his mouth to protest, but then closed it, his thought unspoken. But Mary knew what it
probably was. the perfect rejoinder to her comment about vocd range, the fact that Gliksins could choke
to death while drinking whereas Neanderthal s could not.



“I’'m sorry,” said Mary. She moved over to Ponter’ s chair, Stting thistimein hislap, draping her arms
around his shoulders. “I am so sorry. Please forgive me.”

“Of course,” said Ponter.

“It'sjust adifficult notion for me. Surely you can understand that. Religion as an accidenta mutation.
Reigion asadetriment. My beliefs as merely abiological response with no basisin any higher redity.”

“I can't say | understand, for | don't. I’ ve never believed anything in defiance of evidenceto the contrary.
But...”

“ But?l

Ponter fell dlent again, and Mary shifted in hislap, leaning back a bit so that she could study his broad,
round, bearded face. There was such intelligencein his golden eyes, such kindness.

“Ponter, I'm sorry | reacted theway | did. Thelast thing | want you to do is clam up-fed intimidated
about speaking openly to me. Please, tell me what you were going to say.”

Ponter took a deep breath, and when he did that, it was enough to make Mary fedl abreeze.
“Remember | told you | had seen a persondlity sculptor.”

Mary nodded curtly. “ About my rape. Yes.”
“That was the proximate cause of my vigitsto the sculptor, but other...other things, other matters...”

“Wecdl themissues,” said Mary.

“Ah. It turned out | had some other issuesto resolve.”

“Am?!

Ponter moved in the chair, shifting both himsdf and Mary with ease. “ The persondity sculptor is named
Jurard Selgan,” said Ponter. An irrdlevancy, buying time as he composed histhoughts. “ Selgan had a
hypothesis about...”

1] YS?’
Ponter shrugged dightly. “ About my attraction to you.”

Mary felt her back stiffen. It was bad enough that she was apparently the cause of Ponter’ s problems-but
to be the subject of theories by someone she' d never met! Her voice was Pleistocene in its coldness.
“And what was his hypothesis?’

“Y ou know my woman-mate Klast died of cancer of the blood.”

Mary nodded.

“And s0 sheisno more. Completely and totally devoid of any further existence.”

“Like those commemorated at the Vietnam veterans wall,” said Mary, remembering their trip to
Washington, and the point Ponter had made so vigoroudy there.

“Exactly!” said Ponter. “Exactly!”

Mary nodded as she fdlt piecesfall together in her mind. “Y ou were upset that people at the Vietnam
wall weretaking comfort in the notion that their loved ones might till exist in some form.”

“Ka" said Ponter softly; Chrigtine didn’t bother trandating the Neandertha word for “yes’ if that wasal
aBarast said.

Mary nodded again. *Y ou were...you wergjeal ous of them, of the comfort they had, despite their tragic
loss. The comfort that you were denied because you don't believe in heaven or an afterlife.”

“Ka"” Ponter said again. But, after along pause, he continued, with Christine trandating: “But Selgan and
| didn’'t gpesk of my vist to Washington.”

“Thenwhat?’ asked Mary.



“He suggested that...that my attraction to you...”

——

Ponter tipped his head up, looking at the ceiling with its painted mural. “1 said before that | had never
believed anything in defiance of evidence to the contrary. The same might be said about believing thingsin
theabsence of any evidence. But Selgan suggested that perhaps I did believe you when you said you had
asoul, when you said you would continue to exist in some form, even after deeth.”

Mary drew her eyebrows together and tilted her head to one side, absolutely baffled. “Y es?’
“He...he...” Ponter seemed unableto go on. At last, he smply lifted hisleft forearm and said, “ Hak?’

Hak took over, speaking directly in English. “ Do not fed inadequate, Mare,” the Companion said.
“Ponter himsdf could not seethis, ether, athough it was obviousto Scholar Selgan...and to me, aswell.”

“What?' said Mary, her heart pounding.
“It isconceivable,” continued the Companion, “that if you wereto die, Ponter might not fed the grief as

sharply as he did when Klast died-not because he loves you less, but because he might assuage his
fedingswith the belief that you Hill existed in someform.”

Mary felt her whole body sag. If Ponter’sarms hadn’t been encircling her waist, she would have fdlen off
hislap. “My...God,” she said. Her head was swimming; she had no ideawheét to think.

“| don't accept that Selgan is correct,” said Ponter, “but...”

Mary nodded dightly. “But you are ascientist, and itis....” She paused, consdering; abdief in an afterlife
did dlow such consolation. “Itisan interesting hypothesis”

“Ka,” said Ponter.

Ka, indeed.

Chapter Twenty

“But now it’ stime to resume our journey, for it is our loveofthe journey that makes us grest...”

“Guesswhat!” said Ponter to Mega. “Today, we' re going to take atrip! We'regoingtofly ina
helicopter!”

Megawasdl amiles. “Maretold me! Yay!”

Therewas much intercity travel throughout Two becoming One; ahdicopter routingly flew from Saldak
Center to Kraldak Center those days, and Ponter, Mary, and Mega headed toward where it was

waiting. Ponter had brought alesther bag with him. Mary offered to carry it for him, snce he was
carrying Megaon his shoulders.

The helicopter was reddish brown, with acylindrica hull; it made Mary think of agiant can of Dr Pepper.
Theinterior cabin was surprisingly roomy, and Mary and Ponter had wide, padded seats facing each
other. Mega, meanwhile, had the seet next to Ponter, and was having the time of her life looking out the
windows as the ground dropped away.

The cabin had excellent soundproofing; Mary had only rarely been in helicopters before, and it had
always given her aheadache. “I’ve got a present for you,” said Ponter to Mega. He opened his leather
bag and dug out acomplex wooden toy.

Megasquealed with delight. “ Thank you, Daddy!”

“And | didn't forget you,” he said, smiling & Mary. He reached into the bag again and pulled out a copy
of The Globe and Mail , Canada s nationa newspaper.

“Where d you get that?” asked Mary, her eyeswide.
“At the quantum-computing facility. | had one of the Gliksins passit over from the other Sde.”



Mary was astonished-and pleased. She had hardly thought about the world she’ d been born in, but it
would be good to get caught up-and shehad been missingDilbert . She unfolded the paper. According to
page one, there had been atrain derailment near Vancouver; Indiaand Pakistan were hurtling thrests at
each other again; and the Federal Minister of Finance had handed down anew budget in Parliament.

She turned the page, the paper making aloud rustling sound as she did so, and-
“Oh, my God!” said Mary.
“What' swrong?’ asked Ponter.

Mary was glad shewas dready stting down. “The Popeisdead,” she said softly-indeed, he obvioudy
had been for afew days, or he'd still be on page one.

“Who?’

“The leader of my belief syslem. He' sdead.”

“I'm sorry,” said Ponter. “What will happen now?Isthisacriss?’

Mary shook her head. “Wdll, no...not specificaly. As| said, the current Pope was quite old and frail. It'd
been known for some time that his days were numbered.” Mary had gotten lazy about trying to avoid
figures of speech, since Bandraknew so many of them, but she saw the puzzled expression on Ponter’s
face. “That hewas going to diereatively soon.”

“Did you ever megt him?’

“Meet the Pope?’ said Mary, astonished at the notion. “No. No, it's mostly just VIPs who get to meet
the Pope face-to-face.” Shelooked at Ponter. *Y ou would have had a much better chance of it than
rm"

“I...am not surewhat | would say to aredligious leader.”

“He was more than just that. In Roman Catholicism, the Popeisthe actua conduit for instructionsto
humanity from God.”

Megawanted to get out of her chair and climb into Ponter’ slap just now. He helped her to do so. “You
mean the Pope speaksto God?’

“Supposedly.”

Ponter shook his head ever so dightly.

Mary forced asmile. “I know you don’'t believe that’ s possible.”

“Then et snot rehash it. But...youdo look sad. And yet you didn’t persondly know the Pope, and you
said hisdeath isn't acrisisfor your belief system.” Ponter was speaking softly, and so Mega was pretty
much ignoring him. But Chrigtine pumped her trandation of Ponter’ swords a norma volume through
Mary’'s cochlear implants.

“It'sjust ashock,” said Mary. “And, wdll...”
“YS?’
Mary blew out air. “The new Pope will make policy decisions about fundamenta issues.”

Ponter blinked. “ Such as?’

“The Roman Catholic Churchis...well, alot of people say it hasn't kept pace with the times. Y ou know it
does't alow abortion, and it doesn't dlow divorce-the dissolution of amarriage. But it also doesn't
dlow itsclergy to have sex.”

“Why not?" Megawas contentedly |ooking out Ponter’ swindow.

“Wadl, having asexud lifeis supposed to interfere with the ability to perform spiritud duties,” said Mary.
“But mogt other rigions don’t require cdibacy of their clergy, and many Roman Cathalicsthink it' san
ideathat does more harm than good.”



“Harm? Wetdl adolescent boys not to deny themselves, because they might fill up with sperm and
explode. But that’ sjust ajoke, of course. What harm comes from this celibacy?’

Mary looked away. “Priestss-members of the celibate clergy-are known to...” She closed her eyes,
garted again. “It'sonly avery small percentage of priests, you understand. Most of them are good,
honest men. But some of them have abused children.”

“Abused them how?” asked Ponter.

1] %(Udly_”

Ponter looked down at Mega; she seemed to be paying no attention to what they were saying. “Define
‘children.” *

“Little boysand girls, three, four yearsold, and up.”
“Thenit’ sgood that these priests are cdlibate. The genefor this activity should become extinct.”

“You dthink,” said Mary. She shrugged. “Maybe you guysdo haveit right, sterilizing not just the
perpetrator, but aso those who share at least half his genetic materid. If anything, it seemsthat priestly
child abuseisreaching epidemic proportions.” She hefted theGlobe . “ At least, that’ stheimpression you
get by reading newspapers.”

“I cannot read them,” said Ponter, “ although | hopeto learn. But | have seen your television news and
heard news on the radio from time to time. | have heard the comments. ‘When are we going to seethe
dark sde of Neanderthd civilization? Surdly they must have bad qudities, too.” But | tell you,
Mare’-Chrigtine could have substituted Mary’ s full name for Ponter’ s utterance, but she didn’t-“we have
nothing to compare with your child molesters, with your polluters, with your makers and users of bombs,
with your davery, with your terrorists. We are hiding nothing, and yet the belief persststhat we must
have comparably bad things. | don't know if thisfallacy isrelated to your religiousimpulses, but it does
seem to do similar damage: your people believe that a certain amount of evil isinevitable, unavoidable.
But it’snot. If any benefit comes from the contact between your world and mine, perhapsit can be that
redizaion.”

“Maybeyou'reright,” said Mary. “But, you know, wedo make progress over time. And that’ s where the
new Pope comesin.”

“Daddy, look!” said Mega, pointing out the window. “ Another helicopter!”

Ponter craned hisneck. “So thereis,” he said, stroking his daughter’ s hair. “Well, you know, lots of
people haveto travel to go seetheir loved ones when Two become One.”

Mary waited until Mega had gone back to staring out the window. “ A lot depends,” she said, “on what
the new Pope decides to do-or, to put it as my faith would, on what God tells him to do. The last Pope
wasn't effective in dedling with the problem of child abuse by priests. But the new Pope could really go
to town on that. And he could put an end to the cdlibacy requirement for priests. He could come up with
aless-extreme anti-abortion policy. He could recognize homosexuas.”

“Recognize them how? Do they look different?’

“No, what | mean isthat my Church consders same-sex relationshipsto be asin. But the new Pope
might lighten up on that, and on everything ese.”

“What are you own beliefsin these matters?’

“Me?’ said Mary. “I'm pro-choice-that is, in favor of |etting awoman choose whether or not to
complete a pregnancy. I’ ve got nothing against homosexudity. | don't think that priests should be forced
to be celibate. And | certainly don’t think marriages should be hard to dissolve. That' sthe big one for me
right now, of course: Colm and | agreed to get an annulment-basicaly, stating before the Church and
God that our marriage never existed, so that it could be expunged from the records. Now, though...” She



paused, then went on. “Now, | guess we should wait abit to see what the new Popeislikely to do. If he
alows Cathalicsto divorce without leaving the Church, I d be much happier.”

Another Neanderthal leaned over just then. “We' re about to land in Kraldak, sir. You'll haveto sirap
your daughter in.”

Ponter summoned atravel cubeto take him, Mary, and Mega out to the location Hak had identified. The
male driver did not seem to want the assignment-the cabin was far beyond Kraldak Rim-but Ponter
findly convinced him. The cube flew over rocky outcroppings, negotiated around stands of trees, and cut
across severd smdll lakes, until at last it arrived at the spot Hak had identified.

They got out and approached the structure. It was a sort of log cabin, but the logs were standing on their
ends, rather than stacked horizontally. Ponter knocked on the door, but there was no response. He
operated the starfish-shaped handle, opening the door, and-

And little Megalet out agrest yelp.

Mary fet her own blood run cold. Facing her, on the opposite wall, illuminated by a shaft of light entering
from awindow, wasthe giant skull of...

It couldn’t be, but...
But it certainly looked like one: acyclops. A deformed skull, with amassve central eye socket.

Ponter had picked up his daughter, and was soothing her. “It’ sjust amammoth skull,” he said. Mary
redized he wasright. The tusks had been removed, and the centra hole had accommodated the trunk in
life

Ponter caled out Vissan' s name, but the cabin wasjust asingle large room, with a central edting table, a
sngle chair, hide rugs on the floor, a stone fireplace and acluster of logs, and apile of clothing in one
corner; there was no way anyone could be hiding within. Mary turned around, looking back at the
countryside, hoping to spot Vissan, but she could beanywhere ...

“Scholar Boddit!” It wasthe driver of thetravel cube.

Ponter went back to the door. “Yes?’ he shouted.

“How long will webe?’

“I don’'t know,” said Ponter. “ A daytenth or more, | should think.”

The driver considered this. “Well, then I’'m going to go hunting,” he declared. “It’ s been months since
I’ve been thisfar out in the country.”

“Havefun,” said Ponter, waving a the man. Ponter then went back into the cabin, and headed over to
the pile of clothing in the corner. He picked up ashirt, and brought it to hisface, inhding deeply. He did
the same thing with severa other pieces of clothing, then nodded to Mary. “Okay,” he said, “I’ve got her
scent.”

Ponter boosted Mega up on his shoulders, and went out the front door. Mary followed, closing the door
behind her. Ponter flared his nogtrils, sucking in air, and walked most of the way around the house,
before he stopped. “ That way,” he said, pointing to the east.

“Great,” said Mary. “Let’'sgo.”

Little Neandertha girls knew al about gathering but rarely got to see ahunter at work, and Mega
seemed to be loving the adventure. Even with her perched on his shoulders, Ponter managed a brisk
pace over the rock outcroppings and through the forest. Mary struggled to keep up. At one point, they
startled some deer, who ran away; a another, their arrival set aflock of passenger pigeonsinto flight.

Mary wasn't good at judging distance in the wilderness, but they must have gone six or seven kilometers
before Ponter finally pointed to afigure in the distance, bent over, near a stream.



“Theresheis,” he said softly. “ She’supwind of us, so I’'m sure she doesn't know we're here yet.”
“All right,” sad Mary. “Let’ sget closer.”

Ponter admonished Megato be quiet, and they moved to within about forty meters of thefemae
Neanderthal. But then Mary stepped on a stick, which cracked loudly, and the woman looked up,
startled. The tableau held for a second, with Ponter, Mary, and Megalooking at the woman, and the
woman looking back at them-and then the female Neandertha took off, running away.

“Wait!” shouted Mary. “Don’'t go!”

Mary hadn't expected her words to do any good, but the female stopped dead in her tracks and turned
around. And then it hit Mary: she'd shouted in English, and dthough Chrigtine had dutifully trandated a
moment later, the woman had probably never heard either avoice so high-pitched or that strange dien
language before. Someone who had been living on her own, without a Companion or aVoyeur, Snce
early in the summer would have no idea that aportal had opened up to apardld universe.

Ponter, Mega, and Mary closed some of the distance, getting within twenty meters of the woman, who
had alook of absolute astonishment spread across her broad face.

“What-what are you?’ she said in the Neanderthal tongue.
“I'mMary Vaughan,” caled Mary. “Please, don't run off! Areyou Vissan Lenngt?’

Thefema € s broad jaw dropped-and Mary realized she' d said words that contained the
never-before-heardee phoneme.

“Yes” sad Vissan in the Neandertha tongue. “I’' m Vissan-but please don’t hurt me.”

Mary looked at Ponter, surprised, but then called back. “ Of course we won't hurt you!” Then, to Ponter:
“Why would she be afraid of us?’

Ponter spoke softly. “ She has no Companion. No record is being made for her benefit of this encounter,
and she has no status under our law-she could never order areview of our own recordings at the aibi
archives”

“Don't beafraid!” cdled out Megahepfully. “We renicel”

Ponter, Mary, and Mega had managed to get another five meters closer to Vissan without her running
off. “What areyou?’ said Vissan again.

“She'saGlikan!” said Mega. “Can’'t you tell?’

Vissan stared at Mary. “No, redly. What are you?’

“Mega sright. | amwhat you' d cal aGliksn.”

“Agtonishment!” said Vissan. “But-but you are an adult. If someone had recovered Gliksin genetic
materid many tenmonths ago, | would surely have known.”

It took amoment for Mary to figure out what Vissan meant; she thought Mary was a clone, made from
ancient DNA.

“No, that’snot it. |’'m-"*

“Let me,” said Ponter. “Vissan, do you know who | am?’

Vissan narrowed her eyes, then shook her head. “No.”

“That'smy daddy,” said Mega. “His name' s Ponter Boddit. He'sa 145. I'm a 148!”

“Do you know of achemist named Lurt Fradlo?’ asked Ponter, looking at Vissan.

“Fradlo? Of Saldak? 1 know her work.”

“She' sAdikor’ swoman-mate,” said Mega. “And Adikor is my daddy’ s man-mate.”

Ponter put ahand on Mega s shoulder. “ That’ sright. Adikor and | are both quantum physicists.



Together, heand | accessed an dternative redity in which Gliksins survived to the present day and
Barastsdid not.”

“You'reruffling my back hair,” said Vissan.

“No, heé' snot!” said Mega. “It’ strue! Daddy disappeared into another world, down in the Debra nickel
mine. Nobody knew what happened to him. Daklar thought Adikor had done something bad to Daddy,
but Adikor’ sagood guy; he'd never do anything like that! Jasmel-that’ s my s ster-she worked with
Adikor to bring Daddy back. But then they made a porta that’s always open, and Mare came through
from the other sde.”

“No,” said Vissan, looking down. “ Shemust be of thisworld. She hasa Companion.”

Mary looked down, aswdll; abit of Christine' sfaceplate was protruding past her jacket’sdeeve. She
took off her jacket, rolled up her shirtdeeve, and held out her arm. “But my Companion has only recently
beeningdled,” said Mary. “Thewound istill heding.”

Vissan took her first step toward Mary, then another, then onemore. “So it is,” shesaid at last.
“What we are saying istrue,” said Ponter. He gestured at Mary. “Y ou canseethat it’ strue.”

Vissan placed her hands on her broad hips, and studied Mary’ sface, with itstiny nose, high forehead,
and bony projection from the lower jaw. Then, her voice full of wonder, shesaid, “Yes, | supposel

Chapter Twenty-one

“Scientiststell usthat our kind of humans moved up to the northern tip of Africa, looked north acrossthe
Strait of Gibratar, and saw new land there-and, of course, as seems natural to us, we risked crossing
that treacherous channel, moving into Europe...”

Vissan was a 144, most of adecade older than Mary. She had green eyes and hair that was
predominantly gray, with only afew blond streaks betraying its origina color. She waswearing fairly
ragged manufactured clothing that had been patched here and there by pieces of hide, and was carrying a
leather bag, presumably containing the bounty she' d gathered that morning.

The four of them were walking back toward Vissan's cabin. “All right,” she said, looking & Mary, “I
accept your story of who you are. But | till don’t know why you have sought me out.”

They had cometo asmall stream. Ponter picked up Megaand hopped over it first, then he offered his
hand to help Mary across. Vissan forded the stream hersdlf.

“I’'malifechemig, too,” said Mary. “We re interested in your codon writer.”
“Itisbanned,” said Vissan, lifting her shoulder. “Banned by abunch of short-headed fools.”
Ponter made a silencing motion. Up ahead were some more deer. Mary looked at the beautiful creatures.

“Vissan,” whispered Ponter, dthough Christine gave the trand ation a greater volume, snceonly Mary
could hear that. “ Do you have enough food? | would gladly bring down one of those deer for you.”

Vissan laughed, and spokein anorma voice. “Y ou are kind, Ponter, but | am doing fine.”

Ponter dipped his head, and they continued on, until the deer scattered of their own accord. Up ahead,
Vissan'scabinwasvisble.

“My interest in the codon writer isn't just academic,” said Mary. “Ponter and | wish to have achild.”

“I’m going to have alittle sster!” said Mega. “| aready have abig sster. Not many people get to have a
big sgterand alittle sster, so I'm special.”

“That sright, darling,” said Mary. “Y ou' revery specid.” Sheturned back to Vissan.



“What of your Barast woman-mate?’ asked Vissan, looking now at Ponter.

“Sheisno more,” said Ponter.

“Ah,” said Vissan. “I’'m sorry.”

They had reached the cabin. Vissan opened the door and motioned for Ponter, Mary, and Megato
follow her in. Vissan took off her fur coat-

? and Mary saw the hideous scarring on the inside of her |eft forearm, where she' d carved out her
Companion.

Ponter sat down with Mega at the table, giving her some attention. Mega had picked up a pine cone and

two nice stones on the way back that she wanted her father to see.

Mary looked a Vissan. “ So,” she said, “does your prototype sill exist?’
“Why do you need it?" asked Vissan. “Has one of you been sterilized by the government?’

“No,” said Mary. “It'snothing like that.”

“Then why do you need my device?’

Mary looked over at Ponter, who was listening intently to Mega, who was now telling him about things
she'd been learning in school. “Barasts and Gliksins, plus chimpanzees, bonoboas, gorillas, and
orangutans, al have acommon ancestor,” said Mary. “That ancestor apparently had twenty-four pairs of
chromosomes, asdo al of its descendants except Gliksins. In Gliksins, two chromosomes have fused
into one, meaning we only have twenty-three pairs. The overall genomeisthe same length, but the
differing chromosome count would make anatural conception problematic.”

“Fascinating!” said Vissan. “Y es, the codon writer could easily produce amatched diploid set of
chromosomes that combined Ponter’s DNA and your own.”

“Sowe d hoped,” said Mary. “Which iswhy we reinterested in whether the prototype still exists.”

“Oh, it exids, dl right,” said Vissan. “But | can't let you haveit-it' sabanned device. Asmuch as| hate
that fact, itisthe redlity. Y ou would be punished for possessng it.”

“Itisbanned here)” said Mary.
“Not just herein thevicinity of Kradak,” said Vissan. “It isbanned al over theworld.”

“All overthisworld,” said Mary. “But not inmy world. | could takeit back there; Ponter and | could
concelvethere”

Vissan's eyeswent wide under her undulating browridge. She was quiet for afew moments, and Mary
knew better than to interrupt her thinking. “1 suppose you could, at that,” said Vissan, a last. “Why not?
Better that somebody get the benefit of it, rather than no one.” She paused. *Y ou would need medical
addill,” said Vissan, “to remove an egg from your body. Y our natural haploid set of chromosomes
would be vacuumed out of it, and adoctor would add in afull diploid set of chromosomes created using
the codon writer. The egg would then be implanted in your womb. From that point on, it will be precisaly
likearegular pregnancy.” She smiled. “ Cravingsfor salted tubers, morning sickness, and all.”

Mary had been enthusiastic when it had al been abstract-amagical, black-box solution. But now...”|...|
hadn’t redlized you would diminate my natural DNA. | thought we' d just remap Ponter’ SDNA so that it
was competible with mine.”

Vissan raised her eyebrow. “Y ou said you are alife chemist, Mare. Y ou know there' s nothing specia
about deoxyribonucleic acid produced by your body, or by amachine. In fact, it would beimpossible for
you to tell anatura string and amanufactured string apart. Thereisno chemical difference between
them.”

Mary frowned. She d chided her Sster often enough for paying apremium for “natural” vitamins, which
were chemically indistinguishable from those produced in labs. But...” But one of them came from my



body, and the other came from amachine.”
“Yes, but...”

“No, no, youareright,” said Mary. “I’ ve been tdling my studentsfor yearsthat DNA is nothing but
coded information.” She smiled a Ponter and Mega. “ Aslong asit’ sour coded information, it will till be
our baby.”

Ponter looked up and nodded. “ Our persona genetic material will need to be sequenced, of course.”
“Eadly done,” said Vissan. “In fact, the codon writer can do that, too.”
“Wonderful!” said Mary. “Isthe prototype here?’

“No. No, it'shidden. Buried. But | wrapped it in plastic and meta to protect it. It' s not far away, though;
| can eedlly retrieveit.”

“It would mean agreat dedl to us,” said Mary. Then athought struck her. “Would you like to come back
with me? To my world? | can guarantee you that we won't ban your device there, or stop you from
continuing research related to it.”

“What an astonishing ideal” said Vissan. “What isyour world like?’

“Wadl, it’ sdifferent. Um, we have abigger population, for onething.”

“How big?

“Sx billion.”

“Six billion! I think you hardly need adeviceto aid conceptions, then...”

Mary nodded, conceding that. “ And males and femaeslive together dl thetime.”

“Madness! Don't they get on each other’ s nerves?’

“Wall...yes, | suppose they do sometimes, but...As| said, it' sadifferent place. And we have many
wonderful things. We have a space station-a permanent habitat orbiting our planet. We have buildings
that tower into the sky” -athough, Mary thought ruefully, not as many aswe used to. “ And we have much
morevaried cuisne”

“Ponter, have you been there?’

“My daddy’ s been therethree times now!” said Mega.

“Would | likeit?" asked Vissan.

“That depends,” said Ponter. “Do you like it here, in the wilderness?’
“Very much. | have gotten quiteused to it.”

“Do smdlsbother you?’

“Smdls?’

“Y es. For power, they burn oil and coa, so thereisastench in their cities”
“That hardly sounds gppedling. | think | will stay here.”

“Whatever makes you happy,” said Mary. “But could you teach us how to operate the codon writer,
then?’

Vissan looked at Ponter. “How do you fed about this? | have willingly shed mysdlf of the trappings of
civilization, and so the Grays-High or Low-have no authority over me. But you...”

Ponter looked at Mary, then back at Vissan. “1 have de-fied the High Grays before; | choseto flout their
order to return to this universe so that the porta could be shut down. Indeed, | would gtill bein Mare's
universeif an ambassador hadn’t convinced othersto crossover. And...”

((YSI?I
“And, wdl, sometimes people are serilized without it being right, so...”

Ponter trailed off, and Mary spoke up. “He sreferring to his man-mate, Adikor. When Ponter first
disappeared into my world, they thought Adikor had killed him and disposed of the body. They were



going to terilize him.” Sheturned to Ponter. “1sn't that right, Ponter?’
“What?’ said Ponter, histone odd. “Oh, yes. Yes, that waswhat | meant, of course...”

“Wadll, if you are comfortable with having the codon writer,” said Vissan, “I am content to let you have
it.” She gestured toward the door. “I’ll go get it. Just don’'t ever tell anyone-in thisworld, at least-that you
haveit.”

Chapter Twenty-two

“Likewise, some of our Barast cousins, natives of Europe, came south to Gibrdtar, with its famous rock,
that wonderful symbol of permanence and stability. And from their vantage point, the Neanderthas could
see south to the unknown lands of Africa..”

“Jock, can | have aword with you?’

Jock Krieger looked up from his desk. He was, perhaps, abit paranoid about showing his appreciation
for just how beautiful Louisewas. It was agenerationa thing, he knew-he wasthirty-six years older than
Louise, after dl-but he' d seen some of his colleaguesat RAND get in trouble for supposedly sexist
comments. “Ah, Dr. Benoit,” he said, risng-that much of the manners his parents had drilled into him he
couldn’'t suppress. “What can | do for you?’

“Remember when we were talking before about the effect a planetary magnetic-field collgpse might have
0N consciousness?’

“How could | forget?’ said Jock. “Y ou said that human consciousness had booted up during a
megnetic-field collgpse”

“That’ sright. Forty thousand years ago, when the Gresat L egp Forward occurred, Earth’ s magnetic field
was undergoing acollgpse, just like it’ s beginning to now. In our universe, the field came up with its
orientation the same asit had been before the collapse-which it will do haf thetime, leaving no record
here. But in the other universe, the orientation came up flipped, and so itwas recorded in their geologica
record. As| said, it couldn’t be a coincidence that hominid consciousness booted during afield collapse,
and-"

“And you said thistime it might have effects on our consciousness again, possibly even causing acrash.”

“Exactly. Now, when | first suggested that, it was only because of the coincidence that the Grest Leap
Forward occurred during atime when Earth’ s magnetic field had collapsed; obvioudy, therewasa
correlation between magnetic fields and consciousness. But since then, |’ ve been digging, trying to find
what research, if any, has been done about the e ectromagnetic nature of consciousness-and, frankly,
Jock, I’'m even more worried than | was before.”

“Why? The Neandertha s have been through one collapse since-the one that began a quarter of a century
ago in their world-and they had no problems.” Jock had been astonished when he' d read the research by
Coe and Prévot showing that, in fact, his Earth’ s geologica record provided evidence that field collapses
took placein amatter of weeks, not centuries. “If they came through their collgpsejust fine, why
shouldn’'t we?’

“Asmuch as| likethe Baragts’-calling a Neandertha a Neandertha was no longer politically correct,
gpparently-“theyare a different species, with differently constructed brains,” said Louise. “All you haveto
doislook at their skullsto seethat. Just because they came through all right doesn’t mean we will.”

“Oh, comeon, Louisa!”

“No, redlly. I’ ve been searching the web for information on the relationship between e ectromagnetic
filds and consciousness, and | came across something very interesting called CEMI theory.”

“Semi-theory?’ repeated Jock.Perfect name for a half-baked idea...



“CEMI, withaC,” said Louise. “It’ s short for Conscious Electromagnetic Information theory. A couple
of researchersindependently devel oped it, Johnjoe M cFadden at the University of Surrey and Susan
Pockett in New Zedland.” She looked out Jock’ s window, apparently gathering her thoughts, then:
“Look, we veidentified al sorts of specific areasin the human brain: where visua images are created,
where mathematical operations occur, even-I’m sure you' ve read about thisin the press-where the seat
of religiousfedingsis. But the one thing we venever located isthe physica Site, the actual location,

of consciousness in the brain. Well, M cFadden and Pockett think they’ ve found it-notin the brain, but
surrounding it and permesting it: an eectromagnetic field. Such afield would alow neuronsthat are
separated by great distancesin the brain to nonetheless connect with each other, binding together all the
little bits of information into an integrated whole, a coherent picture of redity.”

“Wirdess communication in the brain?’ said Jock; intrigued despite himself.

“Exactly. Back in 1993, Karl Popper proposed that consciousness was the manifestation of aforcefied
inthe brain, but he thought it must be someunknown kind of force field, snce he'd figured we' d have
discovered it dready if it conssted of energy we were familiar with. But M cFadden and Pockett say the
fieddd issmply dectromagnetic.”

“And they’ ve detected it?’

“Oh, there certainlyis electromagnetic activity in and around the brain; that' s what EEGs measure, after
al. But remember, our Barast friends have unified dectromagnetism and the strong nuclear force-in other
words, there's much more to electromagnetic fields, including both the Earth’ s and the ones produced by
our brains, than we' ve ever been aware of.”

“But have these researchers you mentioned proved that such fields are actualy linked to consciousness?’
asked Jock.

Louise brushed dark hair out of her eyes. “No, not yet. And | will admit thet there’ salot of resistance
from some quartersto the very notion. Good old René Descartes believed in dudism-the notion that the
body and the mind are separate things-but that’ s been out of fashion for quite some time now, and, well,
some see CEMI as an unwelcomed return to it. But CEMI theory makessense from an
information-processing standpoint. Essentially M cFadden and Pockett are saying that awareness and
information are the same phenomenon viewed from different reference frames, and-*

“Y%, 337’

“Wadl,” said Louise, “if consciousnessis an eectromagnetic phenomenon, then it’s perhaps no surprise
that its first appearance was during a geomagnetic fied collapse. Now, as | said, we know from the
recent Barast experience that such a collgpseon its own won'’t cause problems with consciousness-but
I’'m asolar physicigt, remember. | may specidize in neutrinos, but I’ m interested in the whole range of
solar radiation-and our brains, with these ddlicate dectromagnetic fields, will be hit by an ondaught of
normally deflected solar radiation for years or decades during the collapse. The more | look into this, the
more | think a consciousness crash of some sort just might occur.”

“But that's crazy,” said Jock. “Consciousnesscan’t be electromagnetic. | had an MRI last year, and |
assure you, young lady, that 1 was fully conscious throughout the procedure.”

“That’ sthe most common objection to thistheory,” said Louise, nodding. “ M cFadden addressed that
directly in hismost recent paper in theJournal for Consciousness Studies . He contends that fluid within
the brain ventricles effectively crestes a Faraday cage, insulating the brain from most externd electric
fidds. And, asfor MRIs, he points out that those arestatic el ectric fiel ds-changing only the direction of
moving charges, and so they don't have physiological effects. Likewise, Earth’smagnetic fidd isSatic
and pretty uniform-or was, at least until the collgpse began. But changing-as opposed to static-externa
electromagnetic fieldsdo induce dectric currentsin the brain. And these do affect brain activity; in fact,
there are dtrict guiddinesfor repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation that have to be followed to



prevent inducing seizuresin norma people.”
“But-but if consciousnessis electromagnetic, why can’t we detect it?’

“Actualy, we can. Susan Pockett has enumerated al sorts of research that saysthat the brain’'s
electromagnetic field does change in replicable ways when experiencing specific quaia: you can measure
changesin the brain’ s electromagnetic field when you' re looking at something red as opposed to blue, or
hearing amiddle C instead of ahigh C, and so on. She' sredlly good at shooting down objectionsto this
theory. For ingtance, if the corpus calosum-the bundle of nervesthat connectsthe left and right
hemispheres-is severed, you' d expect there to be no communication at al between the two haves of the
brain. And yet, except in very contrived Stuations, split-brain patients perform quite normaly; despite
there being no physica connection between their two hemispheres, their consciousnessis
integrated-precisaly, says Pockett, because consciousness is manifested in the el ectromagnetic field that
contains the entire brain, not through neura-chemicd reactions.”

“So you' re saying-what?-that the two haves of the brain communicate tel epathically? Oh, come on!”

“Theyare communicating, even in the absence of the hard-wired link between them,” said Louise. “That's
afact”

“Then why don't I pick up your thoughts when I’ m standing next to you?’

“Wadll, firgt, remember the brain is essentialy enclosed in aFaraday cage, shidding it. Second, Pockett
believes the mgor oscillations associated with consciousness arein the range of oneto one hundred

hertz, with most of the power around forty hertz. That means they have awavel ength of about 8,000
kilometers, and the idea antennafor picking up an dectromagnetic sgna is one wave ength long. Without
ether atruly giant receiver orvery sendtive equipment, you' d never pick up any part of my consciousness
by just being close to me. But that the field isintegrated over the volume of asingle braindoes make
sense. One of the big issuesin consciousnessis the so-called binding problem. Look at that book, there.”
She pointed at avolume Sitting on Jock’ s desk, an old RAND nuclear-warfare study. “ One part of the
brain recognizesthat it’s green. Another part picks out the outline of the object from the background. A
third part digs up theword ‘book’ to describe it. Weknow that’ s how the brain works-a bunch of
compartmentalized functions. But how do all those bits get bound together, producing the thought that
we relooking at agreen thing called abook? CEMI saysthe eectromagnetic fild iswhat doesthe
binding.”

“Thisisdl very speculative,” said Jock.

“It'sdl very cutting edge, but itisagood, solid scientific theory that makes fasfiable predictions. | tell
you, Jock, | hadn’t thought alot about exactly what constitutes consciousness until dl this stuff with
aternative worlds began, but it's afascinating area of research.”

“And you' reworried that our consciousness might get scrambled as Earth’ s magnetic field collgpses?’

“I don't say anything is going to happen-after al, youare right when you say the Neanderthal s went
through their own magnetic-field collapse recently and nothing happened to them. But, well, yes-lam
worried. And | think you should be, too.”

Chapter Twenty-three

“But the Neandertha s didn’t cross the Strait of Gibraltar. There, at Gibrdtar, we saw the difference
between us and them. For, when we saw anew world, just ashort distance away, we took it...”

“This,” said Vissan, placing apae green device on the table in her cabin, “isthe prototype codon writer.”

Mary looked at the machine. It was about the size and shape of three loaves of bread, placed end to
end-athough no Neanderthal would ever think of it that way.



“It can synthesize any string of deoxyribonucleic acid, or ribonucleic acid, if you prefer, aswell asthe
additiona proteins needed to manufacture chromosomes or other structures.”

Mary shook her head in wonder. “It' salifefactory.” Shelooked at Vissan. “In my world, you would
have won the Nobel Prize for this-our top honor for scientific work.”

“But here” said Vissan, “itisbanned.” Her voice was bitter. “My intentions were so benign.”
Mary frowned. “Whatwere your intentions?’

Vissan was quiet for amoment. “I have ayounger brother who livesin an ingtitution.” Shelooked at
Mary. “We have diminated most inheritable genetic disorders, but there are still things that can go wrong,
things that are genetic but not inherited. My brother has-| don’t know what you cal it. He has an extra
chromosome twenty-two.”

“Chromosome twenty-one, you mean,” said Mary. Then: “No, of course you don't. Itwould be number
twenty-two here. We cadl that Down syndrome.”

“Arethe symptomsthe samein Gliksns?’ asked Vissan. “Mental and physical feebleness?’

Mary nodded. But Down aso caused facid abnormditiesin Gliksins, including a protruding tongue, a
dack jaw, and epicanthic folds even in occidentals. Mary wondered what a Barast with Down syndrome
would look like.

“My mother was amember of generation 140. She should have had her first child when she was twenty
yearsold, but failed to conceive then-or when she was thirty. She had me when she wasforty, and my
brother Lanamar when she wasfifty.”

“Conceptionsthat late in life increase the likelihood of Down in my people, too,” said Mary.

“Because the body’ s ability to produce clean sets of chromosomes has deteriorated. | wanted to
overcomethat-and | did. My codon writer could have eliminated al copying errors, al-*

“All what?" said Mary.

“I'm sorry,” said Christine. “I don’t know how to trandate the word Vissan has used. It refersto when
there are three chromosomes where there should only be apair.”

“Trisomy,” supplied Mary.

“Had my parents had access to such technology,” continued Vissan, “letting them output a perfect diploid
set of chromosomes despite their age, Lanamar would be normal. And, of course, there are ahost of
gmilar conditionsthat also could be avoided.”

Indeed there are, thought Mary. Onein 500 Gliksin children were born with a sex-chromosome
difficulty, such asKlinefeter syndrome (two or more X chromosomesand a', or often amaosaic),
triple-X syndrome, Turner syndrome (asingle X chromosome either completely lacking amate or with a
truncated second sex chromosome), or XY'Y syndrome, which could predispose maesto violence-she
suspected Corndius Ruskin had an extraY'; he certainly had the body type and personality. Other
combinations occurred, but they mostly resulted in miscarriages.

“But that’'snot al,” said Vissan. * Preventing trisomy and smilar disorderswas only theinitiad impetusfor
my work. Once| got into my research, other wondrous possibilities occurred to me.”

“Yes?’ said Ponter.

“Yes, indeed! | wanted to diminate the randomnessin gene sdection, leaving the choices of traitsup to
the parents.”

“How do you mean?’ asked Ponter.
Vissan looked at him. *Y ou inherited abunch of traitsfrom your father and another bunch from your



mother; haf of your deoxyribonucleic acid came from each of them, and in tota, those two halves make
up your forty-eight chromosomes. But each sperm you produce has arandom sdlection of dl thosetraits.
Y ou-Ponter Boddit-have DNA that contains both your father’ s contribution to your eye color and your
mother’s, plus your father’ s contribution to your hair color and your mother’s, your father’ s contribution
to your browridge shape and your mother’s, and so on. But your sperm contain only twenty-four
chromosomes, with just haf your deoxyribonucleic acid. Any given sperm you make will containeither
your father’ s contribution to agiven trait or your mother’s, but not both. One sperm might contain your
mother’ s contribution to eye color, your father’ sto hair color, and your mother’ sto browridge shape.
Another might have exactly the opposite combination. A third might contain only your mother’s
contributions to those things. A fourth, only your father’s. And so on, for dl the tens of thousands of
different genes you possess. No two sperm you ever produced will likely have the same combination of
traits coded into it. The same sort of thing happensin the production of eggs, and, again, it' savirtua
certainty that no two eggs share the same combination of the mother’ s mother’ s genetic materid and the
mother’ sfather’ s genetic materid.”

“All right,” said Ponter.

“Infact-Megahereisyour daughter, right?’

“Yes | an!” said Mega

Vissan crouched down to be at Mega' s face height. “Now, she has brown eyes, whereas you have
golden ones,” said Vissan. “Do you have any other children?’

“An older daughter, named Jasmel.”

“And what color are Jasmd’seyes?’

“Thesameasmine”

“She'sso lucky!” said Mega, pouting.

“Indeed sheis,” said Vissan, rising and patting the girl on her head. Shelooked at Ponter. “Brownis
dominant; golden isrecessve. The chances of achild of yoursinheriting your eye color through natura
processeswere onein four. But if you' d let the codon writer output your genetic materid for you, you
could have chosen to give both your children golden eyes-or any other trait you or your woman-mate
carried the genetic code for.”

“Aww,” saild Mega. “1 wish | had golden eyed!”

“Undergand?’ said Vissan. “What happensin anatura conception isthat aset of traits salected entirely
at random ends up being combined together.”

Ponter nodded.

“But don’t you see?’” said Vissan. “ That' sacrazy way to do it! An absolute gamble asto what you are
going to get. And it doesn’t have to be related to things as inconsequential as eye color. Y ou possess two
genesrelated to the flexibility of thelensin your eye: onefrom your mother, and one from your father.
Say the one you got from your mother isagood onethat lets you see without corrective eyewear well
into old age, but the one you got from your father isabad one that would require you to use corrective
eyewear from childhood. Y ou will pass one, and only one, of those two on to your own offspring. Which
would you choose?’

“My mother’ sone, of course,” said Ponter.

“Exactly! But, in natural conception, thereisno choice-no choiceat dl. It's pure luck of the draw which
oneyour child will get...because you let inefficient nature produce your sperm. But if we sequenced your
deoxyribonucleic acid, we could choose the better one of each pair of traits you yourself had inherited,
and then we could manufacture ahaploid set of chromosomes containing only those better traits. We
could also do the same thing with Mary, here, producing a haploid set representing only the better traits
from her repertoire. And then we could combine them together to produce the best child you could
possibly have. The child would till absolutely be one-haf itsfather genetically and one-half its mother,



but it would have the best possible combination of their respective genetic materia.”
“Wow,” said Mary, shaking her head. “It’ s not quite designer babies, but...”

Vissan shook her head. “No, athough that’ stechnically possible with the codon writer, too: wecould
codein dleesthat are present in neither parent. But that was never my intention. Generation 149 isto be
conceived shortly-and | wanted it to be the grestest generation ever, bringing forth all the positive
characterigtics of the people who begat it, but none of the negative ones.” She shook her head again, and
her tone grew even lower than normal. “1t could have done as much to improve our species asthe
purging of the gene pool did.” After amoment, though, she seemed able to push her bitterness asde, at
least temporarily. “ That will never be, apparently. But at least the two of you can benefit from this
capability.”

Mary felt asthough her heart were going to burst. She was going to be amother! It wasreally going to
happen. “Thisisfabulous, Vissan. Thank you! Can you show us how it works?’

“Certainly,” shesad. “1 hopeits batteries are still charged...” She touched a control, and amoment later
asquare screen cameto lifein the center of the unit. “ Of course, you can attach abigger display.
Anyway, you pour appropriate raw chemicasinto this gperture here.” She pointed to a hole on the right
sde of the unit. “ And the output comes out here, suspended in pure water.” She indicated aspigot at the
left end. “Obvioudy, you' Il want to hook it up to gppropriate serilized glassware.”

“And how do you specify the output?’ asked Mary, staring at the machine in fascination.

“Oneway isby voice,” said Vissan. She pulled out a control bud and addressed the device. “ Produce a
string of deoxyribonucleic acid 100,000 nucleotides long, consisting of the codon

adenine-cytos ne-thymine over and over again.” Shelooked a Mary. “ That’ sthe code for the amino
acid-

“For threonine,” said Mary.

Vissan nodded. “ Exactly.”

Severd green lights appeared on the device. “ Ah, there-it’ s saying it needsto be fed raw materials.” She
pointed to the screen. “ See? They' re specified here. Anyway, you can also use one of severd keypads
toinput data.” She pointed at atoggle switch. “Y ou select either deoxyribonucleic-acid or
ribonucleic-acid mode here. And then you can input dataa any leve of resolution, right down to
individua nucleotides.” Sheindicated a square arrangement of four buttons.

Mary nodded. The toggle must have been set for DNA mode, since the buttons were displaying the
Neandertha glyphsfor adenine, guanine, thymine, and cytosine. She pointed to another cluster of
buttons, arranged in an eight-by-eight grid. “And these must be for specifying codons, right?” Codons
were the words of the genetic language, and there were sixty-four of them, each consisting of three
nucleotides. Each codon specified one of the twenty amino acidsthat are used to make proteins. Since
there were more codons than there were amino acids, multiple codons meant the same thing-genetic

synonyms.
“Yes, that'sright,” said Vissan. “ Those buttons et you choose codons. Or, if you do not care which

codon is used to specify agiven amino acid, you can just select the amino acid by name here.” She
pointed at a cluster of twenty buttons, arrayed in four lines of five,

“Of course,” continued Vissan, “these controls are normally only used for fine editing; it would be
incredibly tediousto specify alengthy deoxyribonucleic-acid sequence by hand. Normally, one interfaces
this device to acomputer and Ssmply downloads the genetic design one wishes to manufacture.”

“Amazing,” said Mary. “Y ou wouldn't believe the gyrations we go through to do gene splicing.” She
looked at Vissan. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure,” said Vissan. “Now, let’ s get down to work.”



“Now? said Mary.

“Of course. Wewon't produce the actua DNA, but we'll get the process set up. First, we' ll take
samples of your deoxyribonucleic acid and Ponter’ s, and then sequence them.”

“Y ou can do that here?’

“The codon writer can. Wejust feed in asample of deoxyribonucleic acid, and let it analyzeit. It should
take about a daytenth for each specimen.”

“Only adaytenth to sequence an entire personal genome?’ said Mary, astonished.
“Yes” sad Vissan. “Let’ sget it sarted, and then I'll go catch us something to eat.”

“I’d beglad to help in the hunt,” said Ponter. He smiled and raised ahand. “ Although | know you don’t
needit.”

“| would wel come the company,” said Vissan. “Buit firg, let’s collect some genetic materia from each of
you...”

Chapter Twenty-four

“If the dangers posed by the collgpsing of this Earth’ s magnetic field teaches us anything, it is that
humanity istoo preciousto have but asingle home-that keeping al our eggsin one basket isfally...”

Ponter called the travel-cube driver and told him to head back to Kradak; they would summon another
cube later in the day to take them home.

Mary and Mega stayed back in the cabin, while Vissan and Ponter went off hunting. Mega showed Mary
how her new toy worked; Mary paraphrased part of Kipling' sSThe Jungle Book for Mega; and Mega
taught Mary to sing ashort Neanderthal song. It was akick spending time with Mega-and Mary knew it
would be even more wonderful to have achild of her own.

Findly, Vissan and Ponter returned with a pheasant they’ d caught for dinner, which Vissan proceeded to
cook while Ponter made asalad. It turned out there were solar panels on the roof of Vissan's cabin, and
she had avacuum box for storing food, an electric heater, some luciferin lamps, and more; friends had
given her farewd| giftswhen she'd chosen to leave structured Neanderthd society. All indl, Mary
thought it actually might not be that bad alife, aslong as one had plenty to read. Vissan showed Mary
her datapad, and how she could recharge it from the solar array on the cabin’ sroof. “1 have some four
billion words of text stored on this,” she said. “My access to new works has been cut off, of course-but
that’ sdl right; the new stuff isal garbage, anyway. But the classicd” Vissan hugged thelittle deviceto
her chest. “How | love reading the classicsl”

Mary smiled. Vissan sounded just like Colm, extolling the virtues of Shakespeare and his
contemporaries, she’ d had to keep her Harlequin romances out of hissght, lest an argument ensue.

The dinner was delicious, Mary had to admit-or maybe, she reflected, she was just famished after dl the
hiking she’ d done that day.

The codon writer had been moved to the floor during dinner, but once they’ d finished esting, Vissan lifted
it back up onto the table. Mega curled up in acorner and had anap, while the three adults sat around the
table: Vissan on the one chair, Ponter on the end of alog, and Mary, facing the cyclopean mammoth
skull, perched atop the vacuum box.

“All right,” said Vissan, peering a the display. “I1t’ sfinished sequencing.” Mary waslooking at Vissan,
rather than the square screen, since, with afew exceptions that she' d picked up dong the way, she
couldn’t understand the glyphs it was showing. But Vissan was obliviousto that, and pointed at the
screen. “Asyou can seg, it smade aligt of the 50,000 active genesin your deoxyribonucleic acid, Mare,
and the 50,000 in Ponter’s.”



“Fifty thousand?’ said Mary. “I thought there were only 35,000 active genesin human DNA. That's our
latest count.”

Vissan frowned. “Ah, well, you're missing out on...I'm not sure what you cdl it. A kind of exonic
redoubling. | can show you later how that works.”

“Please” said Mary, fascinated.

“In any event, the device has now made alist of 50,000 gene aleles you each possess. That meansthe
codon writer could now just go ahead and produce what you need: apair of gametesthat have the same
number of chromosomes. But...”

“Yes? said Mary.

“Well, | told you the origind intention of thisdevice: to let parents pick and choose from the dlelesthey
could offer achild.”

“I think we'll be happy to just try our luck randomly.” The words were out before Mary redly had time
to think about them; perhaps, sheredized, it was some of her natura Catholic revulsion at tinkering with
the Stuff of life coming to the surface...dthoughany use of this machine certainly qualified asmgor
tinkering!

Vissan frowned. “1f you were both Barasts, | would be content to accept that answer-but then again, as
you yoursalf observed, Mare, if you were both Barast, you wouldn’t need the codon writer just to
randomly combine your genetic material.” She shook her head. “But you are not both Barasts.” She
looked down at Ponter’ sforearm. “1 never thought I” d use one of these again, but...Companion of
Ponter!”

“Hedlthy day,” said amae voice from the device s externa speaker. “My nameisHak.”

“Hak, then,” said Vissan. “ Surely studies have been done of the differences between Barasts and Gliksin
deoxyribonucleic acid since contact was made with Mare' s people?’

“Oh, yes,” said Hak. “It has been quite the hot topic.”

“ Are those studies available through the planetary information network?’

“Of course”

“Good,” said Vissan. “We will need to access them aswe go dong.” Shelooked up and shifted her gaze
from Mary to Ponter, then back to Mary again. “1 strongly advise against just dapping your
deoxyribonucleic acid together. We are talking about combining two species here. Now, yes’-she
gestured at the codon writer’ s screen-"it’ s clear that the genomes for Barasts and Gliksins are dmost
identical, but we should redlly examine where they diverge, and carefully select combinations.” She
pointed at Mary. “ Aretiny noseslike that typical of your species?’

Mary nodded.
“Well, there, you see? It would be ridiculous to code for atiny Gliksn nose and agiant Barast olfactory

bulb. Traits should be chosen with care so that they enhance, or at least do not interfere with, each
other.”

Mary nodded. “Right. Of course.” Butterflies were pirouetting in her ssomach, but shetried to sound
jaunty. “So, what' s on the menu?’

“Hak?" said Vissan.

“The genetic divergence-*

“Wait!” said Vissan. “1 haven't asked you aquestion yet.”

Ponter smiled. “Hak isavery intdligent Companion,” he said. “Do you know Kobast Ganst”?’

“Theartificid-intelligence researcher?” said Vissan. “1 knowof him.”



“Waell,” said Ponter, “ about ten months ago, he upgraded my Companion. Y ou weren't the only one
trying to improve the lot of Barasts, of course. Kobast wants everyonein generation 149 to have the
benefit of truly intdligent Companions”

“Wadll, let’ s hope they don't shut Gangt’ swork down as well-although if they do, I’ll be happy to havea

neighbor. In any event, | was about to ask Hak to summarize what is known about how the Gliksin
genome differsfrom the Barast one.”

“And | was about to tdll you,” said Hak, sounding dightly miffed. “There are, as you observed, about
50,000 active genesin any Gliksin or Barast. But 98.7% of those have allele formsthat exist in both
populations; only 462 genes have formsthat exist in Barasts but not in Gliksin, or vice versa.”

“Fine” said Vissan. Shelooked a Mary. “Y ou can leave the rest to chance, if you like, but | redly think
we should carefully look at those 462 genes, and make sensible choices for each of them.”

Mary looked a Ponter, to seeif he had any objection. “ That' sfine,” she said.

“All right-dthough, before we start, there are two big questions we must resolve. With the codon writer,
we will make adiploid set of chromosomes combining deoxyribonucleic acid from both of you. Do we
make twenty-three pairs of chromosomes, or twenty-four? That is, at the level of the chromosome count,
do you want your child to beaBarast or aGliksn?’

“Wow,” said Mary. “ That’ sagood question. Thework | did in my world was about defining which
species aperson belongsto for immigration purposes. It seems likely that chromosome count will be
adopted asthelegal standard.”

“Y our child can beahybrid in many ways,” said Vissan. “But in this, it must be one or the other.”
“Um, gee...Ponter?’

“You arethe geneticist, Mare. | rather suspect that matters of chromosome count are-how would you
put it?' nearer and dearer to your heart’ than they areto mine.”

“You don’t have a preference?’

“Not on an emotiona level, no. | suspect, though, that there are lega advantagesto making our child
gendticdly Glikan.”

“How 07

“We have a unified world government-the High Gray Council. Y ou have 191 member statesin your
United Nations, plus some more besides that are not members, and immigration issueswill arisewith
each of them, no?’

Mary nodded.

“It seems easier to convince one world government that a being with twenty-three pairs of chromosomes
should be ableto live and work anywhere in my world than it will be to convince some 200 governments
in your world that a being with twenty-four pairs of chromosomes should be accorded the samerrights.”

Mary looked at Vissan. “We re not actually going to manufacture the DNA for our child today, right?’

“No, no, of course not. That will be done back in your world, | presume, when you are ready to become
pregnant. | am just taking you through the issues you must ded with.”

“So we don't have to decide right now.”

“That iscorrect.”

“Wdll, then, let’ stable that one.”

Vissan looked at thetablein front of her. “Pardon?’

“1 mean, let’ s set it asde for now. What' s next?’

“Wal, this has nothing to do with your specia circumstances but must dso be decided, snceit affects



how the codon writer apportions Ponter’ s deoxyribonucleic acid. Do you want aboy or agirl?’
“We ve dready discussed that,” said Mary. “We re going to have a daughter.”

Vissan touched a control on the codon writer. “A girl itis,” shesaid. “Now, let’s seewhat elsewe' ve
got...” Shelooked at the display.

“The next gene sequence displayed,” said Hak, “refersto hair part. Barasts have anatura part dong the
centerline of the scalp, right above the sagittal suture. Gliksinstend to have natural parts off to the Sides.
Mary seemsto have dldesonly for side parts; both dlees from Ponter’ s personal genome are, of

course, for center parts. Y ou could take one of each, and discover experimentally which is dominant, or
you could take both of Ponter’s and neither of Mare's, or both of Mare' s and neither of Ponter’s, and be
reasonably sure of the outcome.”

Mary looked at Ponter. The Neanderthas did indeed part their hair like bonobo chimpanzees. At first
she’'d found it quite Sartling, but she’ d since gotten used to it. “I don’t know.”

“Thedde” sad Ponter. “If sheisgoing to beagirl, she should take after her mother.”

“Areyou sure?’ asked Mary.

“Of course”

“Thedsdethen,” said Mary. “Use both of my dleles”

“Done,” said Vissan, touching some more controls. She indicated the square display. “You seehow it’s
done? These touch-points on the screen select dleles?”’

Mary nodded. “ Quite straightforward.”

“Thank you,” said Vissan. “| worked hard to make it easy to use. Now, | recognize the next group of
aldes, at least on Ponter’ sside: they arefor eye color. Mare, your eyes are blue-something we never
see here. Ponter’ s are agolden brown shade we calldelint ; it is uncommon, but prized dll the more
because of that.”

“Blueeyesarerecessvein Gliksns,” said Mary.

“Asareddint here. So we can ether take both your alees, and make your daughter blue-eyed, both of
Ponter’ s and make her golden-eyed, or throw in one of each and be surprised by the outcome...”

They continued on in that vein for quite sometime, interrupted only by Mary, then Ponter, having to take
bathroom breaks-meaning using awooden chamber pot.

“And now,” said Vissan, “we cometo an interesting neurologica item. I’ d be very reluctant to take one
of Mare' sdldlesand one of Ponter’ s at this point, since we just don't know what effect mixing them at
thissitewill have. | think it would be much safer for the child to go al oneway or dl the other, rather than
try to blend the characteristics. In aBaragt, thisgeneiswell known for governing development of the part
of the brain’ s parietd lobe that islocated in the left hemisphere. Y ou surely don’t want to risk brain
damage, and-*

“Did you say the parietd lobe?’ said Mary, leaning forward. Her heart was pounding.

“Yes” sad Vissan. “Now, if that doesn’t form properly, gphasia can result, as can difficulties with motor
function, so-*

Mary turned on Ponter. “Did you put her up to this?’

“| beg your pardon?’ said Ponter.

“Come on, Ponter. The part of the parietal |obe in the left hemisphere!”

Ponter frowned. “Y es?”

“It' swhat Veronica Shannon said isresponsiblefor religious thinking in my kind of people. The
out-of-body experience; the sense of being at one with the universe. All of that is rooted there.”

“Oh,” said Ponter. “Right.”



“Y ou mean to say you didn’t know thiswas going to come up?’

“Honestly, Mare, | had no idea.”

Mary looked away. “ Y ou’ ve been talking about a*cure’ for religion, for Pete’ s sake. And now, lo and
behold, we have one.”

“Mare,” said Vissan, “Ponter and | did not discussthisin advance.”

“N0?Y ou were done together hunting long enough...”

“Redly, Mare,” said Vissan, “| am not aware of the research you mentioned.”

Mary took adeep bregth, then let it out very dowly. “I'm sorry,” she said at last. “I should know better.
Ponter would never blindsde me.”

Ponter’ s Companion blegped, but he didn’t ask for an explanation.

Mary reached out with her left hand.  Ponter, youare my man-mate, even if we haven't yet undergone
the bonding ceremony. | know you would never deceive me.”

Ponter said nothing.

Mary shook her head. “1 didn’t expect to have to face thisissue. | mean, eye color and hair color, sure.
But atheist or believer? Who' d have thought that that would be a genetic choice?’

Ponter squeezed Mary’ shand. “Thisissueisfar more significant to you than it isto me. | understand that
much, a least. We will do whatever you wish.”

Mary took another deep breath. She could talk it over with Father Caldicott, she supposed-but, geez, a
Roman Catholic priest wouldn't approve ofany part of this process. “I’m not blind, you know,” said
Mary. “I’ve seen how peaceful thisworld of yoursis, at least most of thetime. And I’ ve seen how...”
Shetrailed off, thought for amoment, then shrugged, finding no better word than the one that had first
occurred to her “...howspiritua your people are. And | keep thinking about al the things you' ve said,
Ponter-back at Reuben’s place, when we watched that Roman Catholic Masstogether on TV, and at
the Vietnam veterans wall, and...” She shrugged again. “Ihave been listening, buit...”

“But you're not convinced,” said Ponter gently. “1 don’'t blame you. After dl, | am no sociologist. My
musings about the” -he, too, paused, clearly aware that this was amost ddlicate topic right now, but then
he went on, aso, apparently, unableto find a better word-“evil that religion has caused in your world are
just that: musings, philosophica ramblings. | can’t prove my case; | doubt anyone could.”

Mary closed her eyes. She wanted to pray, to ask for guidance. But none had ever come in the past;
there was no reason to think thistime would be different. “Maybe,” she said at lat, “we should Ssmply
leaveit up to fate let the genesfal wherethey may.”

Vissan' s voice was soft. “If thisinvolved any other part of the body, | might agree with you, Mare. But
we' re talking about a component of the brain that is demonstrably different between the two species of
humanity. To smply throw together one dlele from aGliksn and another from aBaragt, then just hope
for the best hardly seems prudent.”

Mary frowned, but Vissan wasright. If they were going to go ahead with having ahybrid child, adecision
had to be made, one way or the other.

Ponter let go of Mary’ s hand, but then started stroking itsback. “It'snot,” he said, “asif we are choosing
whether or not our daughter will have asoul. At most, we' re choosing whether or not she willbelieve she
hasasoul.”

“Y ou do not haveto decide thistoday,” said Vissan. “My intent, as| said, isonly to walk you through
the process of using the codon writer. Y ou won’'t want to produce the diploid chromosome set until it is
timefor it to beimplanted in you, anyway, Mare.” She folded her hands. “But when that time comes,
youwill have to makethis choice.”



Chapter Twenty-five

“ S0, yes, indeed, now isthe timeto take longer strides. But it’ s not just time for agreat new American
enterprise. Rather, it' stime, if | may echo another speech, for black men and white men, Jews and
Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics-and Hindus and Mudims and Buddhists, and men and women of all
faiths, and men and women of none-for individuals from every one of our 191 united nations, for
members of every race and religion that make up our unique, varied brand of humanity-to go forward
together, in peace and harmony, with mutua respect and friendship, continuing the journey weHomo
sapienshad briefly interrupted...”

“I think,” said Vissan, “that the two of you have some thingsto discuss. Perhaps| will take Mega, and
wewill go look at the stars.” Mega had roused from her nap. “Would you like that, Mega?’

“Sure!” said Mega.

Vissan got up from her chair, found her fur coat, wrapped Megain a couple of oversized shirts, and they
headed for the door.

Mary felt acold wind on her face asthe door siwung open. She watched Vissan and Megaleave, the
wooden door closing behind them.

“Mare...” said Ponter.

“No, no, let methink,” said Mary. “ Just let me think for afew minutes.”

Ponter shrugged amiably, headed over to Vissan's sone fireplace, and set about making afire.
Mary got up off the vacuum box, and took Vissan's vacated sedt, resting her chin on her hand.

Herchin...

AHomo sgpienstrait.

But atrivid one, completely unimportant.

Mary sighed. Except for the question of living arrangements, shedidn’t careif they had aboy or agirl.

And she certainly didn’t care where their child parted her hair. Or what color her eyeswere. Or whether
shewas muscled like aNeandertha. Or what sort of sense of smell she had.

Aslong asshe' shedthy...
That had been the mantra of parentsfor millennia

Except in Veronica slab, Mary had never had afull-blown religious experience, but nonetheless she
redly did beievein God. Even now, knowing that her predisposition to such bdief was hardwired into
her brain, shedill redly did believe.

Did shewant to deny their daughter the comfort that went with that belief? Did she want to prevent her
from ever knowing the religious rapture that had e uded Mary outside of that |ab but had apparently
touched so many others?

She thought about thisworld she wasin, and rhetoric from the newscasts of her youth welled up in her
mind. Words she' d avoided until now.

Godless people.

Communigts.

But, damn it all, the Neanderthal systemworked . It worked better than the corrupt, morally bankrupt
capitalism of her world-the world of Big Tobacco and Enron and WorldCom and al the others that had
been exposed since, people driven by nothing but greed, taking obscene amounts for themselves while
others ended up without even enough food to est.

And it worked better than the religiousingtitutions of her world-her own Church shdltering child abusers



for decades, her religion and so many others oppressing women, rdigious fanatics flying planesinto
skyscrapers...

Ponter was making progress with the fire. Wisps of smoke were rising from the logs he' d placed atop the
soneswithin the fireplace,

At last, when he' d fanned the flames to vigorous life, Mary got up from the chair and walked over to her
mean, il crouching by the hearth.

Helooked up at her, and athough the light from the fire threw his browridge and massve nose into sharp
relief, he fill looked loving and gentle. “I will accept whatever choice you make,” he said, rising to his
fedt.

Mary put her arms around his shoulders. “I-1 wish | could think about thisfor agood long time.”

“Thereissometime,” said Ponter. “But afinite amount. If our child isto be part of generation 149, she
must be conceived on schedule.”

Mary knew her voice sounded petulant. “Maybe she won't be part of 149. Maybe we'll have her the
following year. Or the year after that.”

Ponter’ stone was soft. “1 know that your people give birth every year. If our child will be principaly

raised in your world, then it does not matter when sheis conceived. But if wewish her to beraisedin
wholeor in part inthisworld, or ever redly to have the option of fitting in to this society, thenit redly
must be done on schedule.”

“It,” sad Mary, pulling back, looking at Ponter.

Ponter’ s eyebrow went up.

“It,” Mary repeated. “’ 1t must be done on schedule.’” Hardly sounds romantic.”

Ponter drew her close again. “We face afew...specia chalenges. But what could be more romantic than
the child of peoplewho arein love?’

Mary forced asmile. “Y ou' reright, of course. Sorry.” She paused. “ And you' re right that we should do
it a the correct time.” Mary’sown birthday was late in the year; she knew what it waslike to be even six
months younger than some of the other kids on the school playground. She couldn’t imagine how
devadtating it would fed to be ayear or two younger than everyone ese. Yes, their daughter would be
raised principally in Mary’ sworld, but when shewas al grown up, she might choose to make her home
in the Neandertha universe-and she would never fit in hereif shewas't part of a pecific generation.

Ponter was quiet for atime. “Areyou prepared to decide?’
Mary looked over Ponter’ s shoulder, into the flames.

“My brother Bill married a Protestant,” she said at last. “Ho boy, was my mom upset about that! Bill and
Dianne-that’ s hiswife-had to work out which religious traditions they were going to raise their childrenin.
| only heard bits and pieces, and of course only from Bill’ s point of view, but it was apparently abig
battle. And now you're asking meif I’'m ready to decide whether or not my child should be pre-disposed
to believing in God?’

Ponter said nothing; hejust held her, and stroked her hair. If Ponter was dying to know what Mary’s
decision was going to be, he gave no sign of it-and Mary was grateful to him for that. If he’' d seemed
anxious, she' d have known that he had a preferred choice, and that would have made it harder for her to
sort through her fedlings. Astowhat his preferred choice, if any, might be, still Mary couldn’t say. Her
firgt thought was that he’ d want his child to be like him, devoid of the...

She hated the term, but it had aready percolated into the popular press, even before the bridge to the
Neandertha world had opened.

...devoid of the“God organ.”



Then again, Ponter was bright enough to know, despite everything they’ d done here today, that you
couldn’t order up aperson the way you ordered a pizza: “ Give me anumber two, hold the onions.”
Everything blended, making the whole. Perhaps hewanted his new daughter to have his mother’ sfaith?
Indeed, perhapsthis was the test he’ d been waiting for of the persondity sculptor’ s hypothesis? Would
hisfedingstoward a daughter who believed in an afterlife be different than hisfedingstoward Jasmel and
Mega?

Mary would never ask him abot it, not after the decision had been made. Once the appropriate genes
were coded into the chromosomes of their child, there would be no point having regrets or reopening an
old debate.

TherewasasceneinStar Trek V -the one William Shatner directed, the one in which Spock’ s half
brother Sybok went off on a search for God-that portrayed Spock’s own birth, in acave, of al places,
his human mother Amanda attended by a Vulcan midwife. When the infant Spock was presented to
Sarek, hisVulcan father, Sarek said only two words, each filled with infinite disappointment: “ So
humen...”

Mary shook her head at the memory. What the hell had Sarek expected to see? Why did he set out to
have ahybrid child, and then act disappointed that it had characteristics of its mother’ s species? Mary
and Ponter were truly seeking the best of both worlds-and that meantincluding things.

“It'snot adefect,” said Mary, at last, not bothering to define“it.” “It’s not somethingwrong with the
Gliksin brain. Being ableto believe in God-if we want to, if we so choose-is part of who my people are.”
Shetook Ponter’s hand. “I know what religion has caused-whatorganized religion has caused. And |
even am garting to agree with you about the harm the mere belief in an afterlife has donein my world,
t0o. So much of our inhumanitydoes seem related to believing that al injustices will eventudly be righted
in an exigtence yet to come. But, nonetheless, | want my daughter-ourdaughter-to at least potentialy
believein thosethings”

“Mare...” began Ponter.

She pulled away from him. “No. No, let mefinish. Y our people Serilize criminds, and say it'sjust to
maintain the hedth of the gene pool. But it'smorethan that, isn't it, at least when the criminds are male?
Y ou don't just sterilize them by, for instance, performing avasectomy. No, youcastrate them-you remove
that part of their anatomy that is respongible not just for aggression, but also for sexud desire, too.”

Ponter looked quite uncomfortable, Mary thought, but, then again, she supposed no man liked thinking
about castration. She pressed on. “1 stand here as one who has been raped, who has been avictim of the
very worst that testosterone makes possible. But | also stand here as someone who has known al thejoy
of sex with apassonate mae lover. Perhaps, maybe, in some circumstances, removing the
testosterone-producing glandsis agppropriate. And perhaps even in some cases removing the God organ
would be appropriate, too. But not at the beginning, not at the outset.”

Mary again looked at Ponter. “My Church hasthisnotion of original sin: that all people are born tainted,
carrying guilt and evil because of the actions of their ancestors. But | rgject that. \V eronica Shannon
talked to us about behaviorism, Ponter-about the idea that you can incul cate any behavior, any response,
into ahuman being. The mechanism-intermittent reinforcement versus cons stent reinforcement-may differ
dightly between Gliksnsand Barasts, but the underlying concept isthe same. Anew child, anew life, is
nothing but potentia s to be developed one way or another-and | want our child, our daughter, to haveall
the potentia's she can and, through your love and mine as her parents, to become the best possible
human being she can be.”

Ponter nodded. “Whatever you want isfine by me.”
“This” said Mary. “Thisiswhat | want. A child who can believein God.”



Chapter Twenty-six

“And so | stland here today to usher in the next phase. It istime, my friends, for at least some of usto
move on, to leave our version of Earth and take the next giant lesp...”

Mary, Ponter, and Mega spent the night at Vissan's place, deegping on the floor. The next day, with the
codon writer wrapped in furs so that no one would notice it, the three of them had atravel cube come
and take them to Kraldak Center, and from there they flew by helicopter to Sadak Center...justintime
for the end of Two becoming One.

Ponter met up with Adikor, and the two of them boarded a hover-bus heading back out to mae territory.
Ponter, Mary knew, had another trip coming up tomorrow. That’ s when he would accompany the
contingent from the United Nations, including Jock Krieger, down to Donakat Idand.

Mary’s heart was aching, and she was aready counting the days until Two would become One again-not
that she expected to gtill beliving on thisworld at that point; she would have to return to the Synergy
Group before then. But of course she' d return here for the holiday.

Mary felt extraordinarily jedlous of Adikor. It was unfair, she knew, but the whole thing had |eft her
feding like the Other Woman, asif Ponter had snuck away for arendezvouswith anillicit lover, only to
haveto returnto hisred family.

Mary began the long, dow walk back to the house she shared with Bandra, carrying the fur-wrapped
codon writer. Many other women were milling around, but none seemed sad. Those who were talking
among themsalves were laughing; those walking aone mostly had smiles on their broad faces-not smiles
of greeting, but secret, persona smiles, smiles of remembering.

Mary fdt like anidiot. What the hell was she doing here, in thisworld, with these people? Yes, she'd
enjoyed her time with Ponter. The lovemaking had been just asfabulous asit dwayswas, the

conversation just as fascinating, and the trip with Ponter and Mega to meet Vissan had been wonderful in
al sorts of ways. But it was another twenty-five days until she and Ponter could be together again!

A cloud of passenger pigeonstemporarily blocked the sun. They were amigratory bird, Mary knew,
shuttling between two homes, one in the north and the other in the south. Mary let out along sigh and
continued to walk. She knew why the female Neandertha s she was passing could smile. It wasn't as
though they were going back to alonely existence. Rather, they were returning to their femaelovers, to
ther childrenif they had any, to their families,

Mary lifted the collar of her mammoth-hair coat; a cold breeze had come up. She hated winter in
Toronto-and suspected she' d hate it here even more. Toronto was so big, with so much industry, so
many people, and so many cars, that it modified the local environment. North of the city-and south of the
city, in Western New Y ork-everything got hammered by snow. But in Toronto, there were only afew
snowfals each year, and usually no mgjor ones before Christmas. Of course, shewasn’t in what
corresponded to Toronto; Saldak was 400 kilometers farther north, where Sudbury wasin Mary’s
world, and Sudburydid get tons of snow. Saldak must get even more of it.

Mary shuddered, even though it was' tthat cold yet. As she waked aong, she thought about asking her
Companion to tell her about winters here, but she suspected Christine would just confirm her worst fears.

At last she cameto the distended, squat tree that formed the main structure of the house she shared with
Bandra. Itsleaveswerefdling off. Mary entered the house. She was wearing Neanderthd-style pants,
with built-in shoes, but she’ d ingtinctively reached down to try to remove her footwear as soon as she'd
come through the door. She sighed again, wondering if she'd ever get used to thisplace.

Mary went into her bedroom, put down the codon writer, and came back into the living room. She could
hear the sound of running water. Bandramust already be home, her man-mate perhaps having gone back



to the Rim aboard an earlier hover-bus. The sound of the water must have masked the noise made by
Mary entering, and since the door to the bathroom was closed-a nod to sanitation, not privacy, Mary
knew-doubtless Bandra couldn’t smell Mary yet.

Mary went to the kitchen and got herself somefruit juice. She' d heard that the Neanderthals who
worked in the south harvesting fruit shaved off dl their head and body hair to help them better survivethe
warm temperatures. Shetried to envision what Ponter would look like without hair. Mary had seen
bodybuilderson TV, and for some reason they al had hairless chests and backs. Either they shaved
them, or else the steroids they took had that effect. Anyway, she decided Ponter looked just fine the way
hewas.

Mary had expected Bandrato emerge from the bathroom by now, but she hadn’t-and Mary redly
needed to pee. By sheer necessity, she' d forced hersalf to overcome her privacy concerns about sharing
one washroom. She walked over to the closed door and pushed it open with the flat of her hand.

Bandrawas standing in front of the washbasin, hunched over, leaning into the square mirror abovethe
ank.
“Excuseme,” said Mary. “I just need to-oh, my! Bandra, are you okay?’

It had taken amoment for Mary to see that there were splatters of blood on the polished granite
washbasin; the red drops were difficult to make out against the pink stone.

Bandradidn't turn around. Indeed, she seemed to be making an effort to hide her face. Mary loomed in.

“Bandra, what isit?” Mary reached up and took hold of Bandra s shoulder. Had Bandrareally wanted
to, she could have stopped Mary from turning her around-she was certainly strong enough. But although
sheresisted a bit at first, she did dlow Mary to turn her.

Mary felt hersdf sucking in air. Theleft sde of Bandra sface was bruised horribly, ayelow rim around a
black-and-blue area perhaps ten centimeters across running from just above her browridge, down her
wide, angled cheek to the corner of her mouth. There had been acentral scab, half the diameter of the
bruise, but Bandra had picked much of it away; that’s where the fresh blood was coming from.

“My God,” Mary said. “What happened to you?’ Mary found a cloth-square, coarse-dipped it into the
water, and hel ped Bandra clean the wound.

Tearswere running down Bandra s face now, falling from the deep wells of her eyes, detouring around
her massive nose, flowing over her chinlessjaw, and dropping onto the granite washbasin, diluting the
blood there. “I-1 never should have let you come here,” said Bandra softly.

“Me? said Mary. “What did | do?’

But Bandra seemed lost in her own thoughts. “It’snot so bad,” she said, looking in the mirror.

Mary set down the washcloth and put one hand on each of Bandra s broad shoulders. “Bandra, what
happened?”’

“| wastrying to remove the scab,” said Bandra softly. “I thought maybe | could cover the bruise, and you
wouldn’t notice, but...” She sniffled, and when a Neandertha sniffled it was aloud, raucous sound.

“Who did thisto you?’ asked Mary.

“It does't matter,” said Bandra

“Of courseit matters” said Mary. “Who was it?’

Bandraralied alittle strength. “I took you into my home, Mare. Y ou know we Barastsrequire very little
privacy-but in this matter, | must ingst upon it.”

Mary fdt nauseous. “Bandra, | can’'t stand by while you' re being hurt.”
Bandra picked up the washcloth and dabbed it against the side of her face afew timesto seeif the



bleeding had stopped. It had, and she put the cloth back down. Mary led her out into the living room and
got her to Sit down on the couch. Mary sat next to her, took both of Bandra slarge hands, and looked
into her wheat-colored eyes. “ Take your time,” said Mary, “but you must tell me what happened.”

Bandralooked away. “1t had been three months since he' d doneit, so | thought hewouldn’t do it this
time. | thought maybe...”

“Bandra, who hurt you?’

Bandra s voice was dmost inaudible, but Christine repeated the word loud enough for Mary to hear.
“Harb.”

“Harb?’ said Mary, startled. “Y our man-mate?’
Bandramoved her head up and down afew millimeters.

“My...God,” said Mary. Shetook adeep breath, then nodded, as much to herself asto Bandra. “All
right,” shesaid. “Thisiswhat we re going to do: we' Il go to the authorities and report him.”

“Tant,” said Bandra.No.

“Yes” sad Mary firmly. “This sort of thing happens on my world, too. But you don’t have to put up with
it. We can get you help.”

“Tant!” said Bandra, morefirmly.

“I know it will bedifficult,” said Mary, “but we' Il go to the authoritiestogether. I’ [l be with you every step
of theway. W€ |l put an end to this.” She gestured at Bandra' s Companion. “ There has to be arecording
of what hedid a the dibi archives, right? He can’t possibly get away withiit.”

“I will not make an accusation againgt him. Without avictim’ s accusation, no crime has been committed.
That'sthelaw.”

“I know you think you love him, but you don't have to stand for this. No woman does.”
“I don't lovehim,” said Bandra. “I hate him.”

“All right, then,” said Mary. “Let’ s do something about it. Come on, we' |l get you cleaned up and into
some fresh clothes, and we' |l go see an adjudicator.”

“Tant!” said Bandra, dapping theflat of her hand against the table in front of her. It made such aloud
sound, Mary thought the table was going to splinter into kindling. “ Tant!” Bandra said again. But her tone
wasn't one of fear; rather, it wasfilled with conviction.

“But why not? Bandra, if you think it' s your duty to put up with-*

“Y ou knownothing of our world,” said Bandra. “Nothing. | can’t go to an adjudicator with this.”
“Why not? Surely assault isacrime here, no?’

“Of course,” said Bandra

“Even between those who are bonded, no?’

Bandra nodded.

“Thenwhy not?’

“Because of our children!” snapped Bandra. “ Because of Hapnar and Dranna.”

“What about them?’ asked Mary. “Will Harb go after them, too? Was-was he an abusive father?’
“You see!” crowed Bandra. “Y ou understand nothing.”

“Thenmake me understand, Bandra. Make me understand, or | will go to the adjudicator myself.”
“What isit to you?’ asked Bandra.

Mary was taken aback by the question. Surely it wasevery woman's business. Surely ...



And then it hit her, like ameteor crashing from above. She hadn’t reported her own rape, and her
department head, Qaiser Remtulla, had gone on to be Cornelius Ruskin’ s next victim. She wanted to
make up for that somehow, wanted to never again fed guilty about |etting a crime against awoman go
unreported.

“I'mjust trying to help,” said Mary. “1 care about you.”

“If you care, you will forget you ever saw melikethis.”

1] BLIt-“

“You must promise! Y ou must promise me.”

“But why, Bandra? Y ou can't et thisgo on.”

“Ihaveto let thisgo on!” She clenched her massivefists and closed her eyes. “I haveto let thisgo on.”

“Why? For God' s sake, Bandra...”

“It has nothing to do with your silly God,” said Bandra. “It hasto do with redlity.”

“Whét redity?’

Bandralooked away again, took adeep bresth, then let it out. “Theredlity of our laws,” she said at last.

“What do you mean?Won't they punish him for something like this?’

“Oh, yes,” said Bandrabitterly. “Yes, indeed.”

“Well, then?

“Do you know what the punishment will be?’ asked Bandra. “Y ou are involved with Ponter Boddit.
What punishment was threstened against his man-mate Adikor when Adikor was falsaly accused of
murdering Ponter?’

“They would have gterilized Adikor,” said Mary. “But Adikor didn't deserve that, because he didn’t do
anything. But Harb-*

“Do you think | care what happensto him?’ said Bandra. “But they won't just sterilize Harb. Violence
can't betolerated in the gene pool. They will so sterilize everyone who sharesfifty percent of hisgenetic
meterid.”

“Oh, Chrigt,” said Mary softly. “Y our daughters...”

“Exactly! Generation 149 will be conceived soon. My Hapnar will conceive her second child then, and
my Drannawill conceive her first. But if | report Harb' s behavior...”

Mary fdlt like she' d been hit in the ssomach. If Bandrareported Harb’ s behavior, her daughterswould be
sterilized, as, she supposed, would any siblings Harb had, and his parents, if they were till
aive...athough she supposed Harb' s mother might be spared, since she was presumably
postmenopausa. “1 didn’t think Neanderthal men werelikethat,” she said softly. “1 am so sorry,

Bandra”

Bandralifted her massve shouldersahit. “I’ ve carried this burden for along time. I'm used to it. And...”
“YS?I
“And | thought it was over. He hadn’t hit me since my woman-mate |eft. But...”

“They never stop,” said Mary. “Not for good.” She could taste acid at the back of her throat. “There
must be something you can do.” She paused, then: * Surely you can defend yourself. Surely that islegdl.
You could...”

“What?’

Mary looked at the moss-covered floor. “ A Neandertha can kill another Neandertha with one
well-placed punch.”

“Yes, indeed!” said Bandra. “Y es, indeed. So you see, he must love me-for if he did not, | would be



dead.”
“Hitting isno way to show love,” said Mary, “but hitting back-hard-may be your only choice.”

“I can't do that,” said Bandra “If the decision was taken that | hadn’t needed to kill him, aviolence
judgment would be brought against me, and again my daughters would suffer, for they share haf my
genesaswdl.”

“A goddamned catch-22,” said Mary. She looked at Bandra. “ Do you know that phrase?’

Bandranodded. “A stuation with no way out. But you' rewrong, Mare. Thereisaway out. Eventualy |,
or Harb, will die. Until then...” Shelifted her hands, unclenched her fists, and turned her pdmsupina
gedture of futility.

“But why don’t you just divorce him, or whatever you cal it here? That' s supposed to be easy.”

“Thelegdities of what you cdl divorce are easy, but people still gossip, they still wonder. If | wereto
dissolve my union with Harb, people would question me and him about it. The truth might come out, and
again my daughterswould be at risk of gerilization.” She shook her head. “No, no, thisway is better.”

Mary opened her arms and took Bandrainto them, holding her, stroking her silver and orange hair.

Chapter Twenty-seven
“Itistime, my fellowHomo sapiensthat we go to Mars...”

This hasto be absolutely galing for him, thought Ponter Boddit, who was enjoying every best of
Councilor Bedros s discomfort.

After dl, it was Bedroswho had ordered him and Ambassador Tukana Prat to return from Mare's
version of Earth asa prelude to shutting down the interuniversal portal. But not only had Ponter refused
to return, Tukana Prat had convinced ten eminent Neanderthas-including Lonwis Trob-to cross over to
the other redlity.

And now Bedros had to greet the Gliksin contingent from that world. Ponter had been on hand down in
the quantum-computing chamber as the delegates came through; it wouldn’t do if the closest thing the
fractious Gliksins had to aworld leader was cut in two by the portal flickering closed as he waswalking
down the Derkers tube.

Bedros hadn’t gone down into the depths of the Debral nickel mine today. Instead, he' d waited up on
the surface for the amanuensis-high-warrior and the other United Nations officials to come up.

Which waswhat they had just done. It had taken two tripsin the circular mineshaft elevator to get them
al topsde, but now they were here. Four silver-clad Exhibitionists were on hand aswell, letting the
public watch what was unfolding. The dark-skinned United Nations leader had come out of the elevator
housefirgt, followed by Ponter, then three men and two women with lighter skin, and then Jock Krieger,
the tallest member of the group.

“Welcometo Jantar,” said Bedros. He d obvioudy instructed his Companion not to trandate the Barast
name for their planet. For their part, the seven Gliksins had no Companions, not even temporary strap-on
units. Apparently, there had been much debate about this, but that same bizarre * diplomatic immunity”
Ponter had encountered before had led to them being exempted from having everything they said and did
recorded at the dibi archives. Actudly, if Ponter understood matters correctly, Jock redly wasn't entitled
to this specid treatment, but nonethel ess he also wasn't wearing a Companion.

“It iswith great hopesfor the future that we welcome you here,” continued Bedros. Ponter fought hard to
suppress asmirk; Bedros had had to be coached by Tukana Prat-the ambassador who had flouted his
authority-in what constituted an appropriate speech by Gliksin standards. He went on for what seemed
like daytenths, and the amanuenss-high-warrior responded in kind.



Jock Krieger must have been aBarast at heart, thought Ponter. While the other Gliksins seemed to be
enjoying the pomp, he was clearly ignoring it, looking around at the treesand hills, at every bird that flew
by, at the blue sky overhead.

Findly, the speechmaking was over. Ponter sidled up to Jock, who was wearing along beige coat tied at
thewast by abeige sash, leather gloves, and abrimmed cap; the Gliksin contingent had waited down in
the minewhile their clothes were decontaminated. “Well, what do you think of our world?’

Jock shook his head dowly back and forth, and his voice was full of wonder. “It’ sbeautiful ...”

The Voyeur in Bandra s house was attached to the living-room wall, its surface gently following the
curvature of the round room. The big square was divided into four smaller squares, each showing the
perspective of one of the four Exhibitionists on hand a the Debra nickd mine asthe delegation from the
United Nations emerged. Bandrawas in no shape to be seen in public today, and Mary and she stayed
home, ostensibly to watch the arriva of other Gliksins on the Voyeur.

“Oh, look!” said Bandra. “ There' s Ponter!”

Mary had been hoping to catch aglimpse of him-and, unfortunately, that seemed to be dl shewas going
to get. The Exhibitionisgsweren't interested in afellow Barast. Their attention was on the group of
Glikans

“So, whoiswho?’ asked Bandra

“That man there’-she had the usua Canadian fear of being thought aracist that prevented her from saying
“the black man” or “the man with the dark skin,” even though that was the most obvious difference
between Kofi Annan and the rest of the group-“is the secretary-genera of the United Nations.”

“Which one?’

“That one. On theleft, there”

“The onewith brown skin?’

“Um, yes”

“So, he' syour world' sleader?’

“WEéll, no. No, not redly. But heisthe highest officia at the UN.”

“Ah. And who isthet tall one?’

“That’ s Jock Krieger. HE smy boss.”

“He has-helooks...predatory.”

Mary considered this. She supposed Bandrawas right. “ A lean and hungry look.”

“Ooooh!” said Bandra, ddighted. “Isthat asaying?’

“It salinefromaplay.”

“Wadll, it fitshim.” She nodded decisively. “1 don't like his bearing. Thereisno joy in hisexpression.” But
then Bandra seemed to redize that she might be giving offense. “1’m sorry! | shouldn’t spesk that way
about your friend.”

“He' snot my friend,” said Mary. She adhered to the rule of thumb that a friend was someone to whose
home you had been, or who had been to your home. “We just work together.”

“And look!” said Bandra. “He s not wearing a Companion!”

Mary peered at the screen. “So heisn’t.” She surveyed other parts of the four images. “None of the
Gliksnsare”

“How can that be?”’

Mary frowned. * Diplomatic immunity, | guess. Which means...”

“YS?I

Mary’s heart was pounding. “It usudly means adiplomat can travel without having hisluggage examined.
If I can get the codon writer to Jock, he should be able to take it back to my world without difficulty.”



“Perfect,” said Bandra. “Oh, look! There' s Ponter again!”

Theflight from Saldak to Donakat 19dand took two daytenths, which, Ponter knew, was much longer than
the comparable journey would have taken in Mare’ sworld. He spent most of it thinking about Mare and
about Vissan' s device that would let them conceive a baby, but Jock, who was sitting next to Ponter in
the wide cabin of the helicopter, interrupted hisreverie a one point. “Y ou never developed airplanes?’
hesad.

“No,” said Ponter. “1 have wondered about that myself. Certainly, many of my people have been
fascinated by birds and flight, but | have seen the long-‘landing strips,” do you cal them?’

Jock nodded.

“I have seen the long landing strips that your airplanes require. | think only aspecies that was dready
used to clearing large tracts of land for farming would have considered it naturd to do the same for
runways, or even roadways.”

“I never thought about it that way,” said Jock.

“Waell,” continued Ponter, “we certainly do not have roads the way you do. Most of us are-how would
you put it? stay-at-home types. We do not travel much, and we prefer to have food right outside our
doors.”

Jock looked around the helicopter. “ Sill, thisis very comfortable. Lots of room between seats. We tend
to cram people into planes-and trains and buses, too, for that matter.”

“Comfort is not the specific goal,” said Ponter.  Rather, it isto keep other peopl€' s pheromones out of
one snose. | have found it very difficult flying on your big airplanes, especidly with the pressurized
cabins. One of the reasons we do not fly nearly as high asyou do is so that our cabins do not have to be
sedled; webring in fresh air congtantly to avoid the build up of pheromones, and-* Ponter stopped
talking, and tipped his head. “Ah, thank you, Hak.” He looked at Jock. “1 had asked Hak to let me
know when we were passing over the spot that corresponds to Rochester, New Y ork. If you look out
the window now...”

Jock pressed hisface up against asquare of glass. Ponter moved over and looked through another
window. He could see the south shoreline of what he knew Jock called Lake Ontario.

“It'sjust forest,” said Jock, astonished, turning back to Ponter.

Ponter nodded. “ There are some hunting lodges, but no large-scale habitation.”

“It' shard to even recognize the geography without the roads.”

“Wewill pass over one of the Finger Lakes shortly-our name for them isthe same as yours, the imagery
isobvious. Y ou should have no trouble recognizing them.”

Jock looked out the window again, mesmerized.

The Exhibitionists didn’t get to fly south with the contingent from the United Nations, although Bandra
said there would be others on hand when they arrived at Donakat 1dand. In theinterim, Bandratold the
Voyeur to shut off, and it did so. She then turned to Mary. “We didn't spesk much last night
about...about my problem with Harb.”

Mary nodded. “Isthat-is that why your woman-mate left?”

Bandra got up and tipped her head back, looking at the ceiling. Hundreds of birds were painted oniit,
representing dozens of species; each meticuloudy rendered by her. “Y es. She could not take seeing what
he did to me. But...but in away, it’ s better that she'sgone.”

“Why?

“It' seader to hide one' s shame when no one e seisaround.”



Mary got up and put an arm on each of Bandra' s shoulders and stepped back a pace so that she could
look her full in the face. “Listen to me, Bandra. Y ou’ ve got nothing to be ashamed of. Y ou’ ve done
nothing wrong.”

Bandramanaged asmall nod. “I know, but...”

“Butnothing . Wewill find away out of this”

“Thereisnoway,” said Bandra, and she moved a hand up to wipe her eyes.

“Theremust be,” said Mary. “And we' ll find it. Together.”

“You don't haveto do this” said Bandra softly, shaking her head.

“Yes, | do,” sad Mary.

“WM!

Mary shrugged alittle. “Let’ sjust say | owe womankind one.”

“And here we are, ladies and gentleman,” said Councilor Bedros. “Donakat |dand-what you call
Manhattan.”

Jock couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He knew New Y ork like the back of his hand-but thig!
Thiswasgorgeous .

They were flying over the South Bronx-except that it was old-growth forest, walnut, cedar, chestnut,
maple, and oak, the leaves afire with autumn colors.

“Look!” shouted Kofi Annan. “RikersIdand!”

And indeed it was,sans pena colony, of course, and only athird the size of the artificidly expanded idand
Jock knew. Asthe chopper went over it, Jock saw that there was no bridge leading south to Queens.
Nor, of course, wasthere any airport off to the left, where LaGuardiawasin hisworld. Instead, there
was a harbor there. Jock was taken aback when he spotted what looked like an aircraft carrier-he
hadn’t thought the Neanderthal s had such things. He hated encouraging the Neandertha next to him to
begin his endless chatting again, but he had to know. “What’ sthat?’

“A ship,” said Ponter in atone that made it sound as though the answer were obvious.
“I know it'saship,” replied Jock, miffed. “ But why doesit have that wide, flat top?”
“Those are solar collectors,” said Ponter, “to power itsturbines.”

The pilot had clearly been told to meander in, giving them the grand tour. They were flying west now,
over Wards Idand, which was dotted around its periphery with buildings that looked like cottages.

The helicopter continued on. It was asif Central Park had expanded right across the width of Manhattan,
from East River Drive to Henry Hudson Parkway.

“Donakat Idand makes up the* Center’ of the city we call Pepraldak,” said Ponter. “In other words, it's
femdeterritory. In Sddak, there are many kilometers of countryside separating the Rim from the Center.
Pepradak’s*Rim’ and ‘ Center’ are smply separated by what you call the Hudson River.”

“Sothemen livein New Jersey?’

Ponter nodded.

“How do they get across? | don’t see any bridges.”

“Travel cubes can fly over water,” said Ponter, “ o they use those in summer. In winter, theriver freezes,
and they smply walk over.”

“The Hudson River does't freeze over.”
Ponter shrugged. “It doesin thisworld. Y our activities modify your climate more than you think.”
The chopper had now turned south, and was flying along the river. They quickly cameto adight joginits



course, meaning they must now be passing the untamed wilderness of Hoboken. Jock looked out to the
left. Theidand wasthere, dl right: hilly-didn’t Manhattan mean “1dand of Hills’ ?-dotted with lakes...and
utterly devoid of skyscrapers. There were clearings containing brick buildings, but nonetaler than four
stories. Jock turned his attention back to the right side. What would have been Liberty State Park was al
forest. EllisIdand wasthere, aswas Liberty Idand, but of course there was no statue on it. That wasjust
aswdll, thought Jock; he didn’t really want to see a 150-foot-tall Neanderthal, although-

Jock could hear shouts going up from those around him as others spotted the same thing he just had.
There were two right whaesin Upper New Y ork Bay; they must have swum up The Narrows from the
Atlantic. Each was about forty feet long, with adark gray back.

The chopper turned east, flying over water between Governors Idand and Battery Park, then heading
aong the East River. Jock could see hundreds of arboriculture houses along the shoreline, and-“What's
that?’

“An observatory,” said Ponter. “1 know you put your big telescopesin hemispherical enclosures, but we
prefer these cubic structures.” Jock shook his head. Imagineit ever being dark enough in Greenwich
Villageto look at the stars!

“|sthere much wildlife?’ asked Jock.

“Oh, yes. Beavers, bears, wolves, foxes, raccoons, deer, otters-not to mention quail, partridge, swans,
geese, turkeys, and of course millions of passenger pigeons.” Ponter paused. “It’ stoo bad it’ sautumn; in
the spring, you' d see roses and many other wildflowers.”

The chopper was quite low now asit continued up the East River, the blue watersroiling in the
downdraft from the blades. They came to where the river bent to the north, and the pilot continued to
follow its course for another couple of milesthen brought the craft in for alanding on awide open field of
tall grass, surrounded by orchards of gpple and pear trees. Councilor Bedros got out first, then Ponter
and Adikor, then the secretary-general . Jock followed him, and the rest of the group followed Jock. The
air was sweset and clean, crisp and cool; the sky overhead was a blue Jock knew from Arizona summers,
but had never seenin the Big Apple.

A contingent of loca femae officials and two loca slver-clad Exhibitionists were on hand, and again
speeches were made, including remarks by awoman introduced as the president of the local Gray
Council. Shewas, Jock guessed, about his own age-which would make her what? Part of generation
142, he supposed. She had shaved off al her head hair except for along silver ponytail protruding
directly from her occipital bun; Jock thought she looked repellent, even for a Neanderthd.

She concluded her remarks by mentioning the med they were going to enjoy later that day, with huge
oysters and even huger lobsters. Then she called on Ponter Boddit to say some more.

“Thank you,” said Ponter, moving out to stand in front of everyone. Jock was having abit of trouble
hearing him; the Neanderthal s had no notion of microphone stands or loudspeakers for speeches, since
voices were picked up by and relayed to Companions without any such extra equipment.

“We have worked hard,” continued Ponter, “to try to find the exact spot on our version of Earth that
corresponds to the location of your United Nations headquarters. As you know, we do not have
satdlites-and so we do not have anything as good as your globa positioning system. Our surveyorsare
gl arguing among themselves-we might be off by severd tens of meters, athough we are hoping to
resolvethat issue. Still...” He turned and pointed. “ See those trees there? We believe that they mark the
location of the main entrance to the Secretariat building.” He turned. “ And that swamp, over there? That
iswhere the Generd Assembly islocated.”

Jock looked on in amazement. Thiswas New Y ork City-without the millions of people, without the air
that made your eyes sting, without the bumper-to-bumper traffic, the thousands of taxis, the jostling
crowds, the stench, the noise. Thiswas Manhattan...as it had been only afew hundred years ago, asit



had been back in 1626 when Peter Minuit bought it from the Indiansfor $24, asit had been beforeit had
been paved over and built up and polluted.

The othersin the delegation were chatting among themselves; those who were spesking English seemed
to be echoing Jock’ s thoughts.

Ponter began walking, heading toward the shore of the East River. It was closer than it should have
been-but, then again, much of modern Manhattan was recovered land. The Neandertha knelt by the
shore and dipped curved handsinto the river, splashing water repeatedly against his broad face.

Jock noted that afew of the others wore bland expressions, the significance lost on them. But it wasn't
logt on him.

Ponter Boddit had just washed his face with raw, untreated, unprocessed, unfiltered,unpolluted water
from the East River.

Jock shook his head, hating what his people had done to their world, and wishing there was some way
they could start over, with afresh, clean date.

Chapter Twenty-eight
“I believe we, the humans of this Earth, should commit oursalves, before another decade has gone by, to
launching an internationa team of women and men to the red planet...”

Mary and Bandra had watched the transmissions from the Exhibitionists on Donakat Idand. It wasfun
seeing Ponter on what amounted to Neandertha TV, and certainly the project to establish another portal
wasfascinating.

Ponter had spent some time describing the difficulties with building aporta on the surface; hisorigind
quantum computer had been buried deep underground to shield it from solar radiation that might promote
decoherence of the quantum registers. But even when Ponter and Adikor had made their
breakthrough-literaly breaking through into another universe-a second group of Barast researchersin
Europe had been attempting to factor smilarly large numbers. The members of that team had been
femae, and they apparently wereen route to Donakat by ocean ship to provide their expertisein shielding
techniques.

“It looks like you' ve got yoursalf agood man there,” said Bandra

Mary smiled. “Thanks.”

“How long have you known him?’

Mary looked away from Bandra’ s whest-colored eyes. “Only since August 3¢.”

Bandratipped her head, listening to her own Companion trand ate the date. Mary thought Bandrawas
going to say something scolding about how short aperiod of timeit was, after dl, Mary had never lost an
opportunity to tell her sster Christine that she was moving too fagt, faling head over heelsfor one“red
find” after another. But instead Bandrasaid, “ Y ou are very lucky to have found him.”

Mary nodded. Shewas lucky. And, besides, she knew lots of people who had had whirlwind romances
before. Y es, she' d known Colm alot longer than she' d known Ponter by the time Colm proposed and
she accepted, but she' d had doubts back then.

She had no doubts now.

When something felt this right, there was no reason to delay.

“Capediem,” said Mary.

Bandra strandator blegped.

“Sorry,” said Mary. “That's Latin-another language. It means‘ seizethe day.” Don't spend your whole
lifefretting; just grab the moment, and go for it.”

“A good philosophy,” said Bandra. She got up from the couch. “We should attend to the evening medl.”



Mary nodded, rose, and followed Bandrainto the food-preparation area. Bandra had alarge vacuum
box that stored food without refrigeration, and alaser cooker, which employed the same sort of
tunable-laser technology used in the decontamination chambers.

Thetop of the vacuum box had a square screen set into it, displaying an inventory of the contents so that
the sedl didn’t have to be broken to determine what wasinsde. “Mammoth?’ said Bandra, looking at the
ligt.

“My goodness, yesl” said Mary. “I’ ve been dying to try some.”

Bandra smiled, opened the vacuum box-which hissed when she did so-and selected a pair of chops. She
transferred them to the laser cooker and spoke some ingtructionstoit.

“It must be hard, hunting mammoth,” said Mary.

“I've never doneit mysdlf,” replied Bandra. “ Those whose contribution it isto do so say theré sasmple
technique.” She shrugged alittle. “But, as you would say, the putative evil onelurksin minutiae.”

Mary blinked, trying to decipher Christing strandation of what Bandrahad just said. “’ The devil isinthe
details, you mean.”

“Exactamundo!” said Bandra.
Mary laughed. “I’m going to missyou when | leave.”

Bandrasmiled. “I’m going to miss you, too. Whenever you need a place to stay in thisworld, you're
welcome here”

“Thank you, but...”

Bandraraised one of her large hands. “Oh, | know. Y ou only plan to cometo visit when Two are One,
and then you'll be spending time with Ponter. And | will...”

“I’m so sorry, Bandra. There must be something we can do.”
“Let’snot dwell onit. Let’sjust enjoy the time we ve got before you haveto leave.”

“Capediem?’ sad Mary.
Bandraamiled. “ Exactamundo.”

The dinner was excdllent; mammoth had arich, complex flavor, and the maple-sugar slad dressing
Bandra prepared was to-die-for.

Mary leaned back in the saddle-seat and sighed contentedly. “It’ sa pity you people don’'t have wine.”

“Wine,” repested Bandra. “What isthat?’

“A beverage. Alcohol. Fermented grapes.”

“Isit ddicious?’

“Wadl, um, that’ s not the point-or, at leadt, it’s onlypart of the point. Alcohol affectsthe centra nervous
system, at least in Glikans. It makes usfed mdlow, rdaxed.”

“l amrelaxed,” said Bandra
Mary smiled. “Actudly, soam1.”

The Globe and MailPonter had brought Mary had reported the results of a study to determine the
funniest joke in the world. That didn’t mean the one that made people laugh the hardest-it wasn't an
attempit to replicate Monty Python’ s secret-weapon joke, which would cause anyone who heard it to die
laughing. Rather, it was aproject to find ajoke that cut across culturd lines so that dmost dl human
beingsfound it funny.

Mary decided to try it out on Bandra; since it happened to be a hunting joke, she thought the



Neandertha might enjoy it. She dipped afew appropriate referencesinto their conversation, so that
Bandrawould have the required background, and then, around 9:00P.M. -late in the Sixth daytenth-she
trotted it out:

“Okay, okay. So, there are these two guys, see, and they’ re out hunting, right? And one of them
suddenly collgpses-just falsto the ground. He doesn't seem to be breathing, and his eyes are glazed
over. So the other guy, he calls 9-1-1. That’s our emergency telephone number, since we don’t have
Companions. And the guy-he’ son a cell phone, see?-he’ sdl panicky, and he says, ‘Hey, I’'m out here
hunting with my friend Bob, and hejust kedled over. I'm afraid he' sdead. What should | do? What
should | do?

“And the emergency operator says, ‘Cadm down, Sir. Take a deep breath; let’ stakethisone step at a
time. Fird, let’smake sure that Bob isredly dead.’

“So the guy says, ‘Okay,” and the operator hears him put down the phone and walk away. And
then-blam!-there’ s agunshot. And the guy comes back on the phone and says, ‘ Okay. Now what? “

Bandra exploded with laughter. She’ d been drinking pine tea; the way the Neanderthd throat was
hooked up prevented it from spurting out her nogtrils, but if she’ d been a Gliksin, doubtlessit would
have, given how hard she waslaughing. “ That’ sawful! “ she declared, wiping away tears.

Mary was grinning, probably wide enough to riva Ponter. “1an't it, though?’

They spent the rest of the evening talking about their families, telling jokes, listening to recorded
Neandertha music pumped smultaneoudy into their cochlear implants, and just generdly having a
wonderful time. Mary had had severa close female friends before she' d married Colm, but had drifted
away from dl of them during the marriage, and hadn't redlly acquired any new ones since the split. One
of the nice things about the Neandertha system, Mary mused, wasthat it would leave plenty of timefor
her friendshipswith other women.

And, despite them coming literaly from different worlds, Bandrawas certainly the kind of friend she
would choose: warm, witty, giving, and brilliant-someone she could share asilly joke with, aswell as
discussthe latest breakthroughsin science.

After abit, Bandra brought out apartanlar set-the same game Mary had played with Ponter. Ponter’s
board had been made of polished wood, with the alternating squares stained either light or dark. As
befitted a geologist, Bandra s was made of polished stone, the squares black or white.

“Oh, good!” said Mary. “1 know this game! Ponter taught me.”

In chess and checkers, players sat opposite each other, each trying to move their armies of pieces
toward the other’ s side of the board. Butpartanlar didn’t have that directiondity of play-there was no
advancing or retreating. And so Bandra set the board up on alittle table in front of one of the couches,
and then sat on the couch, leaving plenty of room for Mary to St beside her.

They played for about an hour-but it was the pleasant something-to-do kind of play that Mary liked, not
the compstitive let’ s-see-who' s-better competition Colm favored. Neither Mary nor Bandrareally
seemed to care who won, and they each took delight in the other’ s clever moves.

“It' sfun having you around,” said Bandra.

“It' sfunbeing here” said Mary.

“You know,” Bandrasaid, “there are those of my kind who don’t approve of the contact between our
worlds. Councilor Bedros-remember him from the VVoyeur?-is one such. But even if there are-another
phrase of yours| like-even if there are afew bad apples, they do not spoil the bunch. Heiswrong,
Mare. Heiswrong about your people. Y ou are proof of that.”

Mary smiled again. “ Thank you.”



Bandrahesitated for along moment, her eyes shifting from Mary’ sleft to her right and back again. And
then sheleaned in and made along, dow lick up Mary’ sleft cheek.

Mary fdt her entire spinetighten. “Bandra...”

Bandradropped her gazeto thefloor. “I’'m sorry...” she said softly. “1 know it s not your way...”
Mary placed her hand under Bandra slong jaw, and dowly lifted her face until shewasfacing Mary.
“No,” Mary said. “It'snot.” Shelooked into Bandra s whest-colored eyes. Her heart was racing.
Carpediem.

Mary leaned in closer, and, as she brought her lipsinto contact with Bandra' s, she said, “ Thisis”

Chapter Twenty-nine

“And athough our Neanderthal cousinswill be welcometo join usin this grand Mars adventure, should
they so choosg, it is something it seemsfew of them will desire...”

Corneius Ruskin knocked on the office door. “Comein,” caled thefamiliar femae voice with itsdight
Peakistani accent.

Corndliustook a deep bregth, then opened the door. “Hi, Qaiser,” he said, waking into the office.

Professor Qaiser Remtulla’s metal desk was at right angles to the doorway, the long edge against one
wadll, the left short edge underneath her window. She was wearing adark green jacket and black pants.
“Cornelius!” she declared. “We were getting quite worried about you.”

Corndius couldn’t manage asmile, but hedid say, “ That’ svery kind.”

But Qaiser’ sround face creased into asmall frown. “I wish you' d called to let me know you'd bein
today, though. Dave Olsen has dready come in to teach your afternoon class.”

Cornéelius shook hishead abit. “That’ sfine. In fact, that’swhat | want to talk to you about.”

Qaiser did what just about every academic has to do when avisitor comes: she got up from her own
swivel chair and took the pile of books and papers off the one other chair in the room. In her case, it was
ameta-framed stacking chair with orange vinyl cushions. “Have aseat,” shesaid.

Corneliusdid just that, crossing hislegs at the ankles and-

He shook hishead again, wondering if he'd ever get used to the sensation. He' d spent hiswhole life
subtly aware of the pressure on histesticleswhenever he st likethis, but there was no such fedling
anymore.

“What can | do for you?’ prodded Qaiser.

Corneliuslooked at her face: brown eyes, brown skin, brown hair, atrio of chocolate shades. She
looked to be about forty-five, ten years older than he was. HE d seen her crying in anguish, seen her
begging him not to hurt her. He didn't regret it; shehad deserved it, bui...

But.

“Qasar,” hesad, “I'd like to take aleave of absence.”

“There are no paid leavesfor sessond ingtructors,” shereplied.

Corndius nodded. “1 know that. I-“ He d rehearsed dl this, but now hesitated, wondering if it wasredly
theright approach. “ Y ou know I’ ve been sick. My doctor says| should take a...arest leave. Y ou know,
sometimeoff.”

Qaiser’ sfeatures shifted to concern. “Is it something serious? Isthere anything | can do to help?’



Corndius shook hishead. “No, I'll befine, I'm sure. But I-1 just don't fedl up to being in the classroom
anymore.”

“Wadll, the Christmas break is coming up in afew weeks. If you could just stick it out until then...”
“I’'m sorry, Qaiser. | redly don’t think | should.”

Qaiser frowned. “Y ou know we' re shorthanded asis, what with Mary Vaughan having left.”
Cornelius nodded but didn't say anything.

“I haveto ask,” said Qaiser. “Thisisagenetics department, after adl. There are lots of things here that
potentially could have made you sick, and...well, | have to worry about the health of the students and the
faculty. Isyour problem related to any chemicals or specimens you encountered here?”

Cornelius shook hishead again. “No. No, it'snothing like that.” He took adeep breath. “But | can’t stay
hereany longer.”
“Why not?’

“Because...” A few weeks ago, he' d have been unable to discuss this topic without getting apoplectic,
but now...

He shrugged a bit.

“Because you' ve won.”

Qaiser’ seyebrows pulled together. “ Pardon?’

“You’'ve won. The system here-it’swon. It's beaten me.”

“What sysem?’

“Oh, comeon! The hiring system, the promotion system, the tenure system. There' sno place for awhite

Qaiser gpparently couldn’'t meet hiseyes. “It’' sbeen adifficult issuefor the university,” said Qaiser.
“Forall universities. But you know, despite the presence of me and afew others, the genetics department
isstill way below the university’ sguiddinesin terms of number of tenure-stream positions held by
women.”

“Y ou’ re supposed to have forty percent,” said Corndlius.

“Right, and we' re nowhere near that-not yet.” Qaiser’ svoice took on adefensve note. “But, 100k, even
0, it should be haf, and-*

“Haf,” repeated Corndlius; hesaid it so camly it surprised him, and apparently surprised Qaiser, too,
snce sheimmediatdy stopped talking. “ Even when only twenty percent of the gpplicants are femae?’

“Wadll, dl right, then-but, anyway, thetarget isn't haf. It' sjust forty percent.”

“How many tenured or tenure-track pogitions are therein this department?’

“Hfteen.”

“And how many are held by femades?’

“Currently? Counting Mary?’

“Of course counting Mary.”

“Three”

Cornelius nodded. He' d gotten back at two of them; the third wasin awhedlchair, and Corndius hadn’t
been able to bring himsdif to...

“So the next three tenure-track openings have to go to women, don't they?’ he said.
“Wdl, yes. Assuming they're quaified.”
Cornelius surprised himsdlf; those last three words would have set him off before. But now...



“Andif Mary’sleaveturns out to be permanent,” he said, histone till even, “asit probably will, you'll
have to replace her with awoman, too, right?’

Qaiser nodded, but she still wasn't meeting his eyes.

“ So the nextfour tenure-track appointments have to go to women.” He stopped himself-rather more
eadly than he' d expected to be able to do so-before adding, “ Preferably crippled black ones.”

Qaiser nodded again.

“How often does atenure-track position open up?’ he asked, asif he himself didn’'t aready know the
ansver.

“It depends on when peopleretire, or move on to other things.”

Corndiuswaited, saying nothing.

“Every couple of yearsor s0,” Qaiser finaly replied.

“Morelikethree years, on average,” said Corndius. “Trust me; I’ ve done the math. Meaning it’ll be
twelve years before you' relooking for amae, and even thenit'll be adisabled or minority made, isn't that
right?’

“Wel...”

“lan’'t thet right?”

But there was no need for Qaiser to reply; Corndlius had read the relevant part of the collective
agreement between the Faculty Association and the Board of Governors so often he could recite it from
memory, despite the awkward bureaucratic phrasing:

(i) In unitswhere fewer than 40% of the tenure stream faculty/librarian positions arefilled by women,
when candidates qudifications are substantialy equa the candidate who isamember of a
vigblefracid minority, an aorigina person or a person with adisability and femae shal be
recommended for gppointment.

(i))If thereis no candidate recommended from (i) above then when candidates quadificationsare
substantialy equal acandidate who isfemale or who isamale and amember of avisibleracia
minority, an aborigina person, or a person with adisability shal be recommended for appointment.

If thereis no candidate recommended from (i) or (ii) above then the candidate who ismale shal be
recommended for appointment.

“Corndlius, I'm sorry,” said Qaiser, at last.

“Everybodyisinlinein front of an able-bodied white mae.”

“It' sonly because...”

Qaiser trailed off, and Cornelius fixed her with asteady gaze. “Yes?’ hesaid.

She actudly squirmed abit. “It’ s only because able-bodied white maes cut to the front of theline so
oftenin the pagt.”

Corndius remembered the last time someone had said that to him-a bleeding-heart liberal whiteguy a a
party, last spring. He' d jumped down the guy’ sthroat, and practically tore out hislungs, saying he
shouldn’t be punished for the actions of his ancestors, and just...

Heredized it now.
Jugt bascally making an ass of himsdlf. He'd eft the party in ahuff.

“Perhapsyou’'reright,” said Corndlius. “1n any event, what' sthat old prayer?‘ God, grant me the serenity
to accept the things | cannot change, courage to change the things | can, and the wisdom to know the
difference.’ “ He paused. “Inthiscase, | do know the difference.”

“I’'m sorry, Corndius,” said Qaiser.



“And o, | should leave.” Take my bals and go home, he thought-but, of course, he couldn’t do that
anymore.

“Mogt universities have smilar affirmative-action programs, you know. Where would you go?’
“Private industry, maybe. | loveto teach, but...”
Qaiser nodded. “Biotech is superhot, right now. Lots of job openings, and...”

“And since biotech ismostly an industry of start-ups, no historical imbaancesto correct,” said Corndlius,
histone even.

“Say,” sad Qaiser, “you know what you should do? Go to the Synergy Group!”
“What' sthat?’

“It' sthe U.S.-government think tank devoted to Neandertha studies. They’ re the group that hired Mary
Vaughan away.”

Corndiuswas about to dismiss the notion-working with Mary now would be as difficult asworking with
Qai ser-but Qaiser continued: “1 heard they offered Mary ahundred and fifty grand U.S.”

Corndiusfdt hisjaw dropping. That was-Chrit, that was close to aquarter of amillion dollarsayear
Canadian. It was indeed the kind of money aguy like him, with aPh.D. from Oxford, should be pulling
down!

Stll...”1 don’t want to musclein on Mary’sturf,” he said.

“Oh, you wouldn’t be doing that,” said Qaiser. “Infact, | hear she' sleft Synergy. DariaKlein had an
e-mail from her awhile ago. She's apparently gone native-moved permanently over to the Neanderthal
world.”

“Permanently?’

Qaiser nodded. “That’ swhat | heard.”

Corndiusfrowned. “1 supposeit couldn’t hurt to apply there, then...”

“Absolutdy!” said Qaiser, gpparently eager to do something for Cornelius. “L ook, let mewriteyou a
letter of reference. | bet they’ Il need another DNA expert there to replace Mary. Y our graduate work
was at Oxford’s Ancient Biomolecules Centre, right? Y ou’ d be a perfect fit.”

Corndius consdered. He d done what he' d done in the first place because of frustration over hisstdled
career. It would be anice bit of closure to have that ultimately lead to him getting the kind of job he
deserved. “Thank you, Qaiser,” he said, smiling at her. “Thank you very much.”

Chapter Thirty

“But whether the Neanderthals come with us or not to the red planet, we should adopt their view of that
world’ scolor. Marsis not asymbol of war; itisthe color of hedth, of life-and if it is, perhaps, barren of
life now, we should not let it remain so any longer...”

It wastime for Mary to get the codon writer to Jock, so that he could take it back to...
Wedll, to where?

Mary had laughed when she’ d seen Councilor Bedros on the Voyeur referring to the Barast world as
“Jantar.” Therewas no Sngle namefor the verson of Earth that Mary called home. “ Earth” wasjust the
English term; it was cdled different thingsin other languages. Terrawas the word in Latin and many of its
descendants. The French-and the French-Canadians-called itTerre . In Esperanto, it wasTero . The
Greek term-Gaea-was popular among environmentalists. Russians called itZemlja ; the SwedesJorden .
In Hebrew it wasEretz ; in Arabic,Ard ; in Fars,Zamin ; in Mandarin,Digjiu ; and in Japanese,Chikyuu .
The most beautiful of thelot, thought Mary, wasthe Tahitian,Vuravura. Ponter smply cdled it “Mare' s



world,” but Mary doubted that was going to catch onin genera use.
In any event, Mary now had to get the codon writer to Jock so that he could take it safely back to...to
Glikgnia

Gliksinia? No, too harsh. How about Sapientia? Or -

Thetravel cube Mary had called for arrived, and she clambered into one of the two rear sedts. “The
Debra nicke mine” sad Mary.

The driver gave her acool look. “Going home?’
“Not me,” said Mary. “But somebody eseis”

Mary’s heart |egped when she caught sight of Ponter, part of the group returning from Donakat Idand.
But she had promised herself she would behave like a proper native of thisworld, and not run into his
arms. After al, Two were not Onel

Stll, when no one e se was looking, she blew him akiss, and he smiled broadly back at her.

But it wasn't him she' d redlly cometo see. It was Jock Krieger. Mary sidled up to him, carrying her long
wrapped package under her arm. “Beware of Gliksins bearing giftd” she said.

“Mary!” exclamed Jock.

Mary motioned for Jock to move out of earshot of the others. A silver-clad Exhibitionist tried to follow
them, but Mary turned around and glared a him until he scuttled away.

“So,” said Mary, “what do you think of thisworld?’

“It'sagtonishing ,” said Jock. “1 knew in an intellectual sort of way that we' d screwed up our
environment, but until | saw al this...” He gestured a the countryside. “It' slike finding Eden.”

Mary laughed. “Isn’t it, though? Too bad it' s already occupied, en?’

“Itisindeed,” said Jock. “ Are you going to come back home with us, or do you want to spend some
moretimein the garden?’

“Wadll, if it sal thesameto you, I'd like to stay afew more days.” Shetried not to smile. “1’ve been
making...great progress.” She presented the package. “But | do have something | want you to take
back.”

“What isit?’

Mary looked left and right, then checked over her shoulder. She then looked down, just to make sure
that Jock hadn’t been forced to strap on a Companion. “It’sacodon writer-a Barast DNA synthesizer.”

“Why do you need meto take it back?Why don't you just bring it yourself when you come?’

Mary lowered her voice. “ Thisis banned technology. I’ m not really supposed to have it-no oneis. But
it' sthe most amazing thing. I’ ve written up some notes for you about it; they’ reincluded in the package.”

Jock lifted his eyebrows up toward his pompadour, clearly impressed. “ Banned technology? | knew |
was doing theright thing when | hired you...”

Suddenly Mary was awake. It took her amoment to orient herself in the darkness, to figure out where
shewas.

A large, warm form was deeping quietly next to her. Ponter?
No, no. Not yet, not tonight. It was Bandra; Mary had been sharing Bandra s bed these last few nights.
Mary glanced at the celling. Neanderthd digits were gently glowing there, specifying thetime. Mary was



good at deciphering them when wide awake, but her vision was blurry right now, and it took her afew
seconds-a fewbeats -to remember that she had to read them from right to left, and that acirclewasthe
symbol for five, not zero. It was the middle of daytenth nine; alittle after 3:00A.M.

There was no point legping out of bed, even though that’ swhat shefdlt like doing. And it had nothing to
do with the fact that she was deeping next to another woman; indeed, she was surprised how easy it had
been to get used to that. But the thought that had forced her awvake was still in her head, burning brightly.

Occasiondly she' d awoken in the middie of the night with brilliant thoughts before, only to fall back
adeep and have them completely gone by morning. Indeed, many years ago she' d briefly fancied herself
a poet-she and Colm had met at one of his poetry readings-and she' d kept apad at her bedside, ong
with asmal book-light, so that she could make notes without disturbing him. But she' d given that up
soon enough, since the notes had turned out, when reviewed in the morning, to be mostly gibberish.

Butthis thought, this notion, thiswonderful, wonderful idea, would till be therein the morning, of that
Mary was certain. It was too important to let dip away.

She hugged hersdlf, nestled back into the cushions, and soon was adeep, very much at peace.

The next morning Chrigtine gently woke Mary at the agreed upon time-two-thirds of the way through the
tenth daytenth. Bandra s Companion had been asked to wake her smultaneoudy, and did indeed seem
to be doing so.

Mary smiled at Bandra. “Hey,” she said, reaching out to touch the Barast woman'sarm.

“Hedlthy day,” said Bandra. She blinked afew times, still waking up. “Let me get to work on breskfast.”
“Not yet,” said Mary. “ There’ s something | want to talk to you about.”

They were facing each other on the bed, only a short distance between them. “What?’

“When Two were last One,” said Mary, “Ponter and | had atalk abouit...about our future.”

Bandraevidently detected something in Mary’stone. “Ah,” she said.

“Y ou know we had some...some matters to work out.”

Bandra nodded.

“Ponter proposed a solution-or at least apartial solution.”

“I have been dreading this moment,” Bandra said softly.

“Y ou knew that this Situation could not last,” said Mary. “I...| can’t stay here forever.”

“Why not?’ said Bandra, her voice plaintive.

“Just yesterday, Jock-my boss-was asking me when I’m coming home. And Ido have to go back; | il
have to complete the annulment of my marriageto Colm. Besides, I...”

HYS?!

Mary moved the shoulder that she wasn't leaning on. “I just can't take it-being here, in thisworld, with
Ponter so close and yet being unableto see him.”

Bandra closed her eyes. “So what are you going to do?’

“I’m going to return to my world,” said Mary.

“And that’sit? Y ou're leaving Ponter? Y ou' re leaving me?’

“I'm not leaving Ponter,” said Mary. “I will come back here every month, when Two become One.”
“Y ou will travel back and forth between worlds?’

“Yes. | will finish my contract at the Synergy Group, then try to get ajob in Sudbury-that’ swhere the
portal islocated in my world. Ther€ sauniversity there.”

“l see,” said Bandra, and Mary could hear the effort she was making to keep her tone even. “Wel, |



suppose that makes sense.”

Mary nodded.

“I will missyou, Mare. | will missyou grestly.”

Mary touched Bandra' sarm again. “ This doesn't have to be goodbye,” said Mary.

But Bandra shook her head. “I know what Two becoming Oneislike. Oh, for afew months, perhaps,
you might make atoken effort to see me briefly during each trip here, but you will redly want to spend all
your timewith your man-mate.” Bandraraised ahand. “And | understand that. Y ou have agood man, a
fine human being. If | had the same...”

“You don't need aman-mate,” said Mary. “No woman, on either side of the portal, does.”
Bandrd s voice was soft. “But |have aman-mate, so for methereisno aternative.”

Mary smiled. “A funny word, that: aternative.” She closed her eyes briefly, remembering. “I know, in
your language, it ishabadik . But unlike some words that only trand ate gpproximately, that oneis an exact
counterpart: the choice between two, and only two, possibilities. | have some biologist friends who would
argue that the concept of dternativesisingrained in us because of our body form: on the one hand, you
could do this; on the other hand, you could do that. An articulate octopus might have no word for the
condition of having only two choices.”

Bandrawas saring at Mary. “What are you talking about?’ she said at last, clearly exasperated.

“I’'m talking about the fact that there are other possibilitiesfor you.”

“I will do nothing to jeopardize my daughters' ability to reproduce.”

“I know that,” said Mary. “Believe me, that’ sthe last thing | would want.”

“Thenwhat?’

Mary pushed herself forward on the cushions, closing the distance between her and Bandra, and she
kissed Bandrafull on thelips. “Comewith me,” said Mary, when she was done.

“What?’

“Come with me, to the other sde. To my world. To Sudbury.”

“How would that solve my problem?’

“Y ou would stay in my world when Two become One. Y ou would never have to see Harb again.”

“But my daughters...”
“Arejust that:daughters.. They will dwaysliveinthe City Center. They will be safe from him.”
“But | would dieif | could never seethem again.”

“So come back when Two are separate. Come back when thereis no chance of you seeing Harb. Come
back and visit your daughters-and their children-as often as you wish.”

Bandrawas clearly trying to takeit al in. “Y ou mean you and | would bothcommute between the two
worlds, but we would each come back here at different times?’

“Exactly. I'd only come for visitswhen Twoare One-and you' d only comefor vistswhen they aren't.
Work schedulesin Canada are five days on, two days off-we call the days off ‘weekends.” Y ou could
come back for each weekend that didn’t happen to fall during Two becoming One.”

“Harb would befurious.”

“Who cares?’

“I would haveto travel to the Rim in order to use the portal.”

“Sojust don't ever do it done. Make sure there’ s no way he could approach you there.”

Bandra sounded dubious. “I...I suppose it might work.”

“Itwill ,” said Mary firmly. “If he objected, or tried to see you & the wrong times of the month, the truth



about him would come out. He may not care about what happens to you or to his daughters, but he
doubtless doesn't wish to be castrated himsdlf.”

“Y ou would do thisfor me?’ said Bandra. *'Y ou would make a home with mein your world?’

Mary nodded and hugged her close.

“What would | do there?’ asked Bandra.

“Teach, & Laurentian, with me. There snot auniversity in my world that would turn down a chance to
add aNeanderthal geologist to itsfaculty.”

“Redly?’

“Oh, yes, indeed.”

“So we could live and work together in your world?’

13 YSI”

“But...but you told me that it was not the way of your people. Two women together...”

“It isnot theway ofmost of my people,” said Mary. “But it isof some. And Ontario, wherewe' Il live, is
one of the most understanding placesin al my world about such things.”

“But...but would this make you happy?’

Mary smiled. “ There are no perfect solutions. But this one comes close.”

Bandrawas crying, but they were clearly tears of joy. “ Thank you, Mary.”

“No,” said Mary. “Thank you. To you, and to Ponter.”

“Ponter | can understand, but me? Why?’

Mary hugged her again. “Y ou both showed me new ways of being human. And for that, I'll dwaysbe
grateful.”

Chapter Thirty-one

“Of course, once we re there, once we have planted flowersin the rusty sand of the fourth planet from
our sun, once we' ve nurtured them with water taken from Mars polar caps, weHomo sapiensmight
again briefly pauseto smell thoseroses...”

“Assholel”

Jock knew the other driver couldn’'t hear him-it was too cold aday for anyone to have their windows
down-but he hated it when morons cut him off.

The traffic seemed intolerable today. Of course, Jock reflected, it was probably no worse than any other
day driving herein Rochester, but everything seemed unbearable in comparison to the clean, idyllic
beauty he’ d seen on the other side.

“The other sde.” Chrigt, hismother used to talk about heaven that way. “Things || be better on the other
Sde”
Jock didn't believe in heaven-or hell, for that matter-but he couldn’t deny the reality of the Neanderthal

world. Of course, it was pure dumb luck that they hadn’t made amess of things. If real humans had
noses like that, we probably wouldn’t have been willing to wallow in our own garbage, either.

Jock stopped at atraffic light. A front page fromUSA Today was blowing acrossthe street. Kidswere
smoking at the bus stop. TherewasaMcDonad' s ablock ahead. Srenswere wailing in the distance,
and car hornswere honking. A truck next to him belched smoke out of avertica exhaust pipe. Jock
looked left and right, eventually spotting asingle tree growing out of aconcrete planter haf ablock away.

The radio newsreader started with a disgruntled man having shot and killed four coworkers at an
eectronicsplant in [llinois. He then gave ten seconds to a suicide bombing in Cairo, adozen moreto
what looked like impending war between Pakistan and India, and rounded out his minute with an oil spill
in Puget Sound, atrain derailment near Dallas, and abank robbery here in Rochester.



What amess, Jock thought, tapping hisfingers againgt the steering whed, waiting for the signd to
go.What agoddamned mess.

Jock camein the front door of the Synergy Group mansion. Louise Benoit happened to be in the
corridor. “Hey, Jock,” shesaid. “Soisit as beautiful asthey say over on the other Sde?’

Jock nodded.
“I don't know about that,” said Louise. *'Y ou missed the most amazing aurorawhile you were gone.”
“Here?’ said Jock. “Thisfar south?’

Louise nodded. “I1t wasincredible; like nothing I' d ever seen before-and I'm asolar physicist. Earth's
magnetic fidd isredly beginning to act up.”

“You seemto still be conscious,” Jock said wryly.

Louise smiled, and indicated the package he was holding. “1’m going to let that remark pass, sinceyou
brought meflowers.”

Jock looked down at the long box Mary Vaughan had given him. “ Actualy, it's something Mary wanted
meto bring back for her.”

“What isit?’

“That’ swhat I'm going to find out.”

Jock headed down the corridor to the desk where Mrs. Wallace, who served as receptionist and Jock’s
adminigrative assstant, st.

“Welcome back, Sr!” shesaid.

Jock nodded. “Any appointments today ?’

“Just one. | set it up while you were away; | hope you don't mind. A geneticist looking for ajob. He
came very highly recommended.”

Jock grunted.
“He |l behereat 11:30,” said Mrs. Wallace.

Jock checked hise-mail and voice mail, got himsalf some black coffee, and then unwrapped the package
Mary had given him. It was obvious at aglancethat it was aien technology: the textures, the color
scheme, the overdl appearance-everything was different from what a human would have made. The
Neandertha fondness for squares was very much in evidence: a square cross section, square display, and
control buds arranged in squares.

Various controls were label ed-some, to his surprise, in what looked like Neandertha handwriting. It
clearly wasn't amass-produced device; maybe it was a prototype of some sort...

Jock picked up histelephone, and dialed an internal number. “Lonwis? It' s Jock. Can you come down to
my office, please...”

Jock’ s door opened-no knock first-and in came Lonwis Trob. “What isit, Jock?’ said the ancient
Neanderthd.

“I’ve got this device here’-he indicated the long contraption Stting on his desktop-“and | was wondering
how to turnit on.”

Lonwis moved across the room; Jock could dmost hear the Neanderthal’ s joints creaking as he did so.
He bent over-thistime the creak was definitely audible-bringing his blue mechanica eyes closer to the
unit. “Here,” he said, pointing to an isolated control bud. He grabbed it between two gnarled fingers, and
plucked it out. The unit began to hum softly. “What isit?’

“Mary sad it saDNA synthesizer.”



Lonwis peered some more at it. “ The housing isastandard unit, but | have never seen anything quitelike
this. Canyou pick it up for me?’

“What?" said Jock. “Oh, sure.” He lifted the device off the desktop, and Lonwis stooped to look at its
underside. “Y ou will want to hook it up to an external power source, and-yes, good: it has a standard
interface port. Dr. Benoit and | have built some unitsthat alow Neandertha technology to be hooked up
to your persona computers. Would you like one of those?’

“Um, sure. Yes”

“I will have Dr. Benoit attend toit.” Lonwis headed for the door. “Have fun with your new toy.”
Jock spent hours examining the codon writer, and reading over the notes Mary had prepared onit.
The thing could make DNA, that much was clear.

And RNA, too, which Jock knew was another nucleic acid.

It also seemed to be able to produce associated proteins, such as those used to bind deoxyribonucleic
acid into chromosomes.

Jock had acursory understanding of genetics; many of the studies he' d been involved with & RAND
concerned bio-warfare. If this device could produce nucleic-acid strings and proteins, then...

Jock steepled hisfingers. What the boys at Fort Detrick would give for this!
Nucleic acids. Proteins.

Those were the building blocks of viruses, which were, after dl, just scraps of DNA or RNA contained
in protein coats.

Jock gtared at the machine, thinking.

The phone on Jock’ s desk made its distinctive interna-cal ring. Jock picked up the handset. “Y our
11:30 appointment ishere,” said Mrs. Wadlace svoice.

“Right, okay.”

A moment later athin, blue-eyed man in his mid-thirties came through the door. “Dr. Krieger,” he said,
extending his hand. “It' sapleasure to meet you.”

“Haveaseat.”

The man did o, but first handed Jock a copy of alengthycurriculum vitae . “Asyou can see, | havea
Ph.D. in genetics from Oxford. | was associated with the Ancient Biomolecules Centre there.”

“Did you do any Neandertha work?’

“No, not specificaly. But lots of other late-Cenozoic stuff.”

“How did you hear about us?’

“I waswith York University, where Mary Vaughan used to be, and-*
“We generdly do our own recruiting, you know.”

“Oh, | understand that, sir. But | thought, with Mary having gone to the other universe, you might have
need of ageneticist.”

Jock glanced at the object on his desktop. “ Asamatter of fact, Dr. Ruskin, | do.”

Chapter Thirty-two

“But smelling Martian roses will beonlya pause, only abrief catching of bresth, amoment of reflection,
before we will again take up the journey, driving ever outward, farther and farther, learning, discovering,
growing, expanding not only our borders but our minds...”



It had been almost three weeks since the United Nations contingent, including Jock, had returned home.
Ponter and Adikor were working down in their quantum-computing facility, athousand armspans below
the surface, when the message came through: a courier envelope, passed aong the Derkerstube by a
Canadian Forces officer.

Ponter himself happened to open the package. The interior envelope bore the bisected-globe logo of the
Synergy Group, and so Ponter at first assumed it wasfor Mare. But it wasn't. To his astonishment, the
inner envel ope was addressed to him, in both English |etters and Neanderthd glyphs.

Ponter opened the envelope, with hisbeloved Adikor looking over his shoulder. Inside was amemory
bead. Ponter popped it into the player on his control console, and athree-dimensiona image of Lonwis
Trob gppeared, his mechanical blue eyes shining from within. The image was about athird of life-size,
and it floated a handspan above the console.

“Hedlthy day, Scholar Boddit,” said Lonwis. “I need you to return to the Synergy Group headquarters,
here on the south side of Lake Jorlant-what the Gliksins still ingst on calling Lake Ontario, despite me
having corrected them repeatedly. Asyou know, | am working herewith Dr. Benoit on
quantum-computing issues, and | have anew idea about preventing decoherence even in surface-level
systems, but | require your expertise in quantum computing. Bring your research partner, Scholar Adikor
Huld; his expertise would be of considerable uitility, too. Be here within three days.”

The image froze, meaning the playback had come to an end. Ponter looked at Adikor. “Would you like
to comeaong?’

“Areyou kidding?’ asked Adikor. “A chanceto meet Lonwis Trob! I'd love to come.”

Ponter smiled. Gliksins said that Barasts lacked the desire to explore new places. Maybe they were right:
until now, despite it being his hardware that had made the portal possible, Adikor hadn’t shown any
interest in seeing the Gliksin world. But now he was going to go over-so he could meet one of hisBarast
heroes.

“Three days gives us plenty of timeto pack,” said Ponter. “It’s not far from here-the here that isthere, |
mean-to the Synergy Group headquarters.”

“I wonder what Lonwis has behind hisridge?’ asked Adikor. “Who knows? But I'm sureit’s brilliant.”

The control room was empty except for Ponter and Adikor, athough a Neandertha technician was
working on the computing floor, and a Neandertha enforcer was seated by the mouth of the portal, just
incase.

“I must invite Mareto join us,” said Ponter.

Adikor’seyes narrowed. “It’ s not yet time for Two to become One.”

Ponter nodded. “I know. But that rule does't gpply in her world, and she would never forgive meif |
went over there and didn’t bring her.”

“Scholar Trob did not ask for her,” said Adikor.

Ponter reached out and touched Adikor’sarm. 1 know this has been difficult for you. I’ ve spent far too
much timewith Mare, and far too little with you. Y ou know how much | loveyou.”

Adikor nodded dowly. “I'm sorry. I'm trying-1 really am-not to be petty about Mare and you. | mean,
Iwant you to have awoman-mate; you know that. But | never thought you' d find awoman-mate who
would intrude on our time together.”

“It has been...complex,” said Ponter. “| gpologize for that. But shortly your son Dab will cometolive
with us-and thenyou will have lesstimefor me.”

As soon as he' d said those words, Ponter regretted them. The hurt was obvious on Adikor’ sface. “We



will raise Dab together,” Adikor said. “ That isthe way; you know that.”

“I do know. I'm sorry. It'sjust that...”

“That thisis so rottedawkward ,” said Adikor.

“Wewill resolveit al soon,” said Ponter. “1 promise.”

“How?’

“Mare will moveto the other side of the porta and live there, in her world, except when Two become
One. Thingswill go back to being norma between you and me, Adikor.”

“When?
“Soon. | promise.”
“But you want her to come onthistrip-come with usto the Synergy Group, come with usto see Lonwis.”

“Wall, her current contributionis as aresearcher at the Synergy Group. Surely it makes sensefor her to
return therefromtimeto time.”

Adikor’ s broad mouth was frowning. Ponter used the back of his hand to gently rub Adikor’ s cheek,
feding hiswhiskers. “I do love you, Adikor. Nothing will ever come between us.”

Adikor nodded dowly, and then, taking the initiative himsdf, he spoke into his Companion. “ Please
connect meto Mare Vaughan.”

After amoment, Chrigting simitation of Mare€' s voice emerged from Adikor’ s Companion’s externa
spesker, atrandation of what Mare had said in her language: “Hedlthy day.”

“Hedthy day, Mare. Thisis Adikor. How would you like to take atrip with Ponter and me?’

“Thisisastonishing!” said Adikor asthey drove through Sudbury, Ontario. “Buildings everywhere! And
al these people! Men and women together!”

“Andthisisjust asmal city,” said Ponter. “Wait till you see Toronto or Manhattan.”

“Incredible,” said Adikor. Ponter had taken the back seat so that Adikor could ride up front.
“Incrediblel”

Before heading out on the long trip to Rochester, they stopped firdt at Laurentian University to inquire
about employment opportunitiesfor Mary and Bandra. Ponter had been absolutely right: the meeting
started with the head of the genetics and geology departments, but soon the university’ s president and its
chancellor had shown up aswell. Laurentian very much wanted to hire them both, and was more than
happy to work out a schedule that would accommodate four consecutive days' leave per month for

Mary.
Since they were at Laurentian, they went down to the basement lair of V eronica Shannon. Adikor went
into “Veronica s Closat,” wearing anewly built test helmet that easily accommodated Neandertha skulls.

Mary had hoped that Adikor might experience something when the | eft-hemisphere part of his parieta
|obe was stimulated, but he didn’t. On the off-chance that Neandertha brains were mirror images of
Gliksin ones (unlikdly, given the prevalence of right-handednessin Neanderthals), Veronicatried a
second run, timulating the right-hemisphere part of Adikor’s parietal lobe, but that aso produced no
response.

Mary, Ponter, and Adikor then drove down to Mary’ s condo in Richmond Hill, Adikor looking out at
the highway and dl the other carsin absolute amazement.

When they reached Mary’ s home, she picked up her huge stack of accumulated mail from the
concierge s desk in the lobby, and then they went up the elevator to her unit.

There, Adikor went out on the ba cony, amazed by the view. He seemed content to just keep looking, so
Mary ordered up adinner she knew Ponter would like: Kentucky Fried Chicken, coledaw, french fries,



and twelve cans of Coke.

Whilethey waited for it to arrive, Mary turned on her TV, hoping to catch up on the news, and before
long, she found hersdlf glued to her st.

“Habemus papam!” said the news anchor, awhite woman with auburn hair and wire-rimmed glasses.
“That was the word today from Vatican City in Rome: we have a Pope.”

Theimage changed to show the plume of white smoke emerging from the chimney on the Sistine Chapd,
indicating the burning of ballots after a candidate had received the required mgority of two-thirds plus
one. Mary felt her heart pounding.

Then atill image appeared: awhite man of perhapsfifty-five, with salt-and-pepper hair and anarrow,
pinched face. “ The new Pontiff is Franco, Cardina DiChario, of Florence, and we aretold that heis
taking the name of Mark 11.”

A two-shot now, of the anchor and a black woman of about forty, wearing asmart business suit. “ Joining
us here at the CBC Broadcasting Centre is Susan Doncaster, professor of religious studies at the
University of Toronto. Thank you for coming in, Professor.”

“My pleasure, Samantha.”

“What can you tell us about the man born Franco DiChario? What sort of changes can we expect him to
make in the Roman Catholic Church?’

Doncaster spread her arms abit. “Many of uswere hoping for a bregth of fresh air with the gppointment
of anew Pope, perhaps arelaxation of some of the Church’ s more conservative stances. But aready
wags are noting that his chosen name sounds like he' s just the latest iteration of what' s aready been
established: the Pope, Mark 11. Y ou'll note we're back to having an Itdian on St. Peter’ s Throne, and as
acardinal, Franco DiChario was very much aconservative.”

“Sowewon't seealightening up of policies on, for ingtance, birth control ?’

“Almost certainly not,” said Doncaster, shaking her head. “DiChario is on record calling Pope
Paul’ sSHumanae Vitae the most important encyclica of the second millennium, and one whose tenants he
believes should guide the Church throughout the third millennium.”

“What about the celibacy of the clergy?’ asked Samantha.

“Again, Franco DiChario spoke frequently about how important the stlandard vows-poverty, chastity,
and obedience-were to the taking of Orders. | can’t see any possbility of Mark Il reversng Rome's
stance on that.”

“| get theimpression,” said the anchor, smiling dightly, “that there sno point in asking about the
ordination of women, then.”

“Not on Franco DiChario’ swatch, that’sfor sure,” said Doncagter. “ Thisisa Church under siege, and it
isfortifying itstraditiona barricades, not tearing them down.”

“So no likelihood of asoftening of rules about divorce, then, either?”’

Mary held her breath, even though she knew what the answer must be.

“Not achance,” said Doncagter.

Mary had put her TV remote control away in adrawer back at the beginning of the summer; shewas
trying to lose weight, and that had seemed a ssmple enough way to force herself to move around more.
She got up off the couch, crossed over to the fourteen-inch RCA set, and touched the button that turned
it off.

When she turned back around, she saw that Ponter was looking at her. “Y ou’ re not pleased by the
choice of new Pope,” he said.



“No, I'm not. And alot of other peoplewon't be, either.” She lifted her shouldersdightly, a
philosophical shrug. “But, then again, | suppose there srejoicing going on in many places, too.” She
sghed.

“What will you do?’ said Ponter.

“I-I don’t know. | mean, it’snot like I’ m about to be excommunicated; | did promise Colmthat I'd
agree to an annulment rather than adivorce, but...”

“But what?”

“Don’'t get mewrong,” said Mary. “lam glad that our child will have the God organ. But | am getting tired
of dl theseridiculousrestrictions. It’ sthe twenty-first century, for Christ’ s sake!”

“This new Pope may surpriseyou,” said Ponter. “As| understand it, he has made no announcements of
his own since being named to the office. All we have heard is speculation.”

Mary sat back down on the couch. “I know that. But if the cardinals had wanted areal change, they
would have dected somebody different.” Shelaughed. “Listen to me! That’ sthe secular view, of course.
The choice of Popeis supposed to be divindy ingpired. So what | should be saying isifGod had wanted
ared change he would have selected somebody different.”

“Regardless, asthat woman said, you have a Pope-and he looks young enough to serve for many
tenmonthsto come.”

Mary nodded. “Iwill get an annulment. | owethat to Colm. I’ m the one who left the marriage, and he
doesn't want to be excommunicated. But even if an annulment means Icould stay in the Catholic Church,
I’m not going to. There arelots of other Christian denominations, after dl-it hardly means giving up my
fath.”

“Thissoundslikeabig decison,” said Ponter.

Mary smiled. “I’ ve been making alot of thoselately. And | can’t stay Catholic.” She was surprised at
how easily the words came. “1 can’'t.”

Chapter Thirty-three

“We-the kind of humanity calledHomo sapiensithe kind our Neanderthd cousinscdl Gliksns-have a
drive unique among al primates, adrive singular in the realm of conscious beings...”

“Hello, Jock,” said Mary Vaughan as she came into his office a the Synergy Group.

“Mary!” Jock exclaimed. “Welcome back!” He got up out of his Aeron chair, crossed in front of his
desk, and shook her hand. “Welcome back.”

“It'sgood to see you.” She motioned outside the door, and her two traveling companions stepped into
view. “Jock, you remember Envoy Ponter Boddit. And thisis Scholar Adikor Huld.”

Jock’ s bushy gray eyebrows shot up toward his pompadour. “My goodness!” he said. “ Thissa
urprise”

“Y ou didn’t know we were coming?’

Jock shook his head. 1’ ve been wrapped up with...other matters. | get reports on al Neanderthal
comings and goings, but I'm behind in looking at them.”

Mary thought briefly of an old joke: the bad newsisthat the CIA reads dl your e-mail; the good newsis
that the CIA readsdl your e-mail.

“Anyway,” said Jock, moving in and shaking Ponter’ s hand, “welcome back.” He then shook Adikor's
hand. “Wecome, Dr. Huld, to the United States of America.”



“Thank you,” said Adikor. “Itis...overwhelming.”
Jock managed athin amile. “That itis”

Mary indicated the two Barasts. “Lonwis Trob asked for Ponter to return, and thistime to bring Adikor
withhim.”

Ponter smiled. “I'm sure that I’ m too much of atheoretician for Lonwis stastes. But Adikor actually
knows how to build things.”

“Speaking of Neanderthal ingenuity,” said Mary, pointing at aworktable that had been set up in acorner
of Jock’ soffice, “1 see you’ ve been examining the codon writer.”

“Yes, indeed,” said Jock. “It' s an astonishing piece of equipment.”

“Thatitis” said Mary. Shelooked at Jock, wondering whether to tell him. Then, too excited not to, she
sad, “1t' sgoing to alow Ponter and me to have a baby, despite our differing chromosome counts.”

Jock sat up straight in his Aeron chair. “Really? My...goodness. | didn’t...I didn’t think that would be
posshle”

“Wadl, itid” sad Mary, beaming.
“Um, well, ah, congratulations,” said Jock. “And to you, too, of course, Ponter. Congratul ations!”
“Thank you,” said Ponter.

Suddenly Jock frowned, asif something important had occurred to him. “A hybrid betweenHomo
sgpiens andHomo neanderthalensis,” he said. “Will it have twenty-three pairs of chromosomes or
twenty-four?’

“Y ou mean, will it be Gliksin or Barast, according to the test | worked out?” asked Mary.
Jock nodded. “Just-you know-an idle curiosity.”

“We taked about that alot. We finally decided to giveit twenty-three pairs of chromosomes. It' Il appear
asaGliksn-aHomo sapiens -at that level.”

“I see” said Jock. He seemed dightly displeased at the notion.

“Given that the embryo isgoing to be placed in my womb”-she patted her belly-“we retrying to avoid
triggering any immunologicd responsesthere”

Jock glanced down. “Y ou’ re not pregnant now, are you?’
“No, no. Not yet. Generation 149 won't be conceived until next year.”

Jock blinked. “ So the child isgoing to live in the Neandertha world? Does that mean you' re going to
move there permanently?’

Mary looked over at Ponter and Adikor. She hadn't expected to get into thisjust yet. “ Actudly,” she
sad dowly, “I'm going to mostly stay inthisworld...”

“It soundslikethereé sa‘but’ coming,” said Jock.

Mary nodded. “ Thereis. You know | finished the task you hired mefor here a Synergy much faster than
we d originaly anticipated. I'm thinking it' stime | moved on. I’ ve been offered afull-time tenured
position in the genetics department at Laurentian.”

“Laurentian?’ said Jock. “Where sthat?’

“It'sin Sudbury-you know, where the portd is. Laurentian isasmall university, but it'sgot agreet
genetics department-and it does DNA forensic work for the RCMP.” She paused. “1 find mysdlf
interested in that areathese days.”



Jock amiled. “Who' d have thought ‘location, location, location” would ever apply to Sudbury?’
“Helo, Mary.”

Mary dropped the mug she was holding. It shattered, and coffee laced with chocolate milk splattered
acrossthefloor of her office. “I'll scream,” said Mary. “I'll call for Ponter.”

Corndius Ruskin closed the door behind him. “There' sno need for that.”

Mary’s heart was pounding. She looked around for anything she could use as awegpon. “What the hell
areyou doing here?’

Cornelius managed asmall smile. “1 work here. I'm your replacement.”

“WE Il see about that,” said Mary. She scooped up the handset of her desk phone.
Corndius moved closer.

“Don’t you touch me!l” said Mary. “Don’'t you dare!”

“Mary-*

“Get out! Get out! Get out!”

“Just give me two minutes, Mary-that'sal | ask.”

“I'll cal the policel”

“You can't do that. Y ou know you can’t, not after what Ponter did to me, and-*
Suddenly Corndius stopped taking. Mary’ s heart was pounding furioudy, and her face must have
betrayed something that Cornelius detected.

“Youdon't know!” he said, hisblue eyeswide. “Y ou don’t know, do you? He never told you!”
“Told mewhat?’ said Mary.

Corndius slean form went limp, asif hislimbswere only loosaly connected to hisbody. “It never
occurred to methat you weren't involved in planning it, that you didn’t know...”

“Know what?’ demanded Mary.

Cornelius backed away. “I won't hurt you, Mary. Ican’t hurt you.”
“What are you talking about?’

“Do you know that Ponter cameto see me, a my apartment?’
“What?You'relying.”

“No, I'mnot.”

“When?

“Back in September. Late at night...”

“Y ouare lying. He never-*

“Oh, yeshedid.”

“Hewould havetold me” said Mary.

“So | would have thought,” agreed Corndius with a philosophical shrug. “But apparently hedidn’t.”

“Look,” said Mary. “I don’t care about any of that. Just get the hell out of here. | came down hereto get
away fromyou! I’'m going to call the police.”

“Y ou don't want to do that,” said Cornelius.

“Just watch me-and if you come one step closer, I’ll scream.”

“Mary-*

“Don’'t come any closer.”

“Mary, Pontercastrated me.”

Mary fet her jaw drop. “You'relying,” shesaid. “Y ou' re making that up.”

“I'll show you, if you like...”

“No!” Mary dmost vomited, the notion of seeing his naked flesh again too much to bear.

“It' strue. He came to my agpartment, maybe two in the morning, and he-*



“Ponter would never do that. Not without telling me.”
Cornelius moved ahand to his zipper. “Likel sad, | can proveit.”
“No!” Mary was gasping for air now.

“Qaser Remtullatold me you' d gone native-moving permanently to the other side. | never would have
come down here otherwise, but...” He shrugged again. “1 need thisjob, Mary,” said Corndlius. “Y ork
was adead end for me-for any white mae of my generation. Y ou know that.”

Mary was closeto hyperventilating. “1 can’'t work with you. | can’t even be in the same room asyou.”

“I'll stay out of your way. | promise.” Hisvoice softened. “Damn it, Mary, do you think | like seeing
you? It reminds me of”-he paused, and his voice cracked, just alittle-“ of what | used to be.”

“I hateyou,” hissed Mary.

“I know you do.” He shrugged alittle. “I-1 can’'t say that | blame you, ether. But if you spill the beans
about meto Krieger, or anyone esg, it will be game over for Ponter Boddit. HE Il gotojail for what he
didtome”

“God damnyou,” said Mary.
Corndiusjust nodded. “No doubt he will.”

“Ponter!” said Mary, sorming into the room at Synergy where he was working with Adikor Huld and
Lonwis Trob. “Comewith me!”

“Hello, Mare,” said Ponter. “What' swrong?’

“Now!” sngpped Mary. “Right now!”

Ponter turned to the other two Neanderthd's, but Christine continued to trandate. “If you' [l excuse mefor
amoment...”

Lonwis nodded, and made acrack to Adikor that it must be Last Five. Mary marched out of the room,
and Ponter followed.

“Outsidel” snapped Mary, and without |ooking back, she headed down the mansion’s carpeted
main-floor corridor, took her coat from the rack, and went out the front door.

Ponter followed, taking no coat. Mary marched across the brown lawn and crossed the road, until they
were at the boardwalk of the deserted marina. She wheeled on Ponter. “Corndlius Ruskinishere,” she
sad.

“No,” said Ponter. “1 would have smelled him if-“

“Maybe dicing off hisballs has changed his scent,” snapped Mary.

“Ah,” said Ponter, and then: “Oh.”

“That'sit?” demanded Mary. “ That’sal you ve got to say?’

“I-um, wdll...”

“Why thehdl didn’t you tell me?’

“Y ou wouldn’t have approved,” said Ponter, looking down at the sidewalk, which was haf-blanketed
with dead |leaves.

“You'redamn right | wouldn’t have! Ponter, how could youdo something like that? For Christ’ s sake...”
“Chrigt,” Ponter repeated softly. “ Chrigt taught that forgiveness was the greatest of virtues. But...”
“Yes?' snapped Mary.

“But | am not Chrigt,” he said, hisvoice sounding very sad indeed. “I could not forgive.”



“Y ou told me you wouldn't hurt him,” said Mary. A seegull whedled overhead.

“I told you | would notkill him,” said Ponter. “And | did not, but...” He shrugged his massive shoulders.
“My honest intention had been smply to warn him that | had identified him asthe rapist, so that he would
never commit that crime again. But when | saw him, when | smelled him, smelled the stench of him, the
gench he' d left on hislatest victim' s clothing, | could not help mysdif...”

“Jesus, Ponter. Y ou know what this means. he’ s got the upper hand. Anytime he wants, he could blow
the whistle on you. Theissue of whether he was guilty of rgpe wouldn’t even figurein your trid, |
suspect.”

“But heisquilty! And | couldn’t stand the thought of him getting away with hiscrime.” And then, perhaps
to defend himsdlf even more, he repeated the last word in the plurd-* Crimes,” reminding Mary that she
had not been Corndius Ruskin’s only victim, and that the second rape had happened because Mary had
failed to report her own.

“Hisrdatives,” said Mary, the moment the thought cameto her. “His brothers, ssters. Parents. My God,
you didn’t do anything to them, did you?’

Ponter hung his head, and Mary thought he was going to admit further attacks. But that wasn't the cause
of hisshame. “No,” hesaid. “No, | have done nothing about any other copies of the genes that made him
what hewas. | wanted to punishhim -to hurthim, for hurting you.”

“But now he can hurtyou ,” said Mary.

“Don’'t worry,” said Ponter. “Hewon't ever revea what | did.”

“How can you be sure of that?’

“To accuse me would mean that his own crimeswould cometo light. Perhaps not at my own tria-but in
separate proceedings, no? Surely the enforcers here wouldn't et the matter drop.”

“| suppose,” said Mary, il furious. “But ajudge might rule that he’ d dready been punished enough by
you. After dl, Canadian law considers castration too great a penalty even for rape. So, if he' d aready
been punished to that level, ajudge might deem it pointlessto impose the lesser, legd penalty of
imprisonment. If that' s the case, he would have nothing to lose by seeing to it that you were jailed for
what you did to him.”

“Regardless, it would become public knowledge that he had been arapist. Surely there would be socid
consequences of that which he would not risk.”

“Y ou should have talked to mefirst!”
“Asl said, | had not intended to exact this...this...”

“Revenge,” said Mary, but theword came out in aplain tone, asif shewere merely providing another bit
of vocabulary. She shook her head dowly back and forth. “Y ou should not have donethis.”

“1 know.”

“And to do it, but then not tell me! Damn it, Ponter-we re not supposed to have secretsl Why the hell
didn’'t you tell me?’

Ponter looked out at the maring, at the cold gray water. “I’'m sure | am safe from repercussionsinthis
world,” hesad, “for, as| said, Ruskin will never reved what | did to him. But in my world...”

“What about it?" snapped Mary.

“Don’'t you see? If it were to become known in my world what I d done, I’ d be judged excessively
violent.”

“You trust bloody Ruskin to keep a secret, but not me!”
“It'snot that. I1t'snot that at al. But everything isrecorded. Therewould be arecord in my alibi archive



of metelling you, and there would be arecord in yours of the samething. Even if neither of usever let the
matter dip out, there would aways be a chance that the courts might order accessto your archives or
mine, and then...”

“What? What?’

“And then not only | would be punished, but so would Megaand Jasmel.”

Oh, Chrig, thought Mary.It comesfull circle.

“| am sorry,” said Ponter. “| really am-about what | did to Ruskin, and about not letting you know.” He
sought out her eyes. “Believe me, it has not been an easy burden to bear.”

Suddenly Mary got it. “ The persondity sculptor!”

“Yes, thisiswhy | saw Jurard Selgan.”

“Not because of my rape...” said Mary dowly.

“No, not directly.”

“...but because of what you’ ddone about my rape.”

“Exactly.”

Mary let out along sigh, anger-and much e se-exiting her body. He hadn’t thought less of her because
she’'d been raped...” Ponter,” she said softly. “Ponter, Ponter...”

“| doloveyou, Mare.”
She shook her head dowly back and forth, wondering what to do next.

Chapter Thirty-four
“And that drive will compel usonward and outward...”

Bristol Harbour Village was the dream of adeveloper named Fred Sarkis: five luxury
condominium-gpartment buildings perched atop ashde cliff on the shore of Canandaigua Lake. One of
upstate New Y ork’ s Finger Lakes, Canandaigua was along, deep gouge in the landscape formed by Ice
Ageglaciers.

BHV had been built in the early 1970s, before the economies of Rochester, and so many other upstate
cities, had gone into the toilet. It was abizarre artifact of itstime, like Habitat from Expo ‘67. When
Mary fird saw it, at Louise Benoit' s recommendation, she’ d thought they should film the next

Spider-Man moviethere: there were dl sorts of bridgeslinking its multilevel outdoor parking garageswith
the actua apartment buildings that would have been perfect for the web-dinger.

Apparently, though, the development had never quite worked out the way it had been planned, and
despite such luxuries as a Robert Trent Jones golf course just up the street and nearby Bristol Mountain
for skiing in winter, there were always alarge number of unitsfor sale or rent. The real-estate agent Mary
had spoken to went on about how Patty Duke and John Astin, back when they were married, had stayed
there one summer. Mary rather suspected that once she learned that two Neanderthals were now here,
that fact would become anew part of her sales pitch.

The gpartment Mary had rented was a two-bedroom, 1000-square-foot unit split over two leves. It il
had what must have been the original god-awful orange shag carpet; Mary hadn’t seen anything likeitin
decades. Still, the view was beautiful-looking directly across the width of the [ake. The upper balcony,
off the master bedroom, had an unobstructed panorama; the lower balcony looked out into the top of the
tenacious trees that had grown up out of the crumbling cliff face. From ether of them, one could seethe
cement walkway jutting out to the outdoor eevator shaft that dropped the hundreds of feet to the marina
and man-made beach below.

“Now,thisisan interesting place!” said Ponter as he stood on the lower balcony, clutching the railing with
both hands. “Modern conveniences amid nature. | amost think | am back on my world.”



Mary was using an electric grill on the balcony to cook steaks she’ d bought at Wegman's. Ponter
continued to look out at the lake, while Adikor seemed moreinterested in alarge spider that was
working itsway dong therailing.

When the steaks were done-just a shade past raw for the boys, medium well for her-Mary served them,
and Ponter and Adikor tore into theirs with gloved hands, while Mary carved hers with aknife. Of
course, dinner was the easy part, thought Mary. At some point, though, someone was bound to bring up
the question of -

“S0,” said Adikor, “where shal we deep?’

Mary took a deep breath, then: “I thought Ponter and | would-*
“No, no, no,” said Adikor. “Two are not One. It’s | who should be deeping with Ponter now.”

“Yes, but thisismy home,” said Mary. “My world.”
“That' sirrdlevant. Ponter ismy man-mate. Y ou two have not even bonded yet.”

“Please!” said Ponter. “Let’ snot fight.” He smiled at Mary, then a Adikor, but said nothing for afew
moments. Then, in atentative voice, he offered, “Y ou know, we could al deep together...”

“No!” said Adikor, and “No!” said Mary smultaneoudy.Good grief! thought Mary. A hominidménage a
troid

“I redly think,” continued Mary, “that it makes sense for Ponter and me-*
“That' sgristle,” said Adikor. “It is obvious that-*

“My beloved,” said Ponter, but perhaps sincemare was the Neanderthal word for “beloved,” he sarted
again, usng adifferent approach. “My two loves,” he said. “Y ou know how deeply | care about each of
you. But Adikor isright-under norma circumstances, | would be with him at thistime of month.” He
reached out and touched Adikor affectionately. “Mare, you must get used to this. It sgoing to be a
redity for therest of my life”

Mary looked out at the lake. This side wasin shade, but sun was ill falling on the far shore, amileand a
haf off. There were four air-conditioning/hesting unitsin the gpartment, Mary knew-one at each end of
each floor. She’ d been turning on the fan on the one in the master bedroom before going to bed each
night, so that the white noise would drown out the cacophony of birds that hailed the dawn. She
supposed if she put it on high, it might keep her from hearing any noise coming from the other bedroom...

And Ponterwas right. Shedid have to get used to this.
“All right,” shesaid, at last, closing her eyes. “But you guys have to make breskfast, then.”
Adikor took Ponter’s hand, and smiled at Mary. “Ded,” he said.

Therewas dready alarge safein Jock’ s office, built into the far wall; it had been the first renovation Jock
had ordered when the Synergy Group had bought this old mansion. The safe, embedded in concrete, met
Department of Defense guidelines for being both secure and fireproof. Jock kept the codon writer init,
only bringing it out for supervised study.

Jock sat at his desk. On one corner of it was the conversion box Lonwis had put together that would
allow designs created on Jock’ s PC to be downloaded into the codon writer. Jock was looking at one
such design. His monitor-a seventeen-inch LCD, with a black bezel-was showing the notes and formulas
Corndlius Ruskin had prepared. Of course, Jock had told Corndlius that hisinterest was purely
defensve-wanting to see what aworst-case scenario would beif adevice like the codon writer fell into
the wrong hands.

Jock knew he should have turned this device over to the Pentagon-but those bastards would want to use



it againsthumans . No, thiswas his opportunity-his one chance-and he had to seizeiit. Right now, early on
in the contact between the two worlds, it would look like an accident: a nasty bug that had dipped
through to the other sde. Regrettable, but it would leave Eden uninhabited, and there' d only be
oneHomo sapiens casuaty-Cornelius Ruskin, after he was no longer of any use.

Ruskin, of course, only knew what was necessary. For instance, asfar as he, and most of the genetics
community, knew, the naturd reservoir for the Ebolavirus-the place it lurked when not infecting
humans-was unknown. But Jock was privy to things Ruskin was not: the U.S. government had isolated
the reservoir back in 1998:Ba aenicepsrex , the shoe-hill, atal wading bird found in swampsin eastern
tropica Africa Theinformation had been classified, lest an unfriendly power make use of it.

Ebolawas an RNA virus whose genome had been completely sequenced, dthough, again, Ruskin
wouldn’t know that; that information had aso been classified, for the same reason. So, presumably asfar
as Ruskin was aware, the sequence Jock had asked him to manipulate was just arandom vira string, not
the actua genetic code of Ebola

Ebolacamein severd strains, named for the locations at which they had been first identified. Ebola-Zaire
was by far the most deadly, but it was only transmitted through bodily fluids. In contrast, Ebola-Reston,
which doesn't affect humans, is transmitted through the air. But Ruskin had had no trouble-purely as part
of an exercise, of course-in programming the codon writer to swap afew genes, thereby producing a
hybrid version that should have Ebola-Zaire' s virulence combined with Ebola-Reston’ s ability for
arbornetransmission.

A few more tweeks cut the modified virus sincubation time to one-tenth of what it had been in nature,
and boosted the kill rate from ninety to better than ninety-nine percent. And onefina twesk had changed
the genetic markersthat specified the virus s naturd reservair...

The second part of the project had been harder, but Corndlius had taken to it like adog to abone; it's
amazing how much a$200,000 consulting fee can motivate someone.

The concept was smple enough on paper: keep the virus from being activated unless the host cell had
certain characteristics. Fortunately, when Ambassador Tukana Prat brought ten of the most famous
Neanderthasof al with her to the United Nations, they had freely shared much knowledge. One of them,
Borl Kadas, had provided al the information that had been gleaned from the sequencing of the
Neanderthal genome, which had been completed back in the year Jock knew as 1953. That database
had provided the information needed to make sure the virus would kill only those it was supposed to kill.

Now only one problem remained: getting the virus over to the other side. At firgt, Jock had thought the
smplest solution would beto infect himsdlf with it-after al, it would have no effect on ahominid with
twenty-three pairs of chromosomes. But the tuned-laser technology used for decontaminating people
crossing between worlds would have easily zapped it from his body. Even diplomatic pouches were
decontaminated, so smply storing asupply of the virusin one of them wouldn’t work, ether.

No, he needed to get an aerosol bomb over in some sort of container that was opague to the laser pulses
used by the Neanderthals' decontamination equipment. Jock himsdf had no ideawhat would do the
trick, but his opticsteam-originally assembled to sudy the imaging technology in Companion implants,
and handpicked from the best Bausch & Lomb, Kodak, and Xerox had to offer-would certainly be able
to work it out, especidly since the tuned-laser technology was aso one of those the Neanderthal s had
fredy shared withHomo sapiens.

Jock picked up the phone on his desk, and dided aninternd extenson. “Hello, Kevin,” hesad. “It’'s
Jock. Would you, Frank, and Lilly please come down to my office? I’ ve got alittle job for you...”

Mary found a simple short-term solution to the problem of working in the same building as Corndlius
Ruskin. Shewould comein late in the day and work on into the evening; Corndiuswould leave shortly
after she arrived-or, if she waslucky, even before she got in.



Ponter and Adikor camein from Bristol Harbour Village with Mary; they had no way to get around
except for having her drive them. But they spent most of their time working on the quantum-computing
project with Lonwis Trob, and often with L ouise Benoit-although she kept more norma hours, and had
aready gone home today.

Mary was writing areport for Jock, detailing everything she’ d learned from Lurt, Vissan, and others
about Neandertha genetics. Thework simultaneoudly elated and depressed Mary: eated her because
she' d learned so much, and depressed her because the Neanderthal s were decades beyond her people
in this area, meaning so much of the work she' d donein the past was hopelesdy obsolete, and-

Massive footfals-someone running down the corridor.
“Mare! Marel”
Adikor had appeared in Mary’ s doorway, his broad, round face terrified. “What isit?” Mary asked.

“Lonwis Trob-he's collapsed! We need medical aid, and-*

And, except for Bandra, who knew the joke about the hunters calling 9-1-1, the Neanderthas had no
idea how to summon such athing; nor could their Companions call anyone on thisside of the portd.
Mary rose and ran down the corridor to the quantum-computing lab.

Lonwiswasflat on his back, his eyeids fluttering. When they opened, they showed only smooth
blue-metd spheres; the parts with the mechanical irises had gpparently rolled up into his head.

Ponter was knedling beside Lonwis. He was using the back of one hand, effortlesdy it seemed, to
compress Lonwis s chest over and over again-a Neanderthal version of CPR. Meanwhile, Lonwis's
golden Companion was speaking aoud in the Neanderthal language, describing Lonwis svita sgns.

Mary picked up the phone on one of the desks, dialed 9 for an outside line, then 9-1-1.

“Fire, police, or ambulance?’ said the operator.

“Ambulance”

“What' swrong?’

“A man having aheart attack,” said Mary. “Hurry!”

The operator, awoman, must have had the address on a screen in front of her, based on the incoming
phone number. “I’m dispatching an ambulance now. Do you know how to perform CPR?

“Yes” sad Mary. “But someone e seisdready doing that, and-look, | should tell you up front. The man
having the heart attack isa Neanderthd.”

“Ma’am, it’sa serious crime to-“

“I’'m not joking!” snapped Mary. “I’m caling from the Synergy Group. We re aU.S.-government think
tank, and we' ve got Neanderthals here.”

Ponter was continuing to compress Lonwis' s chest. Adikor, meanwhile, had opened up Lonwis's
medical belt and was using a compressed-gasinjector to pump something into Lonwis s neck.

“Can | have your name?’ said the operator.

“Isthe ambulance coming? Have you sent it yet?’

“Yes, mdam. It'sonitsway. Can | have your name?’

“ItsMary N. Vaughan. That'sV-A-U-G-H-A-N. I'm ageneticist.”

“How old isthe patient, Ms. Vaughan?’

“A hundred and eight-and no, | amnot joking. It's Lonwis Trob, one of the Neanderthalswho vidted the
United Nationslast month.”

Stan Rasmussen-a geopolitical expert who worked down the hal-had appeared in the doorway. Mary



covered the handset and spoke quickly to him. “Lonwisis having aheart attack. Get Jock!” Rasmussen
nodded and hurried away.

“I’m going to transfer you to the paramedics,” said the 9-1-1 operator.

A moment later adifferent female voice came on. “We refive minutesaway,” she said. “Canyou
describe the patient’ s condition?’

“No,” said Mary, “but I'll put his Companion on.” She picked up the desk set and carried it acrossthe
room, setting it down near Lonwis. She then spoke to Lonwis simplant: “ Switch to English, and answer
al the questionsyou hear. Helpisonitsway...”

Chapter Thirty-five
“And yet, some of uswill stay permanently on Mars. Now, in the pages of science and science fiction

there have long been notions ofterraformingMars-making it more Earth-like, by enhancing its atmosphere
and liberating its frozen water, thus creating aworld better suited for human habitation...”

Jock, Ponter, and Adikor had rushed off to Strong Memorid Hospital, dong with the still-unconscious
Lonwis Trob. There was nothing Mary could do to help, and, a Jock’ s urging, she had stayed back at
the Synergy Group.

It took Mary agood hour to calm down enough to get back to her work, but finaly she did so...only to
haveit blow up in her face.

One of Mary’ sfriends back at Y ork had been aLinux evangelit, trying to convince everyonein the
genetics department that they should abandon Windows and switch instead to the open-source operating
system. Mary tended to stay out of computer wars-she d remained neutral years beforein the
Mac-versus-PC skirmishes-but every time her Windows-based PC displayed that blue screen of desth,
shefdt like throwing her support in with the Linux crowd.

And now it had happened again, for the second time today. Mary did the three-fingered salute, but after
gtting through the interminable wait for the system to reboot, she found that it stubbornly refused to
reacquire its network connection.

Mary sighed. It was 7:00P.M. , but she could hardly call it aday; Ponter and Adikor would need her to
givethem alift back to Bristol Harbour Village whenever they returned from the hospita.

Of course, there were |ots of other computers here in the old mansion that housed the Synergy Group,
but, well...

Jock had one of those nifty Aeron chairs Mary had read about in the Sharper Image catalog. It was
supposed to be super-comfortable, an ergonomic heaven. Granted, he had probably adjusted al its
heights and tiltsfor hisrangy body, but, till, she could get afed for it if sheworked in hisoffice.

Mary got up, and headed down the staircase, which was carpeted in awine red. Jock’ s office door was
wide open, and Mary walked in. Jock had a big bay window, looking south over the marina. Mary
shivered at the view, despiteit till being warm ingde.

She walked over to Jock’ s super-chair, al black metal and plastic, with afine-meshed black back that
was supposed to dlow one’ s skin to breathe while seated. Fedling like a mischievouskid, she lowered
hersdlf into the chair and leaned back.

My God, shethought.A product for which the hype was actualy true! 1t was wonderfully comfortable.
She used her feet to rotate the chair Ieft and right. Mary knew Aerons cost an arm and aleg, but shehad
to get hersdlf one of these...

After relaxing in the chair for afew more moments, she settled back to work. Jock, who had I€eft this
room in ahurry when Lonwis Trob had his heart attack, was still logged onto the network. Mary



suspected her own password would work from here, but wasn't positive, and so she decided to leave
wdll enough aone, and continued working asif she were Jock. She opened up the “Neandertha
genetics’ folder on the server, and-

Mary’ s eyebrows shot up. She spent most of her time in thisfolder, but there were two icons displayed
that she’ d never seen before. She felt nervous: dthough Mary was pretty good at backing up, shewas
afraid the crash she'd had upstairs had corrupted the directory tree.

She decided to check by double-clicking on one of theicons she didn’t recognize-it showed a
red-and-black double helix. Mary knew most of the genetics apps on the market, and their
accompanying document icons, but this one was unfamiliar.

After amoment awindow opened. It sad “USAMRIID Geneplex-Surfaris’ inthetitle bar, and a
screenful of text and formulas appeared below it. USAMRIID was an acronym that appeared often
enough in the geneticsliterature: United States Army Medica Research Indtitute of Infectious Diseases.
And Geneplex was obvioudy the program’s name. But “ Surfaris’ didn’t mean athing to Mary.

Still, she looked a the window’ s contents, and was absol utely astonished. Some of her own earlier work
here a Synergy had involved trying to use the quorum-counting facility of bacteriato determine an actua
tally of how many chromosome pairs were present-twenty-three or twenty-four. But that hadn’t worked.
Firgt, the quorum mechanism seemed to lack the ability to distinguish quantitiesthat precisdy. And,
second, chromosomes only resolved themsalves out of the chromatin during mitosis, which, of course,
was hardly the usud gtate of affairswithinacell.

But Jock had apparently had someone €l se also working on this problem, and that geneticist had come
up with amuch smpler technique. In aGliksin, what had been ancestral chromosomes two and three had
fused, producing a much longer chromosome. The genesthat had been at the end of chromosome two
now abutted the genes at the beginning of chromosome three, somewhere in the middle of the new,
combined chromosome.

The same genes existed in a Neanderthd, but they did not abut. Rather, the last gene on chromosome
two was followed by atelomere-the junk-DNA cap that did nothing but protect thetip of the
chromosome, like the little plastic-wrapped bit at the end of ashoelace. Likewise, thefirst genein
chromosome three was preceded by another telomere, the end cap on the leading edge of that
chromosome. So, in aNeanderthd, you' d find these sequences.

At theend of chromosome 2:

...[other geneg|[gene ALPHA][telomere]
At the beginning of chromosome 3:
[telomere][gene BETA][other geneg...

Those sequenceswouldn’t exist anywhere in Gliksn DNA. Conversdy, in Glikan DNA, millions of base
pairsaway from any telomere, you' d find this sequence, acombination completely absent from
Neandertha DNA:

...[other genes|[gene ALPHA][gene BETA][other genes)...

A logical extenson of Mary’ sorigind work-and a perfect, infdlibleway of distinguishing between the
two kinds of humans, even when acell wasn't undergoing mitoss. It was precisely what Jock said he'd
wanted: asmple, reliable method to distinguish aGliksn from a Barast.

Mary was pleased to see that al the tests were invoked. In theory, one could test for only one of the
three conditions. Finding ether of the first two sequences-either gene ALPHA or gene BETA nexttoa
telomere-clearly denotedHomo neanderthalensis . And finding the third sequence-genes ALPHA and
BETA adjacent to each other-denotedHomo sapiens . But things could aways go wrong, and so the test



to identify aNeanderthal used alittlelogic tree, explained, presumably for Jock’ s benefit, in plain English:

Step 1: Are Genes ALPHA and BETA found side by side?

Ifyes, abort (thisisn't a Neanderthal)

Ifno, thisis probably a Neanderthal: go to Step 2

Step 2: s Gene ALPHA found next to atelomere? Ifyes, thisis till likely aNeanderthd: goto Step 3
Ifno, abort (this should never happen in aNeanderthal)

Step 3: IsGene BETA found next to atelomere?
Ifyes, thisis definitely aNeandertha: goto Step 4
Ifno, abort (this should never happen in aNeanderthal)

The abort conditionsin steps two and three were fall-safes. They occurred if the genes ALPHA and
BETA were not sde by side (as determined in step one)and neither ALPHA nor BETA werenextto a
telomere-combinations that should never be found in ether kind of hominid DNA.

It was apig-smple program for acomputer to execute, but it was abit more complex to codeinto a
cascade of biochemica reactions, athough apparently that waswhat Jock’ s geneticist had done. Mary
had no trouble following the formulas for enzymes produced a each stage of the reaction, and could see
that the results would indeed follow the intended logic. At theend of it dl, she expected to just seean
enzyme or other marker produced whose presence could be easily tested for: an unambiguousflag
saying, yup, thisisa Neandertha, or nope, it'snot.

But she wasn't anywhere near the end of the process, as she saw when she scrolled down to the next
screen full of formulas and text. Mary’ sjaw dropped as she continued to read, discovering what step 4
was. Jock and many members of histeam had come from RAND; Mary had gotten used to them
speaking in cold-war clichés, but the next term stopped her heart for a second: “ Payload delivery.”

If, and only if, the test subject was found to be a Neanderthal, a new cascade sequence was invoked that
ultimately resulted in...

Mary could hardly believe her eyes. Her specidty was ancient DNA-that’ swhat had gotten her involved
indl thisto begin with, after dl-but that didn’t mean she wasignorant of more recently identified
sequences, especidly those that had made front-page news around the world.

If the specimen was aNeandertha, a payload was indeed delivered: a payload based on afilovirusthat
would result very rapidly in the development of ahemorrhagic fever.

A fatal hemorrhagic fever...

Mary leaned back in Jock’ s chair. She could taste bile climbing her throat.

Why on Earth would someone want to wipe out the Neanderthal s?

But, of course, the question redlly should be, Why, withtwo Earths, would someone want to wipe out
the Neanderthals?

Hemorrhagic fevers were contagious. Gliksins couldn’t cure them, and she very much doubted Barasts
could, ether, for two reasons. Firdt, by virtue of never having developed agriculture and animal
husbandry, the Neanderthals had al so never had to develop techniques for dealing with plagues. And,
second, dl known hemorrhagic feversweretropica diseases-something the northern-living Neanderthas
would have had very little experience with.

Mary swallowed hard, trying to force down the biting, sour taste.

But why? Why would someone want to kill the Neanderthals? It didn’t make...

Suddenly Mary remembered her little exchange with Jock back at the Debra nickel mine:

“It' sagtonishing,” Jock had said. “1 knew in an intellectua sort of way that we' d screwed up our



environment, but until | saw dl this...” He' d indicated the pristine countryside. “It’ slike finding Eden.”
And Mary had laughed. “Isn’t it, though?’ she'd said. “Too bad it’ saready occupied, en?’

A littlejoke-that’sdl it was. But Jock hadn’t laughed. All you had to do was get rid of those pesky
Neanderthals, and an Eden awaited...

It was horrific-but Jock had spent hislife dealing with scenarios of mass destruction. What was horrific to
Mary was just another day at the office for him.

Mary’ sfirst thought was to erase the computer files-but, of course, that would accomplish nothing. There
would doubtless be backups.

Her second thought was to pick up the phone and call-well, as agood Canadian, she naturally thought of
the CBC, which could then spread the newsto the four corners of thisworld. There was no way people
would stand for this sort of genocide.

But shedidn’t know how far dong Jock was. If he was ready to go, Mary certainly didn’t want him to
fed cornered, since he might release his disease vector as soon as he heard that the public had gotten
wind of hisplan.

Mary needed help, ideas, support-not just from Ponter or Adikor, but from another Gliksin, someone
who understood how thisworld worked.

There were people she trusted back in Toronto, but was there anyone she could rely on herein the
United States? Her sster Christine-the real Christine-of course, but she wasin Sacramento, clear across
the continent, thousands of-ofmiles -away.

Andthenit hit her.
The obvious answer, as much as her youth and beauty rankled Mary.
The woman who had saved Ponter Boddit' slife when he' d first arrived in thisredlity.

The quantum-physics postdoc that Jock had scooped up to try to replicate the Neanderthal computing
technology.

Louise Benoit.

Not that L ouise would be much help in medical matters, but-

But her boyfriend! Granted, Reuben Montego was no specialist, but he' d be alot more help dedling with
adisease vector than would aphysicist.

Mary knew that she might never again get access to these computer files. She looked around Jock’ s
office and found a spindle of blank CDs (Kodak brand, of course, this being Rochester). She took one,
put it in the computer’s CD drive, and clicked on the CD-burning application. Just to be on the safe Side,
she selected dl thefilesin the folder. The whole thing topped out a 610 meg-small enough to fit ona
sngle CD. Sheclicked the“ copy files’ button, and leaned back in the Aeron chair-which, just now,
didn’t seem comfortable at al-wishing she knew someway to calm her racing heart.

Chapter Thirty-six
“But therehavebeen objectionsto terraforming Mars from those who fed that, even if it has no indigenous

life, we should leaveits stark natura beauty pristine and unspoiled-that if wevist it, we should tregt it as
we do our Earthly parks, taking nothing but memories and leaving behind nothing but footprints...”

Ponter and Adikor had ended up spending the whole night at the hospital with Lonwis and Jock. Mary
had eventudly gone home doneto Bristol Harbour Village, without having had a chanceto tell Ponter
what she' d discovered.



Exhausted, she didn’'t get in to Seabreeze until 11:00A.M. , but Ponter, Adikor, and Jock still hadn’t
comein yet. After getting an update from Mrs. Wallace on Lonwis s condition-stable-she climbed the
gtairsto Louise Benoit' slab. “How about some lunch?” Mary asked.

Louise looked pleasantly surprised. “Sure,” she said. “When?’
“How about right now?’ said Mary.

Louiselooked a her watch and was clearly surprised by how early it was. But somethingin Mary’s
voice had obvioudy got her attention. “Bon,” she said.

“Great,” said Mary. Their coats were on arack by the mansion’s front door. They put them on and
headed outside, into the crisp November day, afew snowflakes blowing around.

There were several restaurants on either side of Culver Road. Many were seasonal-Seabreeze was a
summer resort, after al-but some were open year-round. Mary started walking purposefully to the west,
and Louisefdl in besde her.

“So,” sad Louise, “what do you fed like?’

“I wasin Jock’ s officelast night,” said Mary, without preamble, “while he was off at the hospita with
Lonwis. He shad avirus designed to kill Neanderthas.”

Louise' saccented voice wasfilled with disbdief. “What?’

“I think he’ sgoing to wipe them out-al of them.”

“WI,V?!

Mary looked over her shoulder, just to be sure they weren't being followed. “Because the grassis
greener on the other side of the fence. Because he wantsto claim their version of Earth for our kind of
humans.” She kicked somelitter out of her way. “Maybe so we can start over without al this.”

Up ahead, on the left Side of the road, an amusement park was visible, closed for the winter, itsroller
coagter alump of rugty intestines. “What-what should we do?’ said Louise. “How do we stop him?’

“I don’'t know,” said Mary. “I only stumbled onto the virus design by accident. My network connection
went down, and so | went to his office to use hisworkstation, since he was gone for the day. But he'd
left in such ahurry when Lonwis had his heart attack that he hadn’t logged off hisaccount. | copied the
virusdesignsonto aCD, but | think what I’ d redlly like to do is get back into his account again, and
modify the master file so that it won't produce anything deadly. | presume he' s planning to feed those
ingtructionsinto the codon writer, and then release the virus into the Neanderthal world.”

“What if he' saready madethe actud virus?’ said Louise.

“I don’'t know. If he has, we may be sunk.”

They werewalking along anarrow sidewak. A car drove by them.

“Have you thought about just going to the media with the CD-you know, blowing the whistle?’

Mary nodded. “But | want to...todefuse hisvirus before | do that. And I’ll need help finding away back
into Jock’ s computer.”

“The Synergy Group network uses RSA encryption,” said Louise.
“Isthere any way to crack that?’

Louise smiled. “Before we met our Neandertha friends | would have said no, there was no practica
way. After al, most encryption systems, including RSA, are based on keysthat are the products of two
large prime numbers. Y ou have to be able to figure out the prime factors of the key number to crack the
code, and with 512-bit encryption, like our system here uses, it would take conventional computers
millenniato try al the possible factors. But quantum computers-“

Mary got it in aflash. * Quantum computerstry al possble factors smultaneoudy.” But then she frowned.



“So, what are you proposing? That we have the portal shut down so that Ponter’ s quantum computer
can crack Jock’ s encryption for us?’

Louise shook her head. * Setting aside the fact that Ponter’ sis hardly the only quantum computer that
exigtsin the Neanderthal world-it’sjust the biggest one, that’ s al-we don't need to go there to get this
problem solved.” She amiled. “Y ou may have spent the last couple of months gdllivanting over two
universes, but I’ ve been hard at work right here, and my job wasto build our own quantum compuiter,
based on what I’ d learned from Ponter during our quarantine. We ve got a perfectly fine little quantum
computer in my lab here at Synergy. It's got nowhere near enough registersto do what Ponter’ s big unit
did-open agtable porta to another universe-but it certainly can crack 512-bit encryption codes.”

“Y ou’ rewonderful, Louise”
Louise smiled. “Nice of you tofindly notice.”

As soon as Ponter and Adikor returned from the hospital, Mary said they should go for lunch-hoping that
Mrs. Wallace wouldn’'t remark to Jock that this was thesecond time she’ d supposedly gone out to lunch
today. Once they were outdoors, Mary led them out to the back of the mansion, and they walked along
the sandy beach, a cold wind coming across the gray choppiness of Lake Ontario.

“Something is clearly upsetting you,” said Ponter. “What isit?’

“Jock has created a biologica wegpon,” Mary said. “It' savirusthat determinesif the host cell belongsto
aNeanderthd. If it does, it invokes ahemorrhagic fever.”

She heard Ponter’ sand Adikor’s Companions bleep; not surprisingly, the subject of tropical diseases
had not come up so far. “Hemorrhagic feversarefatd,” sad Mary. “Ebolais the classc example from
my world; it causes blood to leak out of the eyes and other orifices. Such fevers are highly contagious
and we don’t have acurefor them.”

“Why would anyone make such athing?’ asked Ponter, hisvoicefull of revulson.

“To wipe your world free of indigenous humans, so that my kind could claim your verson of Earth-asa
second home, maybe.”

Ponter gpparently could find no word in his own language to convey the sentiment he wanted to express.
“Chrig,” said hisuntrandated voice.

“I agree,” said Mary. “But I’'m not sure how to stop Jock. | mean, he might be acting alone, or his
government-and possibly mine, too-might be behind this.”

“Have you told anyone besides us?’ asked Ponter.

“Louise. And I’ ve asked her to tip off Reuben Montego, too.”

Adikor said, “ Areyou sure they can be trusted?’

But before Mary could answer, Ponter spoke. “| would trust those Gliksnswith my life.”

Mary nodded. “We can count on them. But we can't be sure about anyone ese.”

“Wadl,” said Ponter, “not anyone e se inthisworld. Buteveryonein my world standsto loseif Jock
releases hisvirus. We should go there, and...”

“Andwhat?’ sad Mary.

Ponter lifted his shoulders. “ And shut down the portal. Sever the link. Protect our home.”
“There are more than a dozen Barasts here, on thisside of the portal,” said Mary.
“Wemust get them homefirgt, then,” said Ponter.

“The reason they’ re here istokeep the High Gray Council from closing the portal,” said Adikor. 1t won't
be easy to convince them to return-and, regardless, who knows when we' |l be able to move Lonwis?’



Ponter frowned. “ Still, it stoo dangerousto let Jock have away of transmitting his virusto our world.”

“Maybe we vegot it wrong,” said Adikor. “Maybe Jock just hates the fact that there are Barastshere,,
on this Earth. Maybe he intendsto reease hisvirus here.”

“Inwhich case,” said Ponter, “thefirst step istill to get al Barasts back to our side. But you heard what
hesaid: ‘I get reportson al Neanderthad comings and goings.” It would be eesier for him to Ssmply track
down the handful of Barasts dready here and kill us by more conventional means.”

Adikor took adeep breath. “| guessyou'reright.” He looked at Mary, then back at Ponter. “When you
returned from your first vigt to thisworld, | asked you whether the Gliksins were good people, whether
we should try to re-establish contact with them.”

Ponter nodded. “I know. Thisismy fault. It’s-“

“No,” said Mary emphaticaly. If therewas onething al the brochures Keisha had given her had taught
her, it wasthat you can’'t blamethe victim. “No, it is not your fault, Ponter.”

“You arekind,” said Ponter. “ So, how should we proceed?’

“I’'m going to get back into Jock’s computer tonight, after heleaves,” said Mary, “and modify the vira
design, so that it isn’t dangerous. Let’ sjust pray he hasn't dready output the actual virus.”

“Mare...” said Ponter gently.
“I' know, | know. Y ou don’t pray. But maybe you should start.”

Chapter Thirty-seven

“Who would have thought that both destinies for Mars could be fulfilled? But, of course, now they can.
Wewill travel to the Mars of thisuniverse, the one that graces the night skies of the Americas, Africa,
Europe, Asia, and Oceania, and, as has ever been our way, we will conquer this new frontier, making an
additional home forHomo sapiensthere...”

When they returned to the mansion, Jock was waiting for them. Mary thought her heart was going to
explode. “Adikor, Ponter,” said Jock. “I’m afraid you' re going to haveto leave us.”

“Why?' said Adikor.

“The hospital called. Lonwis' s condition is deteriorating, and they don’t know what to do. He' sgoing to
be rushed back to the Neanderthal world, so that he can be treated there. I’ ve arranged for aU.S. Air
Force plane to take him up to Sudbury, but he wants the two of you to accompany him. He says-I'm
sorry, gentlemen, but he says he may not last much longer, and he needsto go over his
quantum-computing ideas with the two of you.”

Ponter looked at Mary. Mary lifted her eyebrows, wishing there were some dternative. “I’ll drive you to
theairport,” shesad.

“Say, guys,” said Jock, “before you go, one question.”

“Yes?" asked Ponter.

“When does-what do you cal it?- Two becoming One' ? When does that happen next?’

“Three daysfrom now,” said Adikor. “Why?’

“Oh, no specid reason,” said Jock. “Just curious.”

The codon writer remained in Jock’ s safe, dammitall. Mary redlly wanted to take it with her when she
and Louise fled to Canada, but that wasn't going to be possible. Still, athough the safe was apparently
impregnable, Jock’s compuiter files were not. Louise had had no trouble compromising Jock’ s password
file-his password turned out to be“minimax,” aterm Mary vaguely recognized as having something to do
with game theory-and after everyone else had |eft for the evening, Mary dipped back into Jock’ s office,



while Louise returned to her own lab.

Mary entered “minimax” at the password prompt, gaining access to the hidden files on the Synergy
server. Shethen clicked on the Surfarisicon, and the USAMRIID Geneplex program opened, displaying
the virus sdesign. Mary set about modifyingit.

It was a heady experience. Despite her scientific training, despite everything Vissan had said, down deep,
some part of Mary till thought there was something mystica about life; that, at its core, it was more than
just chemigtry. But of courseit wasn't; the geneticist in her knew that. Program the right sequence of
nuclectides, and you' Il ultimately produce a series of proteinsthat will do precisay what you wish. Still,
Mary could scarcely believe what she was doing. It was like back when she was married to Colm. He'd
written poetry in his spare time, sdling-in the poet’ s sense of the word, meaning giving away in exchange
for copies of the publication-dozens of poemsto placeslikeThe Maahat Review ,White Wall Review ,
andHazMat . Mary had dways been astonished that he could sit down at his keyboard, pounding away
in WordStar-would he ever give that program up?-and produce something beautiful, meaningful, and
unique out of absolutely nothing.

And now Mary was doing the same thing: specifying sequences that would eventually be output asan
actua life-form-or, at least, asavirus-that had never existed before. Of course, shewasredly only
modifying the existing Surfaris template that some other geneticist had created, but, ill, the resulting virus
would indeed be novd.

And yet, the virus she was creating wouldn't actudly do anything. Whereasthe origind design would
have aborted only if it was hosted in the cell of aGliksin, rather than a Barast, Mary’ s version would
abortregardless of theinput it received: it would do nothing no matter what sort of cell it waswithin. It
was only the branching logic Mary was changing. Sheleft the code that would produce the hemorrhagic
fever intact not out of any desireto see it ever invoked, but rather to make sure that, at acursory glance
at least, her sequence would look like the one Jock had intended the codon writer to produce.

Mary wanted aname to mentdly distinguish her verson from Jock’s. She frowned, trying to think of
something appropriate. Jock’ s origina had been named “ Surfaris’-aword that even the on-line Oxford
English Dictionary didn’t havein its database. But then it occurred to Mary that it might be aplurd form,
and so shetried what she guessed would be the singular, athough that looked likeit could be aplura in
itsownright: “surfari.”

And thereit was. ablending of “surfing” and “ safari,” referring to the search surfers make for decent
waves. Mary couldn’t see the relevance, so she typed the term, in the plural form Jock had used, into
Google.

Of course.

The Surfaris. A rock group who in 1963 recorded what went on to be a standard on golden-oldie
dations, “Wipeout.”

Sweet Jesus, thought Mary.Wipeout.

She shook her head in disgust.

Widl, what' sthe opposite of “wipeout?’

At thirty-nine, Mary was young enough-barely-to remember the heyday of vinyl 45-rpm records.
Doubtless“Wipeout” had been released in that format. But what had been on-she still remembered the
term-the flip Sde? Google to the rescue: “ Surfer Joe,” written by Ron Wilson. Mary honestly couldn't
remember ever hearing that song, but then again, that was often the fate of B-sdes.

Regardless, it was as good a code name as any: she' d think of Jock’ s original asthe Wipeout virus, and
her modified, do-nothing version as Surfer Joe. Of course, she saved Surfer Joe with the same filename
Jock’ s geneticist had used for the Wipeout version, but at least she could keep them straight in her mind
now.



Mary leaned back in her chair.

Itdid fed like playing God.

And, she had to admit, it felt good.

She dlowed hersdf alittle chuckle, wondering what Neanderthas called megal omaniac thoughts. Surely
not playing God. Maybe “ pulling aLonwis’...

13 Ma,y! ”

Mary’s heart jJumped. She' d thought she was aone here. She looked up and-
God, no.

Corndlius Ruskin was standing in the doorway.

“What are you doing here?’ Mary said, her voice trembling. She grabbed a heavy maachite paperweight
off the worktable.

Corndius held up ahand; in it was abrown leather wallet. “1 forgot my wallet at my desk. | just camein
topick it up.”

Suddenly it hit Mary. The other geneticist. The one Jock had been using to code this...thisevil . It was
Corndlius. It had to be.

“What are you doing in Jock’ s office?” asked Corndlius.
Corndlius couldn’t see Jock’ s LCD screen from the doorway. “Nothing. Just looking for abook.”

“Wel,” sad Corndlius. “Mary, |-

“You've got your wallet. Get out.”

“Mary, if you'd just-*

Mary’s somach wasroailing. “Louiseis upgtairs, you know. I'll scream.”

Corndlius stood in the doorway, his expression weary. “| just want to say I'm sorry-*

“Get out! Get the hdl out of herel”

Corndius hesitated for amoment, then turned. Mary listened to hisfootfals go down the corridor, and
the sound of the heavy door to the mansion opening and closing.

Her vision was blurry, and she felt nauseous. She took a deep breeth, then another one, trying to cam
herself. Her hands were dick with sweet, and there was a sour taste at the back of her throat.Damn him,
damn him, damn him...

The rape exploded in Mary’ smind again, with avividness that she hadn’t felt for weeks. Cornelius
Ruskin's cold blue eyes visible behind the black ski mask, the stench of cigarettes on his breath, hisarm
pushing her back againg that retaining wall.

God damn Corndlius Ruskin.

God damn Jock Krieger.

Damn them both to hell.

Damnmento hell.

Only men would creste something like the Wipeout virus. Only men would do something o heinous, so
abominable.

Mary snorted. There weren't even proper words left for such evil. “Heinous’ had been robbed of its
power by Keanu Reevesusing it inBill & Ted s Excdlent Adventure, and “ abominable’ was amost
awaysfollowed by “snowman,” asif such evil could only exist in the realm of myth.

She' d aways associate such evil with thisworld, the world of Genghis Khan and Adolf Hitler and Pol
Pot and Paul Bernardo and Osamabin Laden.

And Jock Krieger.



And Corndius Ruskin.

A world ofmen.

No, not just of men. A very specifickind of man. MaeHomo sapiens.

Mary took adeep breath, cdming hersaf. Not al men were evil. She knew that. Sheredly did. There
was her dad, and her brothers, and Reuben Montego, and Fathers Cadicott and Belfontaine.

And Phil Donahue and Pierre Trudeau and Raph Nader and Bill Cosby.

And the Dala Lamaand Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King, J.

Compassionate men, admirable men. Y es, there weresome..

Mary had no idea how to distinguish geneticaly between great men and evil ones, between visonaries
and psychopaths. But there was one glaring genetic marker for male violence: the’ Y chromosome.
Granted, not everyonewho had aY chromosome was an evil man; indeed, the vast majority weren't.
But every evil man, by definition, had to haveaY chromosome, the shortest of alHomo sapiens
chromosomes and yet the one that had the biggest impact on psychology.

And higtory.

And the safety of women and children.
CorndiusRuskinhad a.

Jock Krieger likewise.

Y.

Why?
No. No, it wastoo much. It redlly wastoo redolent of playing God.

But shecould do it. Oh, she'd never dream of unleashing such athing here, in thisworld. Shewasno
murderer-that much of her own personal code of ethics Mary was certain of, for the man she hated mog,
the man she most wanted to see punished, was Corndius Ruskin, and when Ponter had proposed killing
him, Mary had inasted henot do it.

And, despite Adikor’ s suggestion, Mary was sure Jock Krieger never meant for his Wipeout virusto be
introduced tothis version of Earth. It was doubtlessintended for the other version, the Neanderthal
world, aserpent for the un-spoiled Eden.

Of coursg, if everything went as planned, if she managed to stop Jock, no viruswould be released in the
Neandertha world.

But if onewasto be, well, hopefully it would be Mary’ s Surfer Joe, either in the verson she'd just
produced, which did nothing, or...

Or...
She could make amoreradica revison, producing averson that modified the origind logic to act only if-
It wassmple, soSsmple.

A verson that would act only if the host cdll the virus had invadeddid not belong to a Neanderthal,
anddid containaY chromosome.

If, and only if...

Mary frowned. A revised Surfer Joe.

A Mark 11-just like the new Pope, taking it al one step further.

She shook her head. It was madness. Sinful.

Or wasit? She' d be protecting an entire world from maleHomo sapiens.. After dl, if sheand the

pal ecanthropol ogists who shared her view were right, it had been maleHomo sapiens -the huntersin the
clan, not the gatherers, not the women-who had daughtered their browridged cousins here until not a



sngleonewas|eft.

And now, using the tools of the twenty-first century and technology borrowed from the Barasts
themselves, maleHomo sapiens were preparing to do again what maleH. sap had done once before.

Mary looked at Jock’s computer screen.

It would be so smple. So very smple. Thelogic tree was dready in place. She only needed to change
the sequences being tested for, and which way the logic branched.

Tegting for aY chromosome was easy enough: just pick agene from the Human Genome Project
database that appeared only on that chromosome. Mary rummaged on Jock’ s desk for pen and paper,
then wrote out the logic in longhand on ayellow ruled pad:

Step 1: Isa’Y chromosome present?
Ifyes, thisisamae: goto Step 2
Ifno, abort (thisisn't amale)

Step 2: Is Gene ALPHA found next to atelomere?
Ifyes, abort (thisisaNeandertha)
Ifno, thisis probably aGliksin: goto Step 3

Step 3: IsGene BETA found next to atelomere?
Ifyes, abort (this should never happen in aGliksin)

Ifno, thisis definitely a Gliksin: goto Step 4
Mary looked at what she' d written over and over again, but couldn’t find aflaw. There was no point at

which thelogic could get caught in an infinite loop, and there were not one but two checks to make sure
shewasredly dedling with aHomo sapiens mae and not aHomo neanderthdensis one.

Of coursg, it was dl moot-surdly Jockwould be stopped before he could release his virus. Modifying it
now was just a safeguard, in case somehow it madeit over to the other side.

Mary shook her head and looked at her watch. It was well after midnight-the start of anew day.

She should just go home now. Jock’s Wipeout virus had been defused; it would do nothing at al,
assuming, as Mary fervently hoped, that he hadn’t yet used the codon writer to output the actua vira
molecules. Surfer Joe would harm no one. That’sall she’ d set out to accomplish, after dll.

That’ sal that needed to be done.

And yet...

And yet.

No onewould haveto get hurt. She’ d find away to disseminate the information, to make sure that
everyone on this Earth knew that it was unsafe for mae Gliksinsto travel to the Neanderthd world. The
Barast tuned-laser decontamination technology would make sure the Surfer Joe virus never got back
acrossthe portd to thisworld. Mae Gliksinsthe mgority that were decent, and the horrible minority that
did so very much harm-would be safe, just aslong asthey left Ponter’ sworld the hell done.

Mary took adeep bregath, then let it out dowly.

Shefolded her handsin her |ap, theleft till showing the paeindentation on the third finger where her
wedding ring had once been.

And Mary Vaughan thought and thought and thought.
And at last she unfolded her hands.
And then, of course, she did the only thing she could do.



Chapter Thirty-eight

“And athough someday we may also travel toDargal-for that iswhat the Neanderthas named the red
planet of their universe, the crimson beacon that beams down upon the continents of Durkanu, Podlar,
Ranilass, Evsoy, Galasoy, and Nakanu-we will leave that verson of Marsaswefind it. Truly, like so
much in this new erawe are now entering, we will have our cake and et it, too...”

Mary Vaughan sat bolt upright in her bed a Bristol Harbour Village, suddenly awake.

When does-what do you call it?-* Two becoming One’ ? When does that happen next?That’ s what Jock
had asked yesterday. Mary had been too upset about Lonwis s deteriorating condition and Ponter’s
impending departure to redly think about it then, but it hit her now, forcing her awake: why Jock should
cae.

While Two were One would be the perfect timeto release hisvirus. It would be far easier to infect at
least the locd population in Saldak when everyone of both sexes was together in the Center-and, of
course, there was more intercity traffic during Two being One than at any other time of the month; the
viruswould be spread rapidly.

The four-day holiday would begin the day after tomorrow. That meant Jock wouldn't act until
then-meaning Mary had to actbefore then.

She looked up at the ceiling to see what time it was-but she washere, notthere, and there was nothing
on her ceiling. Sheturned to the digita clock on the night table, the red digits glowing: 5:04A.M. Mary
fumbled to turn on the table lamp, then picked up her phone and caled Louise Benoit’ s home number in
Rochester.

“All6?" said adeepy voice dfter Sx rings.

“Louisg, it'sMary. Look-Two become Onethe day after tomorrow. I’'m sure that’ s when Jock is going
tordease hisvirus”

Louise was clearly struggling to consciousness. “ Two becoming...”

“Y es, yesl Two becoming One. It sthe only time on the Neandertha world when there' s high population
densty intheir cities, and alot of intercity traffic. We have to do something.”

“D’accord,” said Louise, her voiceraw. “Maisquoi ?’

“What you said we should do: go to the media, blow thewhistle. But, look, it’'Il be safer for both of usif
we re back in Canada before we do that. I [l be out of herein half an hour, meaning | can pick you up by
6:30A.M. W€ |l drive up to Toronto.”

“Bon,” said Louise. “I’'ll beready.”

Mary clicked off and headed for the bathroom, starting the shower running. Now, if she only knewhow
to blow the whistle. Of course, she’ d been interviewed on TV and radio plenty of times now, and-

She thought of anice female producer she' d met at CBC Newsworld in 1996, back when the only
Neanderthas known were fossils, back when Mary had isolated aDNA sample from the Neanderthal
type specimen at the Rheinisches Landesmuseum. CBC on-air persondities probably didn’t have listed
phone numbers, but there was no particular reason why a producer wouldn’t. Mary headed back into the
bedroom, scooped up the tel ephone handset, dialed 1-416-555-1212, Toronto directory assistance, and
got the number she needed.

A minute later she had another groggy woman on the phone. “H-hello?’

“Kerry?' said Mary. “Kerry Johnston?’

She could amost hear the woman rubbing her eyes. “Y es. Who' sthis?’

“ThisisMary Vaughan. Remember me? The geneticist from Y ork-the expert on Neandertha DNA?



A smdl part of Mary was disappointed that neither Louise nor Kerry had offered up the cliché, “Do you
have any ideawhat timeit is?’ Instead, Kerry seemed now to beingtantly awake. “Yes, | remember
you,” shesad.

“I’ve got ahuge story for you.”

“I'mligening.”

“No, it'snothing | can tell you about by phone. I'm down in Rochester, New Y ork, right now, but I'll be
in Toronto in about five hours. | need you to put me live on Newsworld when | get there...”

Mary and Louise were driving along the Queenston-Lewiston bridge over the NiagaraRiver. Exactly in
the middle of the bridge three flags snapped sdutesin the breeze, marking the border: first the Starsand
Stripes, then the robin’ s-egg-blue UN flag, and findly the Maple Leaf. “ Nice to be back home,” said
Louise asthey passed them.

Asshedwaysdid, Mary fdt hersaf relax abit now that they had returned to her home and native land.
Indeed, an old joke came to mind: Canada could have had British culture, French cuisine, and American
know-how...but instead ended up with American culture, British cuisine, and French know-how.

Still, itwas nice to be back.

Once off the bridge, they were confronted by arow of customs booths. Three of the four that were open
had small lineups of carsin front of them; the fourth had alonger queue of trucks. Mary joined the middle
car line and waited for the vehicles ahead of them to be dedlt with, tapping the steering whed impatiently
with theflat of her left hand.

At lag, it wastheir turn. Mary pulled up to the booth and rolled down her window. She expected to hear
aCanadian customs officid’ susud greeting: “ Citizenship?’ But ingtead, to her astonishment, thefemde
officer said, “Ms. Vaughan, right?’

Mary’s heart jumped. She nodded.

“Pull over up ahead, please.”

“Isthere-isthere something wrong?’ asked Mary.

“Just do as| say,” shesaid to Mary, then picked up atelephone handset.

Mary felt her pAms go moist on the steering whedl as she drove dowly ahead.

“How’ d they know it wasyou?’ asked Louise.

Mary shook her head. “License plate?’

“Should we make arun for it?” asked Louise.

“My name sMary, not Thelma. But, Chrigt, if-*

A balding customs agent, paunch flopping over his belt, was coming out of thelong, low inspection
building. He waved for Mary to pull into one of the angled parking spotsin front of it. She'd only ever
stopped here before to use the public washroom-and then only when desperate; it was rather squalid.

“Ms. Vaughan? Ms. Mary Vaughan?’ said the agent.

"

“WEe ve been waiting for you. My assgtant is putting acall through right now.”

Mary blinked. “ For me?’

“Yes-and it'san emergency. Come dong!”

Mary got out of the car, and so did Louise. They went into the customs building, and the fat man brought
them around behind the counter. He picked up aphone, hit alinekey. “1 have Ms. Vaughan,” he said
into the handset, then he passed it to Mary.

“ThisisMary Vaughan,” shesad.

“Mary!” exclaimed a Jamaican-accented voice.

“Reuben!” Shelooked over and saw Louise smile broadly. “What’ sup?’

“God, woman, you need to get acell phone,” said Reuben. “L ook, | know you and Louise are heading



to Toronto, but I think you’ d better get up here to Sudbury-and fast.”

“Why?
“Y our Jock Krieger has gone through the porta .”

Mary’s heart jumped. “What? But how’ d he get up there so quickly?’

“He must have flown, and that' s what you should do, too. It d take Six hoursto drive up here from where
you are. But I've gotThe Nickel Picklewaiting for you in St. Catherines.” The Nickel PicklewasInco’'s
corporate Learjet, painted dark green onitssides. “1 only found out he’ d gone over by accident,”
continued Reuben. “ Saw his name on the mine-gte visitors' log when | was Sgning somebody dsein.”

“Why didn’t anybody stop him?” asked Mary.

“Whyshould they have? | checked with the Canadian Forces guys down at the neutrino observatory; they
said he had aU.S. diplomatic passport, so they ushered him right through to the other side. Anyway,
look, I’ ve faxed a map to the customs station, showing how to get to the airfield...”

Chapter Thirty-nine
“And itisanew erawe are entering. The Cenozoic-the era of recent life-isindeed al but over. The
Novozoic-the era of new life-isabout to begin...”

“Medica emergency!” snapped Reuben Montego. His shaved black head glistened in the harsh lights of
the giant building. “We re going straight down to the 6800-foot level.”

The devator technician nodded. “Right you are, Doc.”

Mary knew that the cage had been waiting here on the surface in response to a call Reuben had made
from his office. Thethree of them hurried insgde, and the technician, who would stay up top, pulled down
the heavy cage door. He then gave five blasts on the buzzer-express descent with no stops. The elevator
began its drop down a shaft five times as deep as each of the World Trade Center towers had been
tall-until, of course, some maleHomo sapiens had destroyed them...

Ontheway in, Mary, Louise, and Reuben had grabbed hardhats and mining coats from theracksin the
changing area. They struggled to get them on asthe devator made its noisy descent.

“What sort of policeforce do they have on the other sde?’ asked Reuben in his deep,
Jamai can-accented voice.

“Hardly any,” said Mary, hdf shouting to be heard above the racket. And it should stay that way , she
thought: aworld free of crime and violence.

“Soit'suptous?’ said Reuben.

“I'mafraid s0,” said Mary.

“What about taking some of the Canadian Forces guyswith us?’ asked Louise.

“We il don’t know who'sbehind this,” said Mary. “1t could be Jock acting done-or it could go al the
way to the DND and the Pentagon.”

Louiselooked at Reuben, and Mary saw him draw her close. If they were haf as scared as Mary fdlt,
she couldn’t blame them for wanting to hold each other. Mary moved over to the far Sde of the
mud-covered lift and made a show of watching the levels go by, so that Reuben and Louise could have a
few minutesto themsdlves.

“My English vocabulary isclearly dill wanting,” said Chrigting' s voice through Mary’ s cochlear implants.
“What doesjuh-tahm mean?’

Mary hadn’t made out athing; evidently the Companion’ s microphones were more discerning. She
whispered so that the otherswouldn’t be able to hear her. “That’snot English, it'sFrench:’ Jet'aime.” It
means ‘| loveyou.” Louise told me Reuben aways switches to French to say that.”



“Ah,” said Chrigtine. They continued down, until the lift finaly shuddered to a halt. Reuben hoisted the
door, reveding the mining drift, heading off into the distance.

“What time did he go through?’ demanded Mary, once they’ d finaly reached the staging areato the
portd, built on aplatform in the barrel-shaped six-story-tall Sudbury Neutrino Observatory chamber.

A Canadian Forces man looked up, eyebrows lifted. “Who?’
“Jock Krieger,” said Mary. “From the Synergy Group.”

The man-blond, light-skinned-consulted a clipboard. “We had a John Kevin Krieger go through about
three hours ago.”

“That'shim,” said Mary. “ Did he have anything with him?’
“Forgive me, Dr. Vaughan,” began the officer, “but | really don’t think I’ m supposed to divulge-*

Reuben moved forward and showed him an ID card. “I’'m Dr. Montego, the mine-gite physician here,
and thisisamedica emergency. Krieger may be highly infectious.”

“I should call my superior,” said the soldier.

“Dothat,” snapped Reuben. “But first tell uswhat he was carrying.”

The man frowned, thinking. “ One of those overnight bagsthat rolls on wheds”

“Anything ese?’

“Yes, ameta box, about the size of a shoebox.”

Reuben looked at Mary. “Damn,” she said.

“Was the box put through decontamination?’ asked Louise. “Of course,” said the soldier, histone
defensive. “Nothing goes through without being decontaminated.”

“Good,” said Mary. “Let usthrough.”

“Can | seeyour identification?’

Mary and L ouise dapped their passports down. “All right?’ said Mary. “Now, let usthrough.”
“What about him?’ said the soldier, pointing at Reuben.

“Damnit, man, | just showed you my Inco card,” said Reuben. “I don’t have my passport with me.”

“I"m not supposed to-*
“For Pete ssake!” said Mary. “Thisisan emergency!”
The soldier nodded. “All right,” he said at last. “ All right, go ahead.”

Mary ran on, leading the way to the Derkerstube. As soon as she got to its mouth, she continued on
through, and-

Bluefire

Static eectricity.

Another world.

Mary could hear two sets of footfalls behind her, so she didn’t look back to seeif Louise and Reuben
were following as she hurried out of the tube. A burly male Neanderthd technician looked up,
astonished. Probably no one had ever come running out of the portal before.

The Neanderthd was one Mary knew on sight. He clearly recognized her, too, but, to Mary’s
astonishment, he was making a bedline to tackle Reuben, who was just behind Mary.

Mary suddenly redlized what was going on: the Neanderthal thought L ouise and Reuben were chasing
Mary, not following her. “No!” shouted Mary. “No, they’ re with me! Let them pass”

Her own shouting meant that Christine had to wait until she' d finished her exclamation before trandating



the words, lest her externa speaker-capable of ahedlthy volume, but nowhere near asloud as a shouting
human-be drowned out. Mary listened to the Neanderthal words that came from her forearm: “Rak! Ta
sooparb nolant, rak! Derpant helk!”

By about hafway through the trand ation, the Neanderthd technician tried to abort his run, but he dipped
on the polished granite computing-chamber floor and went diding into Reuben, sending the M.D. flying.
Louise tumbled over the Neandertha, somersaulting onto her back.

Mary reached down and helped L ouise up. Reuben was getting to his feet, too.
“Lupd!” caled the Neandertha .Sorry!

Mary headed up the haf flight of stairsinto the control room, passing another startled Neanderthal, then
continued on toward the drift that connected the quantum-computing facility to the rest of the nickel mine.

“Wait!” shouted the second Neanderthd. Y ou have to go through decontamination!”
“Ther€ snotime,” Mary shouted back. “ Thisis an emergency, and-*

But Reuben interrupted her. “No, Mary, he' sright. Remember how sick Ponter got when hefirst came
to our sde? We retrying to prevent aplague, not start one.”

Mary swore. “All right,” she said. Shelooked at Reuben and L ouise, the black Jamai can-Canadian with
the shaved head and the pal e Québecois with the long brunette hair. They’ d doubtless seen each other
naked many times, but neither had seen Mary that way. “ Strip down,” she said decisively. “Everything
off, incdluding watches and jewdry.”

L ouise and Reuben were used to decontamination procedures from working at the Sudbury Neutrino
Observatory, which had been kept in clean-room conditions until Ponter’ sorigina arriva destroyed the
detector. Still, they each hesitated for amoment. Mary started undoing her blouse. “Come on,” she sad.
“Theré snotimeto waste.”

Reuben and L ouise began removing their clothing.

“Just leave your clothes here,” said Mary as she tossed her pantiesinto around hamper. “We can pick
up Neanderthd clothing in the next room.”

Mary, now totally nude, entered the cylindrical decontamination chamber. It had been designed to
comfortably hold one adult Neanderthd, but at Mary’ sinsstence, dl three of them piled into it, in order
to save time. Mary was too nervous to be embarrassed as Louise' s backside pressed against her own,
or as Reuben, who had ended up facing toward Mary, was pressed face first against her breasts.

Mary pulled out acontrol bud. The floor started dowly rotating, and lasers began firing. Mary was used
to the procedure by now, but she could hear Louise gasp as the formidable-looking beam emitters
hummedtolife.

“It' sokay,” said Mary, trying to ignore the part of her brain that was calculating exactly what portions of
Reuben were pressed up againgt her. “It' s perfectly safe. The lasers know which proteins should beina
human body-including those in intestina bacteria, and so on-and they passright through them. But they
break down foreign proteins, killing any pathogens.”

Mary could fed Louise squirm dightly, but she sounded fascinated. “What kind of lasers can do that?’

“Quantum-cascade lasers,” said Mary, parroting something she' d heard Ponter say. “In the
trillion-cycles-per-beat range.”

“Tunable terahertz laserd” exclaimed Louise. “ Y es, of course. Something like thatcould selectively
interact with large molecules. How long does the process take?’

“About three minutes,” said Mary.



“Say, Mary,” said Reuben. “Y ou should have someone look at that mole on your left shoulder...”

“What?' sad Mary. “Jesus, Reuben, thisisn't thetime-* But she cut hersdlf off, redlizing he was doing
exactly what Louise had just been doing: retresting into atechnical mind-st, trying to keep professional.
After al, Reuben was buck naked with two women, one of whom was hislover and the other hislover's
friend. The last thing he-or Mary-needed right now was for him to be composing aletter toPenthousein
hishead. “I’ll see adermatologist,” she said, softening her tone. She shrugged as much asthetight
confineswould dlow. “ Damned ozone layer...”

Mary rotated her head dightly. “Louise, there should be a square light above the door in front of you. Do
you seeit?’

“Yes. Oh,it'sgreen! Good.” She shifted dightly, asif making to exit.

“Freezel” snapped Mary. “Green isthe Neanderthal color for ‘ halt’-green mest is rotten meat. When it
turnsred, that meansit’s okay to proceed. Let us know as soon asit does.”

Louise nodded; Mary could fedl the back of the younger woman’s head going up and down. Maybe it
had been a mistake to bring aong two people who had had no preparation for the Neandertha world.
After all, it could be-

“Red!” exclamed Louise. “Thelight isred!”

“All right,” said Mary. *Push the door open. The handle looks like agtarfish-seeit? It dides up to unlatch
the door.”

Mary could fed Louise squirming some more, and then suddenly the pressure was off Mary’ s back as
L ouise stepped out of the chamber. Mary took a backward step, turned around, and hurried out of the
chamber aswell. “Thisway!” she shouted.

They entered aroom whose walls were covered with cubic cubbyholes, each containing a set of
Neanderthd clothes. “ Those should fit you, Reuben,” said Mary, pointing at one s&t. “ And those should
do for you,” she said, indicating another.

Mary was an old hand now at getting into Barast garments, but L ouise and Reuben were clearly baffled.
Mary shouted ingtructions at Reuben, and bent down next to Louise, who was having trouble with the
footwear built into the Neandertha pants. Mary did up her instep and ankletiesfor her.

They then hurried out into the drift. Mary had hoped there would be a vehicle of some sort waiting there,
but, of course, if there had been one, Jock himsalf would have taken it.

A three-kilometer-long run, thought Mary. Sweet Jesus, she hadn’t done anything like that since her
undergrad days, and even then she' d been terrible. But adrendine was pumping through her like there
was no tomorrow-which, she knew, might very well be the case for the Barasts. She ran off down the
tunnel, itsfloor covered with flat wooden boards.

There was much lessillumination in this tunnd than in the corresponding one on the Gliksn sde. The
Neanderthals used robots for mining that didn’t need much light. For that matter, neither did
Neanderthals, whose sense of smell gave them an excellent menta picture of what was going on around
them.

“How.. far...is...it?" cdled Louise from behind.

Despite the urgency of the Situation, Mary was pleased to hear the young woman sounding winded
aready. “Three thousand meters,” Mary shouted back.

Something suddenly cut acrossthe path in front of Mary. If her heart hadn’t aready been pounding, it
probably would have started then. But it wasjust amining robot. She cdled out that fact so that Reuben
and Louise wouldn't be startled, then she found herself shouting to the robot, “Wait! Come back herel”



Christine obliged with atrandation, and amoment later the robot regppeared. Mary got agood look at it
now: alow, flat, sx-legged contraption, like atwo-meter-long crab, with conical bores and hemispherica
scoops projecting forward on articulated arms. The thing was built for hauling rock, for Christ’s sake.
Ithad to be strong enough. “ Can you carry us?’ asked Mary.

Her Companion trandated the words, and ared light winked on the robot’ s shell. “ Thismodd is
incapable of speech,” added Chrigtine, “ but the answer isyes.”

Mary clambered up onto the machine ssilver carapace, severely banging her right shin as she did so. She
turned back to Reuben and Louise, who had come to astop behind her. “All aboard!”

L ouise and Reuben exchanged astonished looks but they soon hauled themsalves onto the robot’ s back,
aswell. Mary dapped the thing' sside. “ Giddyup!”

Her Companion probably didn’t know that word, but surely understood Mary’ sintention and conveyed
it to therobot. Its Six legsflexed once, asif to gauge how much weight it was now carrying, and then it
st off in the direction they’ d been heading, moving fast enough that Mary felt hot wind on her face.
There were puddles of muddy water at various points, and every time one of the robot’ s splayed feet
came down into one, Mary and the others got splashed with dirty liquid.

“Hold on!” Mary called out repeatedly, athough she doubted Reuben and Louise redly needed any
urging to do just that. Still, Mary hersdlf felt as though she was going to be bounced right off the carapace
afew times, and her bladder was objecting strenuoudy to the abuse.

They passed another mining robot-a spindly, upright model that reminded Mary abit of apraying
mantis-and then, about 600 meters farther dong, they passed a pair of male Neanderthals going in the
other direction, who leaped out of the way of the charging robot just in time.

Finaly, they madeit to the evator station. Thank God those two Neanderthal s had just come down: the
lift was il at the bottom. Mary scrambled off the robotic crab and dashed over to the levator. Louise
and Reuben followed, and as soon asthey weredl in the cylindrica car, Mary ssomped on the
floor-mounted switch that started the upward journey.

Mary took amoment to see how the others were doing; everything had adightly greenish cast under the
luciferin lights. For once, Louise looked nothing like afashion modd: sweat was running down her face,
her hair was matted with mud, and her Neanderthd clothing was absolutdly filthy with mud and what,
after asecond, Mary redlized was grease, or something akin to it, from the robot.

Reuben was in even worse shape. The robot had bounded aong, and at some point Reuben’ s bald head
must have hit the min€ sroof. He had a nasty gash running aong his pate, and was gingerly probing it
with hisfingers, wincing while he did so.

“All right,” said Mary. “We ve got afew minutes until the elevator reaches the surface. Therewill be an
attendant or two there, and they won't let you pass without having temporary Companions strapped on.
Y ou might aswell alow that-it' [l take lesstime than to convince those guysthat it's an emergency. And,
besdes, Companions let us communicate with each other, and with any other Neanderthals we need to
gpeak to. All the ones stored here at the mine have the trand ation database.”

Mary knew the elevator cab was gently corkscrewing through 180 degrees as it rose up the shaft, but
she doubted L ouise and Reuben could tell. Shelifted her forearm and spoketo it. “ Have you reacquired
the planetary information network yet, Christine?’

“No,” said the voice coming from Mary’ s cochlear implants. “I probably won't be able to reconnect until
we are only a short distance beneath the surface, but | will keep-wait, wait. Yes, I’'vegot it. | an onthe
network.”

“Great!” said Mary. “Get me Ponter.”
“Cdling,” sad theimplant. “No answer yet.”



“Come on, Ponter,” urged Mary. “Comeon...”
“Mare!” came Ponter’ svoice, astrandated and imitated by Christine. “What are you doing back on this
sde? " Two don’t become One until the day after tomorrow, and-*

“Ponter,shush! “ said Mary. “Jock Krieger has made it over here. We haveto find him and stop him.”

“Hewill bewearing astrap-on Companion,” said Ponter. “1 saw the argumentsin the High Gray Council
on my Voyeur after Gliksnswere | et through before without them. Trust me: that is never going to

happen again.”
Mary shook her head. “He' sno idiot. It’'s certainly worth getting an order to triangulate on his
Companion, but | bet he' sremoved it somehow.”

“Hecan't have,” said Ponter. “That would have set off numerous darms. And he certainly can't bejust
wandering around on his own. He' s probably with Bedros or some other officia. No, we should be able
to locate him. Where are you?’

The devator cab shuddered to ahdt, and Mary gestured for Reuben and Louise to hurry out. “We ve
just exited into the equipment room above the Debra nickel mine. Louise and Reuben arewith me.”

“I'm at home,” said Ponter. “Hak, call for travel cubesfor Mare and for me, and contact an adjudicator.”
Mary heard Hak acknowledge the command, then Ponter continued: “ Any ideawhere Krieger might
be?’

“At the moment, no,” said Mary, “dthough my guessisthat he plansto release the virusin the Center
when Two are One.”

“That makes sense,” said Ponter. “It’ s the time of maximum population dengity, and there slots of
intercity travel when itsover, so-*

Hak’ svoice came on, interrupting, untrand ated, speaking to Ponter.

“Mare,” said Ponter, amoment later. “Hak has reached an adjudicator for me. When your travel cube
arrives, head to the dibi-archive pavilion in the Center. I'll meet you there.”

A mae Neanderthd attendant was now clamping atemporary Companion onto Reuben'’ sleft forearm. A
moment later he came over to Louise and attached oneto her, aswell. Mary held up her own armto
show the attendant that she had a permanent unit. “ Okay,” she said to Louise and Reuben. “ Grab some
coatsand let’sgo!”

It had snowed since Mary was last here; the glare from the white ground was fierce. “ The adjudicator is
getting hold of two more adjudicators,” Ponter said, coming back on-line, “so that they can order judicia
scrutiny of Jock’s Companion’ stransmissions. Once that’ s done, they can triangulate on him.”

“Chrigt,” said Mary, holding ahand over her eyes and scanning the horizon for the travel cube. “How
long will that take?”

“Not long, hopefully,” said Ponter.

“All right,” said Mary. “I’ll cal you back. Christine, get me Bandra.”

“Hedthy day,” said Bandra svoice.

“Bandra, honey, thisisMary.”

“Mare, my darling! | didn’t expect you to be back until the day after tomorrow. I’m so nervous about
Two becoming One. If Harb-“

“Bandra, get out of the Center. Don't ask mewhy, just do it.”

“IsHarb-*
“It'sgot nothing to do with Harb. Just get atravel cube, and get going, anywhere far away from the



Center.”

“I don’'t understand. It's-*

“Jugt doit!” sad Mary. “Trust me.”

“Of course |-

“And Bandra?’ said Mary. Shelooked at L ouise and Reuben, then thought to hell with it. “Bandra, |
should have said this before now. | do loveyou.”

Bandra svoice wasfull of joy. “I loveyou, too, Mare. | can't wait until we can be together again.”
“I’'vegot to go,” said Mary. “Hurry, now. Get out of the Center!”

Mary looked defiantly at Louise, who had a“what wasthat al about?’ expression on her face. But then
Louise pointed past Mary. Mary turned. Thetravel cube was approaching, flying over an open area
covered with ablanket of snow. They ran toward it, and as soon asit had settled to the ground, Mary
straddled the saddle-seat beside the driver, aredheaded male 144. She watched as Reuben and Louise
climbed into the back and awkwardly mounted the two segtsthere. “ Saldak Center, asfast as possible”
Mary said to the driver. Agonizing secondswere |lost as her Companion trand ated her words, and the
driver’ sresponse.

“Yes, | know Two are separate!” snapped Mary. “And | know he'samale,” she said, tossing her head
in Reuben’ sdirection. “Thisisamedica emergency. Go!”

Chriginewas aclever little device. Mary recognized the Neanderthal imperative “ Tik!” asthefirst word
she uttered, meaning she had moved “Go!” up to the beginning of her trandation. Asthe driver got the
car into motion, the Companion added the rest of what Mary had said.

“Chrigtine, get me Ponter.”
“Done”
“Ponter, why the hell does it takethree adjudicators to order that Jock be tracked?’

Ponter’ strandated reply started to come into Mary’ s cochlear implants again. She pulled out abud on
her Companion’ssilver faceplate, and the rest of hisreply was shunted to the external speaker, so that

L ouise and Reuben could hear: “Hey, you' re the one who was saying we didn’t have enough safeguards
for privacy in our dibi-archive system. In fact, it takes unanimous consent of three adjudicatorsto order
judicid scrutiny of a Companion when no criminal accusation has been made.”

Mary glanced at the landscape speeding by-at least it was by Neanderthal standards; the cube was
probably only doing sixty kilometers an hour. “Well, can’'t you accuse him of acrime?’ asked Mary.
“Then you'll only need one adjudicator, right?’

“Thisway will be faster,” said Ponter. “ An accusation requires acomplicated procedure, and-ah, here's
my travel cube.” Mary could hear the sound of avehicle descending and afew clangings and bangings as
Ponter boarded. He snapped the Neandertha words for “dibi archives,” which Mary recognized, then
turned his attention back to Mary.

“All right,” hesaid. “Now let’ s-oh, wait abest...” The connection went dead for afew seconds, then
Ponter’ s voice came back on. “The adjudicators have ordered thejudicia scrutiny. A technician at the
dibi-archive pavilion is getting afix on Jock’ slocation now.”

Reuben leaned forward so that he could talk into Mary’s Companion. “ Ponter, this is Reuben Montego.
As soon asthey’ ve located Krieger, get them to clear the area. I'm safe, and so are Louise and Mary,
but any Neanderthal s exposed to Jock’ s virus are as good as dead.”

“I will do s0,” said Ponter. “We can broadcast an emergency message to every Companion. I'll be at the
dibi pavilion shortly; I’ [l make sureit happens”

Ahead, the buildings of Saldak Center loomed. Dozens of women were out putting up decorations for



Two becoming One.

“We velocated him,” said Ponter’ svoice. “Hak, cease trandating; transmit directly.” Ponter began to
shout in the Neandertha language, clearly addressing the driver of Mary’ stravel cube.

The driver replied with severd words, one of whichwas“Ka.” The car started veering off.

“He' sin Konbor Square,” said Ponter, hiswords once more being trandated. “I’ ve told your driver to
take you there. I'll meet you there.”

“No,” said Louise, leaning forward. “No, Ponter, it’stoo risky for you-for any Neanderthd. Leaveit to
lJSI”

“Heisnot done. The adjudicators arelooking at his Companion transmissions right now; he' swith
Dekant Dorst.”

“Whoisthat?’ asked Mary.
“One of Saldak Center’ selected officids,” said Ponter. “ She'safemale of generation 141.”

“Damn,” said Mary. Normdly, she' d trust any female Barast to restrain just about any mae Gliksin, but
141swere seventy-eight years old. “We don’t want this devolving into a hostage-taking. We have to get
her out of there.”

“Indeed,” said Ponter.

“Dekant Dorst must have cochlear implants, right?” said Mary.

“Of course,” said Ponter.

“Chrigtine, get me Dekant Dorst.”

“Done”

Mary spokeimmediately, before the Barast woman could respond to the chirp her Companion would
have just made between her ears. “Dekant Dorst, don't say aword, and don’t give any sign to Jock
Krieger that you are communicating with anyone. Just cough onceif you understand.”

A cough emanated from Christing' s external spesker.

“All right, good. My nameisMary Vaughan, and I'm a Gliksin. Jock is currently under judicia scrutiny.
We believe heis smuggling a dangerous substance into Saldak Center. Y ou haveto get away from him at
the first opportunity. We' re on our way to your location now. All right?’

Another cough.

Mary felt awful; the old woman must beterrified. “ Any suggestions?’ Mary said to Reuben and Louise.
“She could tell Jock that she hasto go to the washroom,” said Louise.

“Brilliant! Ponter, where are Jock and this woman right now? Indoors or out?’

“Let me ask the adjudicator... They are outdoors, heading on foot to the central plaza.”

“Jock’ s Wipeout virusis designed for airborne transmission,” said Mary. “He must have some sort of
aerosol bomb in that metal box he's carrying. He probably intendsto plant it in the central plaza, with it
et to go off during the Two becoming One festivities”

“If 30,” said Ponter, “he Il likely timeit to go off right at the end of the holiday, so that al the maleswill go
back home before anyone shows signs of illness. Not only will that get it out to Saldak Rim, but there are
many maleswho comein from further locations”

“Right,” said Mary. “ Dekant, when the chance presentsitsdlf, tell Jock you' ve got to go into apublic
building to use the washroom, but that he'll have to stay outside because he's mae. Okay? We' Il be
there soon.”

Another cough, and then, for the first time, Mary heard Dekant’ s voi ce, sounding quite nervous. “ Scholar



Krieger,” shesaid, “you must forgive me, but thisold body of mine...I'm afraid | haveto urinate. There's
afadlity intherethat | can use”

Jock’ svoice, muffled, distant: “Fine. I'll jugt...”
“No, you must wait outside. Two aren’'t yet One, you know-not yet!”

Jock said something that Mary couldn’t quite make out. About twenty seconds later, Dekant spoke. “All
right, Scholar Vaughan. I'm safely indoors now.”

“Good,” said Mary. “Now, if-*

But shewas interrupted by afemae Neandertha voice emerging from dl four Companionsin the travel
cube-and, presumably, from every other Companion linked to Saldak’ salibi archives. “Thisis
Adjudicator Mykaro,” said the voice. “We have an emergency. Immediately evacuate Saldak Center.
Do it on foot, by hover-bus, or by travel cube, but get out right now. Do not delay. There may soon be a
contagiousfatd discaseinthear. If you sseamae Gliksn with slver hair, avoid him! Heisunder judicid
scrutiny, and is currently located in Konbor Square. | repedt...”

Suddenly the driver dropped the travel cubeto the ground. “ Thisisascloseas|’mgoing,” he said. “You
heard the adjudicator. If you want to go further in, you'll haveto do it on foot.”

“Damnyou,” said Mary, but Chrigtine didn’t trandate that. Then: “How far arewe?’

The driver pointed. “ That's Konbor Square over there.” Off in the distance, Mary could see a series of
low buildings, a short stack of travel cubes, and an open area.

Mary was furious, but she pushed up the starfish control that opened her side of the cube and got out.
Louise and Reuben followed. As soon asthey were clear, thetravel cube rose again and began flying
back the way they’ d come.

Mary started running in the direction the driver had indicated. Jock wasin an open areathat was covered
with well-trod snow. Mary could see other travel cubes moving away from the Center, heading out
toward the Rim. She’ d hoped the adjudicator had had the good sense not to broadcast her warning to
Jock’ s strgp-on Companion. Mary, Reuben, and Louise rapidly closed the distance, getting within twenty
meters of him. After catching her breath, Mary cdled out, “It' s over, Jock.”

Jock had on atypica mammoth-fur coat and was carrying the metal box the Canadian Forces officer had
described-presumably his aerosol bomb. He turned around, looking surprised. “ Mary? Louise? And-my
goodness! Dr. Montego, isn't it? What are you doing here?’

“We know about the Surfarisvirus,” said Mary. “You can't get away.”

To Mary’ s astonishment, Jock grinned. “Well, well, well. Three brave Canadians, cometo savethe
Neanderthas.” He shook hishead. “Y ou people have dways made me laugh, with your slly socidism
and misguided bleeding hearts. But you know what strikes me as the funniest thing about Canadians?’ He
reached into hisjacket and pulled out asemiautomatic pistal. “Y ou don't carry guns.” He aimed the
weapon squardly at Mary. “Now, my dear, how was it again that you were going to stop me?’

Chapter Forty

“The dawn of the Cenozoic, the famed Cretaceous-Tertiary boundary when the dinosaurs died out, was
marked by alayer of clay, found on both versions of Earth. The beginning of the Novozoic in this
universe, our universe, the universe ofHomo sapienswill be marked by the footsteps of thefirst colonist
on Mars, the first member of our speciesto leave the cradle that isthis Earth, never to return...”

Ponter and the three adjudicators were in the largest viewing room at the aibi-archive pavilion, watching
everything unfold from multiple points of view. Not only had the adjudicators switched Jock Krieger's



Companion over to judicia scrutiny, they had aso done the samefor Mary Vaughan's, Louise Benoit's,
and Reuben Montego’ s. Four meter-wide holographic bubbles floated in the room, each one showing the
surroundings of one of the four Companions on the scene.

Ponter and the three adjudicators were at risk, too, of course. Although the archive pavilion was located

on the periphery of the Center, it was till far too close to where the standoff was occurring. “ The femae
Gliksnwith the dark hair wasright,” said Adjudicator Mykaro, achunky 142. “Y ou must leave, Scholar
Boddit. Weadl mugt.”

“Thethree of you go,” said Ponter, folding hisarmsin front of hischest. “I’'m staying.”

And then Ponter saw Jock pull hisgun. Hiswhole spine stiffened; Ponter hadn’t seen agun sincehe'd
been shot by that would-be n outside United Nations headquarters. He relived the moment of the
bullet tearing into him, hot and piercing and-

And he couldn’t |et that happen to Mare.

“What sort of weapons are stored here?’ demanded Ponter.

Mykaro' swhite eyebrow went up. “Here? At the archive pavilion?’

“Or next door,” said Ponter, “at the Council chamber.”

The Neanderthal woman shook her head. “None.”

“What about the tranquilizer guns enforcers use?’

“They’ re kept in the enforcement station, in Dobronyd Square.”

“Don’'t enforcers carry them?’

“Not normaly,” said another one of the adjudicators. “ There' sno need. Saldak’s Gray Council only
authorized the acquisition of Six such units; | sugpect they’redl in storage right now.”

“Isthere any way to stop him?” asked Ponter, pointing a one of the floating images of Jock.

“Not that any of those puny Gliksins could manage,” said Adjudicator Mykalro.

Ponter nodded, understanding. “1’m going to help them. How far away arethey?’

The second adjudicator squinted at a status display. “About 7200 armspans.”

He could easly run that. “Hak, have you got the exact |location noted?’

“Yes, gr,” sad the Companion.

“All right, Adjudicators,” said Ponter, “ get to safety. And wish meluck.”

“You can't just shoot us,” said Mary, trying to keep her voice from quavering, unable to take her eyes off
the gun. “Therewill bearecord at the dibi archives”

“Oh, yes, indeed,” Jock said. “A fascinating system they’ ve got here, | must say: remote black boxes for
every man, woman, and child. Of coursg, it’'ll be easy enough to find the archive blocks for the four of us,
and once al the Neanderthals are dead, there will be no oneto stop me from waltzing into the pavilion
and destroying those blocks.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Mary saw that Reuben wasinching away from her. Therewas atree afew
meters beyond him; he might be able to get behind it, meaning Jock wouldn’t be able to shoot him
without changing position. Mary could hardly blame Reuben for trying to protect himself. Louise,
meanwhile, was somewhere behind her and presumably off to her right.

“Y ou can't expect your virus to have aworldwide effect from one deployment,” said Mary. “The
Neanderthas don’t have the population density to support aplague. It’ll never get past Saldak Center.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” said Jock, hefting the metal box. “In fact, | have you to thank, Dr.
Vaughan: it was your earlier research that made this possible. We ve changed the natura reservoir for
thisverson of Ebolafrom African shoe-billsto passenger pigeons. Those birdswill carry the virusal
over thiscontinent.”

“The Neanderthds are peaceful-“ said Louise' svoice.



“Yes” sad Jock. As hiseyes shifted to Louise so did hisgun. “And that will be their downfall-here, now,
just asit was 27,000 years ago, the last time we defeated them.”

Mary was thinking about making arun for it, and-

And Reuben did just that, bursting into motion. Jock swung toward him and squeezed off around. The
report startled aflock of birds-passenger pigeons, Mary saw-into flight, but Jock missed, and Reuben
was now behind the tree, safe at least for the moment.

When Reuben had made his bresk to Mary’ sleft, Louise had seized the moment and torn off to the right.
Like most of Northern Ontario in either universe, the ground here was strewn with erratics: boulders
deposited by glaciersthat had receded at the end of the Ice Age. Louise ran, then dove, making it behind
alichen-covered boulder barely big enough to conceal her body.

Mary was still caught in the center, both the tree on her left and the boulder on her right too far to reach
without being picked off by Jock Krieger.

“Ah, wdl,” said Jock, shrugging to convey that hefelt Louise’s and Reuben’ stemporary shelterswere
nothing but aminor inconvenience. He aimed the pistol back a Mary. “ Say your prayers, Dr. Vaughan.”

Ponter ran faster than he ever had before, legs pounding up and down. Although therewas alot of snow

on the ground, there were many walking paths that had been cleared, and he was making good progress.
Hetook careto breathe solely through his nose, letting hisvast nasd cavities humidify and warm the crisp
ar beforeit wasdrawn into hislungs.

“How far away am |7’ Ponter asked.

Hak replied into his cochlear implants. “ Assuming they haven't moved, they'rejust over thenextrise” A
bedat. “Y ou should take painsto be slent,” continued the Companion. *Y ou don’t want to aert Jock to
your presence.”

Ponter frowned.Y ou don’t haveto tell an old hunter how to sneak up on hisprey.

Mary’ s Companion spoke into her cochlear implants. “ Ponter isonly fifty meters away now. If you can
keep Jock talking alittle longer...”

Mary nodded just enough for Chrigtine to detect the movement. “Wait!” said Mary. “Wait! There's
something you don’t know!”

Jock’saim didn't waver. “What?’
Mary thought asfast as she could. “ The-the Neanderthds...they’re...they’ re psychic!”
“Oh, comeon!” said Jock.

“No, no-it'strue!” Suddenly Ponter appeared from over aridge, behind Jock, silhouetted against the
lowering sun. Mary fought to keep her expression neutral. “That' swhy we have rdigious fedings, and
they don't. Our brains are trying to contact other minds, but can’t; something’ s wrong with the neural
wiring-it makes usthink there' s some higher presence that we can't quite connect with. But in them, the
mechanism works properly. They don't have religious experiences’-Christ, she wasn't buying this hersdlf;
how could she expect him to?-“they don’t have religious experiences because they arealways in contact
with other mindgl”

Ponter was moving his splayed legsin an exaggerated fashion, carefully stepping across the snow, making
barely any sound. Jock was downwind of Ponter; if he'd been a Neanderthal, he' d doubtless have
detected him by now, but he wasn’'t a Neanderthd, thank God...

“Think of the value of telepathy in covert operations!” said Mary, raising her voice without making it
obviousthat shewastrying to cover what little sound Ponter was making. “And I’'m on thetrail of the



genetic cause of it! You kill me and the Barasts, and the secret is gone for good!”

“Why, Dr. Vaughan!” exclaimed Jock. “An exercisein dis-information. I’m most impressed.” Ponter was
now as close as he could get to Jock without his own long shadow-damn the low winter sun!-falling into
Jock’ sfield of view. Ponter interlocked hisfists, ready to smash them down on Jock’ s head, and-

Jock must have heard something. He began to wheel around a fraction of a second before Ponter’s
hands came crashing down. Instead of staving in Jock’ s skull, the fists connected with Jock’ s | eft
shoulder. Mary heard the sound of cracking bone, and Jock let out ayowl of pain and dropped the
bomb box. But he still had the gun in hisright hand and he squeezed off ashot. Jock didn't have a
Neanderthd’ s shielding browridge, and when he' d turned toward the sun, the glare had blinded him for
an ingtant; the shot went wide.

Therewas no way Mary could reach Ponter safely, so she did the next best thing: sheran to her eft,
joining Reuben behind the tree. Ponter let out agreat bellowing roar and swung again, a roundhouse that
sent Jock sprawling face-down in a snowbank. The Neanderthal moved quickly, yanking Jock’ sright
arm back, pulling it in adirection it was not meant to go, splitting the air with another hideouscrasack!
Jock screamed, and, in ablur of motion, Ponter had the gun. He tossed it away with such force that it
made awhizzing sound asit diced through the cold, dry air. Ponter then siwvung Jock around so that he
was facing him, and Ponter hauled back hisown right arm, its massive fist balled.

Jock rolled to the right, and using his one good arm, he clutched at the silver box, drawing it closer to
him. He did something to it, and white gas Started pouring out of the box. Ponter was only intermittently
visible through the cloud, but Mary saw him grab Jock by the throat and haul back with his other arm,
aming hisfigt for the center of Jock’ sface.

“Ponter, no!” shouted L ouise, running out from behind the boulder. “We need to know-*

Ponter was aready committed to his punch, but must have backed off dightly in responseto Louise's
words. Still, he connected with an impact that made a sound like a hundred pounds of lesther dropping
to the floor. Jock’ s head snapped back, and he dumped to the snow-covered ground, eyes closed.

The cloud continued to expand. Mary ran forward, going straight for the box. Gas continued to pour
from it, obscuring her vision. She searched with her hands for some sort of cutoff vave, but found
nothing.

Reuben had dso run forward, but he' d headed for Jock. He was now crouching down, taking the man’s
pulse. “He sunconscious, but dive,” he said, looking up a Ponter.

Mary took off her coat, trying to wrap up the bomb. She seemed to be managing to contain the box, but
then it exploded, the coat shredding, Mary’s skin being diced in adozen places, and the cloud expanding
more and more. It waslike being in a super-dense London fog; Mary could only see ameter or two
ahead.

L ouise was now bending over Jock. “How long will he be out?’

Reuben looked up and shrugged alittle. “ Y ou heard the sound of Ponter’ s fist connecting. Jock’ sgot a
concussion at least, and probably a skull fracture. 1t'll be hours, anyway.”

“But we need to know!” said Mary.

“Know what?’ asked Reuben.

Mary’s heart was pounding erratically, her somach wasrailing, acid was clawing up her gullet. “Which
verson of thevirus he used!”

Reuben was completdy logt. “What?’ he said, getting up.

“Mary modified thevirusdesign last night,” said Louise. “If Jock made his stock of it thismorning,
then...”



Mary wasn't listening. Her head was swimming, pounding. She wanted to scream. If Jock had used the
codon writer to run off the virus that morning, then he had produced Mary’ s modified Surfer Joe. But if
he' d madeit earlier, then the cloud they were standing in was the original Wipeout version, meaning-

Mary’ s eyeswere stinging, and she was having trouble keeping her balance.
? meaning that goddamned Gliksin bastard lying there in the snow had just killed the man she loved.

Chapter Forty-one

“It has been suggested by some scientists that since there was, gpparently, only one universe until 40,000
years ago when consciousness arose on Earth, then there is no other consciousness anywherein thisvast
universe of ours-or, at least, none older than our own. If that istrue, then exploring the rest of spaceisn’t
just our detiny, it is ourobligation,for thereis no one but we Homo sapienswith the desire and meansto
doit...”

At the moment, Ponter looked fine; no virus workedthat fast. He ripped strips of mammoth hide off
Reuben’ s coat, and L ouise and Reuben used them to tie up the unconscious Jock’ sarms and legs. As
soon as he was trussed up, Reuben and Ponter carried Jock into the nearest building-probably the one
Dekant Dorgt had gone into, athough hopefully she had long since left. The sun had set, and it was
getting bitterly cold, but, despite everything, they wouldn't leave him out at the mercy of the eements.

Reuben closed the building’ s door, then he and Ponter returned to where Mary and Louise were. “Come
on, bigfdla” Reuben said. “Let’ s get you to the mine-we can try the decontaminating lasers there.”

Ponter 1ooked up, his blond-brown eyebrow climbing hisbrowridge; like Mary, he clearly hadn’t thought
of that.

“Do you think there’ sachance?’ said Mary, looking now at Reuben, her eyes bloodshot, her face so
desperate for amiracle.

“| don’'t seewhy not,” said Reuben. “1 mean, if those laserswork the way you said they do, they should
zap the virus molecules, no? It will be asolution for Ponter, at |east-athough perhaps there’ s a better
decontamination facility herein the Center.” Helooked a Ponter. “1sn't that where your hospitals are?’

Ponter shook hishead. “Y es, but the most sophigticated decontamination unit ever built isthe one a the
portd.”

“Then let’ s get you there,” said Reuben.

“We must clear everyone out of the mine and the quantum-computing chamber first,” said Ponter. “We
can't risk meinfecting anyoneelse”

“Let mecdl atravel cube,” said Mary, and she began speaking into her Companion.
But Reuben touched her arm. “Who would fly it here? We can't risk exposing other Neanderthals.”

“Then-thenwe Il carry himthere!” said Mary.

“Cen’ et paspossble” sad Louise. “It’ skilometers away.”

“I can gtill walk there,” said Ponter.

But Reuben shook hishead. “I want to get you processed asfast as possible. We don’t have the hoursiit
would take.”

“God damn it!” said Mary, her figts clenched. “ Thisisridiculous! Therehasto beaway to get himtherein
time!” And then, suddenly, she hit upon it. “Hak, you’ re the most experienced Companion here. Surely
you can talk Ponter through driving atravel cube?’

“| can access the procedures and explain them, yes,” said the voice from Ponter’ s forearm.
“Well, hdl!” said Mary. “We passed a stack of them on our way here. Let’sgo!”



They quickly reached the stack of stored travel cubes. Therewasacylindrica control unit next to the
stack, and Ponter did something to it that made aforkliftlike affair lift up the top cube and placeit onthe
ground. The cube stransparent sides siwung upward.

Ponter straddled the right-front saddle-seat, and Mary took the one beside him; Reuben and Louise
scrambled into the back. “ All right,” said Ponter, “Hak, tell me how to drive this contraption.”

“To activate system power, pull out the amber control bud,” said Hak through his externa speaker.

Mary looked at the control cluster in front of Ponter. It was actually much less cluttered than the
dashboard of her own car; the travel cubes had far fewer convenience features. “ There!l” she said. Ponter
reached forward and pulled out the bud.

“Theright-hand lever controls vertical movement,” continued Hak. “ The left-hand lever controls
horizonta movement.”

“But they’ re both up-and-down levers,” said Reuben, confused.

“Exactly,” said Hak. “It ismuch easier on the driver’ s shoulder joint. Now, to operate the ground-effect
motors, you use the cluster of controls between the levers-see them there?’

Ponter nodded.
“The big control setsthe rotationa velocity for the main fan. Now...”
“Hak!” sngpped Reuben from the back. “We don’t have much time. Just tell him what buttonsto push!”

“All right, Ponter,” said Hak. “Clear your mind, and try not to think. Just do precisely what | say. Pull out
the green control bud. Now the blue. Grasp the two levers. Y es, good. When | say ‘go,” pull the
right-hand lever fifteen percent of acircle toward you and smultaneoudy move the left-hand lever five
percent. All right?’

Ponter nodded.

“Ready?’ said Hak.

Ponter nodded again.

13 @! ”

Thetravel cubelurched violently, but it did rise from the ground.

“Now, push inthe green bud,” said Hak. * Y es. Move the right-hand lever back asfar asit will go.”

The cube sped forward, athough it waslisting badly to one side. “We' renot level,” said Mary.
“Do not worry about it,” said Hak. “Ponter, pull theright lever back one-eighth of aturn. Yes, now...”

It only took afew minutesto get out of Saldak Center, but it was ill along way to the mine-and it was
bloody complicated operating avehicle that could fly. Mary had never believed it on TV showswhen
ground controllers were able to talk passengersinto landing planes after the pilots had passed out, and-

“No, Ponter!” said Hak, hisvolume high. “ The other way!”

Ponter pulled the horizonta control toward him, but it wastoo late. Theright Sde of thetravel cube
dammed into atree. Ponter and Mary pitched forward. The control sticks collapsed into the dashboard,
like telescopes being put away, apparently asafety feature to prevent them from impaling the driver. The
cube tumbled over ontoitsside.

“Anybody hurt?” shouted Mary.

“No,” said Reuben. And, “No,” agreed Louise.

“Ponter?”’

There was no reply. Mary turned to face him. “Ponter?’

Ponter was looking down at the Companion implant on hisleft forearm. It had obvioudy smashed into
something. He opened Hak’ s faceplate, which clearly took someforce to do; it had been deformed by



the crash.

Ponter looked up, his degp-set golden eyes moist. “Hak isbadly hurt,” he said-Christine providing the
trandation.

“We vegot to get going,” said Mary gently.

Ponter looked for afew more seconds at his damaged Companion, then nodded. He twisted, then
pushed the starfish-shaped door control, and the side of the travel cube popped open. Reuben hauled
himsdlf up and out, then dropped to the ground. Louise climbed out next. Ponter easily lifted himsalf out
of thefront compartment, then he gave Mary ahand exiting. Then Ponter turned his attention to the
exposed underbelly of thetravel cube. Mary followed his gaze and could see that the twin fan assemblies
were horribly mangled. “1t' snot going to fly again, isit?’ she asked.

Ponter shook his head and made arueful “look at it” gesture with hisright arm.

“How far are we from the Debral mine?’ asked Mary.

“Twenty-one kilometers” said Chrigtine.

“And whereisthe nearest working travel cube?’

“A moment,” said Chrigtine. “ Seven kilometersto the west.”

“Merde” said Louise.

“All right,” said Mary. “Let’ sstart walking.”

It was getting quite dark-and they were out in the middle of the countryside. Mary had seen enough big
animals here during the day; she wasterrified to think of what creatures might come out at night. They
trudged through the snow for perhaps ten kilometers-five hours of walking in these difficult conditions.
Louisg' slong legstending to put her out in front.

Overhead, the stars were out-the circumpolar constellations that the Barasts called the Cracked Ice, and
the Head of the Mammoth. They continued on, farther and farther, Mary’ s ears fedling numb from the
cold, until-

“Grigtle!” said Ponter. Mary turned. He was leaning against Reuben. Ponter held up his hands, and-

Mary felt her heart flutter, and she heard Louise let out a horrified sound. There was blood on Ponter’s
hands, looking black in the moonlight. It wastoo late; the hemorrhagic fever, withitsartificidly
accelerated incubation time, had taken hold. Mary looked at Ponter’ s face, wincing in expectation of
what she'd see, but, except for astartled expression, he looked fine.

Mary moved quickly over to Ponter, and braced his other arm, helping to hold him up. And that’ swhen
sheredized that it wasn't Reuben who was hel ping Ponter stand; it was Ponter who was hel ping Reuben.

Inthe dim light, and againgt hisdark skin, Mary had missed it at first: blood on Reuben’ sface. She
hurried over to him, and amost threw up. Blood was seeping out from around Reuben’ s eyeballs and
ears and running from his nogtrils and the corners of his mouth.

Louisewas over to her boyfriend in two long strides, and started wiping the blood away, first with her
coat’ s deeve, then with her bare hands, but it was now coming in such profusion that she couldn’t keep
up with it. Ponter helped Reuben down onto the snow, and the blood splashed loudly against the

whiteness, seeping deeply into it.
“God,” said Mary softly.

“Reuben,mon cher...” said Louise, crouching in the snow next to him. She placed ahand gently on the
back of his head, no doubt fegling the stubble that had grown today.

“Lou...eese,” he said softly. “Darling, 1-“ He coughed, and blood welled out of his mouth. And then, as
Mary knew he aways did when he said the magic words, Reuben switched to French: “Jet’aime.”

Tears began dripping from Louise' s eyes as the weight of Reuben’ shead fell backward againgt her hand.



Mary was searching for a pulse on Reuben’ sright arm; Ponter was doing the same with hisleft. They
exchanged shakes of their heads.

Louise' sface contorted, and she cried and cried. Mary moved over to her, knedling in the snow, anarm
around the younger woman, pulling her close. “I’'m sorry,” Mary said, over and over again, stroking
Louisg' shair. “I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I’'m sorry...”

After afew moments, Ponter touched Louise' s shoulder gently, and shelooked up. “We can't stay
here” he said, again with Chrigine trand ating.

Mary said, “Ponter’ sright, Louise. It' s getting way too cold. We' ve got to start walking.”

But Louise was till crying, her fistsballed tightly. “ That bastard,” she said, her whole body shaking.
“Theat bloody mongter!”

“Louise,” said Mary gently. “1-*

“Don’t you see?” said Louise, looking up at Mary. “Don't you see what Krieger did? He wasn't content
to kill Neanderthasl He made hisviruskill black people, too!” She shook her head. “But...but | didn’'t
know avirus could work that fast.”

Mary shrugged. “Mogt vira infections are caused by just afew individua virus particles, introduced at a
gngle point on the body. Much of the incubation period is spent just amplifying thoseinitia few particles
into alarge enough population of virusesto do their dirty work. But we were dl literally soaked in afog
of virus, inhaling and absorbing billions of virus particles.” Shelooked at the darkening sky, then back at
Louise “Wehaveto find shelter.”

“What about Reuben?’ asked Louise. “We can't leave him here”

Mary looked at Ponter, pleading with her eyesfor him to stay slent. Thelast thing Louise needed to hear
just now was,Reuben isno more.

“WE |l come back for him tomorrow,” said Mary, “but we' ve got to get indoors.”

Louise hestated for several seconds, and Mary had the good sense not to prod her further. Findly, the
younger woman nodded, and Mary helped her to her feet.

A bitter wind was blowing, causing the snow to drift. Still, they could see the tracks they’ d made coming
out thisway. “Chriging,” said Mary, “isthere any shelter around here?’

“Let mecheck,” said Chrigting, then, amoment later: “ According to the central map database, thereisa
hunting lodge not far from where our travel cube crashed. It'll be easier to reach than the City Center.”

“Y ou two head there,” said Ponter. “I’m going to try to make it out to the decontamination facility.
Forgive me, but the two of you would just hold me back.”

Mary’s heart jumped. There were so many things she wanted to say to him, but-
“I will befine,” said Ponter. “Don’'t worry.”

Mary took adeep breath, nodded, and let Ponter draw her into afarewell hug, her body shaking. He
released her, then headed off into the cold night. Mary fdll in next to Louise, and they trudged aheed,
taking directionsfrom Chrigtine.

After atime, though, Louise sumbled, faling facefirst into the snow. “ Areyou okay?’ Mary asked,
helping her up.

“Oui,” said Louise. “1-my mind keeps wandering. He was such awonderful man...”

It took most of an hour to get to the hunting lodge, Mary shivering dl theway, but finaly they cametoit.
Thelodge looked much like Vissan's cabin, but larger. They went insde, and activated the lighting ribs,



filling theinterior with acold green glow. Therewasasmal heating unit, which they eventualy figured out
how to turn on. Mary looked at her watch and shook her head. Even Ponter couldn’t have made it to the
min€ s decontamination facility yet.

They were both exhausted-physicaly and emotionaly. Louise lay on the one couch, hugging herself,
crying softly. Mary lay down on acushioned part of the floor, and found herself crying aswell, heartsick,
despondent, overwhelmed by grief and guilt, haunted by the image of a good man weeping blood.

Chapter Forty-two

“And if that notion isn't correct-if this and other universes are, as some scientists and philosophers
believe, teeming with intelligent life-then we have another duty when we take our next small steps, and
that isto put our best foot forward: to show al the other forms of life the greatness that isHomo
sapiens;in al our wonderful and myriad diversity....”

Mary prayed repeatedly throughout the night, whispering softly, trying not to disturb Louise. “God in
heaven, God of grace, save him...”

And later: “God, please, don’t let Ponter die.”
And later ill: “Damn you, God, you owe me one...”

Finally, after tossing and turning al night, tormented by dreams of drowning in asea of blood, Mary
became aware of sunlight streaming in through the lodge' s small window, and thekek-kek-kek call of
passenger pigeons herading the dawn.

Louisewas aso awake, lying on the couch, staring up at the wooden celling.

There was avacuum box and alaser cooker in the hunting lodge, presumably powered by solar panels
on theroof. Mary opened the vacuum box and found some chops-of what kind of animal, she had no
idea-and some roots. She cooked them up, making asmple breskfast for her and Louise.

The lodge had asmall square table with saddle-seats on dl four sdes. Mary straddled one, and Louise
sat opposite her.

“How areyou doing?’ asked Mary gently, after they’ d finished eating. She’' d never seen Louiselikethis:
bedraggled, with dark circles under her eyes.

“I'm okay,” she said softly, in her accented voice, but she sounded anything buit.

Mary wasn't sure what to say. She didn’t know whether it was best to bring up the topic of Reuben, or
to let it be, in hopesthat L ouise had somehow put it out of her own mind, at least for afew moments. But
then Mary thought of the rape, and her utter inability to stop thinking about it early on. There was no way
L ouise could be thinking about anything other than her dead boyfriend.

Mary reached ahand across the table, taking one of Louise's. “He was agood man,” she said, her own
voice breaking as she did so.

L ouise nodded, her brown eyes dry but bloodshot. “We d talked about moving in together.” Louise
shook her head. “He was divorced, and, you know, nobody my age bothers getting married in
Québec-the law treats you the same whether you have the piece of paper or not, so why bother? But
we d talked about making things permanent.” She looked away. “ It was dmost ajoke between us. He d
say thingslike, *Well, when we movein together, we' Il have to get aplace with big closats,” because he
thought | had too many clothes.” Shelooked a Mary; her eyeswere moist now. “Just joking stuff like
that, but...” She shook her head. “But, you know, | thought it was redly going to happen. After | finished
my work a Synergy, |I’d move back up to Sudbury. Or we' d go to Montréal, and Reuben would set
himsdf up in private practice. Or...” She shrugged, apparently redlizing it was pointlessto go on
enumerating options that now could never be.



Mary squeezed Louise s hand, and just sat with her for atime. Findly, though, she said, “1 want to go
find Ponter.” She shook her head. “Damn, | got so used to these Companions | etting us keep in touch,
but with Hak broken...”

“Ponter must be okay,” said Louise, redizing, apparently, that it was now her turn to provide comfort.
“Hewas't showing the dightest Sgn of fever.”

Mary tried to nod in agreement, but her head didn’t seem to want to move. She was so upset, so
NEervous, so...

Suddenly there was a scratching sound at the door. Mary’ s heart jumped. She knew she amost certainly
had nothing to fear from Neanderthds, but thiswas prime hunting territory-or else the lodge wouldn’t
have been built here. Who knew what sorts of beasts were prowling outside?

“We can't go looking for Ponter,” said Louise. “Think about it: the lasers may have zapped the virus that
wasin him, but that hardly confersimmunity, and we re infected, too, no? It may not do anything to white
Gliksns, but we' re carriers. He can’'t see us until you and | have been decontaminated, aswell.”

“So, what should we do then?’ asked Mary.

“Get Jock Krieger,” said Louise.

“What? Why? He can't hurt anyone where we left him.”

“No, but if thereis an antidote for the virus, or away to neutraizeit on alarge scae, he' sthe onewho
would know, right?’

“What makesyou think he'll tell us?’ said Mary.

Louise stonewas firm for the first time since Reuben had died. “If he does't, I [l kill him,” she said
smply.

They waited until it had been many minutes since they’ d heard any anima sounds from outside. Then,
cautioudy, they opened thelodge' s door, snow swirling in.

It took most of the morning to reach the building near Konbor Square where' d they’ d deposited the
trussed-up Jock Krieger.

“I half expect him to be gone,” said Louise as they approached the closed door. “That bastard seemsto
have no end of tricksup hisdeeve...”

She pushed up the five-pronged control that unlatched the door.
Jock was not gone.
Hewaslying on hisside. Pools of dark blood were on the floor around him. His skin was white, waxy.

Mary turned him over. There was coagulated blood all over Jock’ s cheeks and chin, and extending down
like wine-colored sideburns from his ears. She glanced down briefly and saw that his pants were also
soaked with blood, which had presumably poured out of hislower orifices.

Mary fought to keep down the tubers and meat she' d eaten for breakfast. She looked over at Louise,
who was biting her lower lip. Mary turned away and tried to make sense of it all.

Two dead Gliksns,

Two deadmale Gliksns...

It wasdmost asif...

Surfer Joe, Mark I1.

But no. No, that wasimpossibleImpossble! Yes, Mary had doodled adesign for avirusthat would only
kill male Gliksins, but she’ d shredded those sheets of paper, and she' d certainly never coded it into

Jock’ s program. He' d obvioudy made his virusbefore Mary had rendered it harmless, then, but...

But itwas behaving like the one Mary had thought of, the one that would killHomo sapienswho had Y



chromosomes.

Mary hadn’t made that virus. She hadnot ...

Unless...

No, no. That was crazy.

But she' d traveled between universes, and so had Jock. And if, in one version of her redlity, she had not
made Surfer Joe deadly to maleHomo sapiens, then...

Then, perhaps, in another version of reality shehad gone ahead with her fantasy, had mapped out such a
VIrus...

And this Jock Krieger, the one who had exsanguinated through every natura opening in his body, might
have come fromthat verson of redlity...

Mary shook her head. It was dl too bizarre. Besides, hadn’t Ponter and Louise said often enough that
the universe Mary called home and the one Ponter called home were entangled? That they were the two
origina branchesthat had split apart when consciousness first arose on Earth 40,000 years ago?

If that wasthe case...

If that was the case, then someone other than Mary had modified the virus,

But who? Why?

Chapter Forty-three

“And we are just that: agreat and wonderful people. Y es, we have made missteps-but we made
thembecausawe are ways walking forward, dways marching toward our detiny...”

Corndlius Ruskin tried to control it as he watched the news report, but he couldn’t: hiswhole body was
shaking.

He d intended his modification of Jock Krieger's Surfaris virus as adefensive wegpon, not an offensive
one-away of protecting the Neanderthal world from the depredations of ...

...well, of peoplelike him. Like he used to be...

And now, two men were dead.

Of coursg, if dl went as he’ d expected from now on, no more would die. MaeHomo sapiens would stay
intheir own world, denied nothing except the right to take their evil through the portal.

Cornelius had found anice rental house in Rochester, on atree-linedLeave It to Beaver Street; such a
wonderful contrast to hisold penthouse in the dums. But it didn’t fed comfortable; it fdt like hell. Hewas
gripping the arms of his new easy chair, trying to steady himself, as CNN showed the interview with
Mary Vaughan, one of the women he' d raped. Not that she was discussing that; rather, she was
explaining why male Gliksins had to stay here, in thisworld, never traveling to the Neandertha one.
Accompanying her, looking hae and hearty, was Ponter Boddit.

Theinterview had been done by CBC Newsworld, and picked up by CNN; Mary had apparently stood
Newsworld up afew days ago, when she' d raced off to try to stop Jock Krieger, but now she was back
here, inthisredity.

Theredity that Corndlius Ruskin had to live with.

“Soyou're saying it’ s not safe for any maleHomo sapiensto travel to the Neanderthal world?” asked the
maeAsan interviewer.

“That'sright,” said Mary. “Thevira strain Jock Krieger released is*

“That’ sthe strain the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has dubbed ‘ Ebola-Saldak,’
correct?’ asked theinterviewer.

“That'sright,” said Mary. “We assume Krieger’ sintention had been to make a strain that was only fatal



to Neanderthals, but instead he ended up with something that selectively kills maleHomo sapiens. We
don’t know how widdly dispersed that strain is now in the Neanderthal world, but we do know that it's
fatal to mae humans of our specieswithin hours of exposure.”

“What about this Neandertha decontamination technology? Dr. Boddit, what can you tell us about that?’

“It usestuned lasersto destroy foreign biomoleculesin the body,” said Ponter. “Both Dr. VVaughan and
myself were processed by it before crossing back to thisversion of Earth. It's completely effective, but,
asDr. Vaughan said, any mae Gliksin infected with Ebola-Saldak will die unlesstreated by this same
process very quickly, and there are very few such decontamination stations on my world.”

“And other than thislaser technology, there’ s no cure or vaccing?’

“Not yet,” said Mary. “ Of course, we will try to find one. But, remember, we ve been working on cures
for other Ebolastrainsfor years, so far without success.”

Corndius shook his head. When he' d redized that Jock wasn't just doing simulations but redly planned
to produce hisvirus, Cornelius had modified the code he' d written, had let Jock produce liters of the
virusin sedled glassware, and then, when that was done, he' d reinstated the original code, so that if Jock
checked it again, he’ d never know it had been changed.

It was supposed to compensate a bit, be a step toward evening out Cornelius' s karmic account-not that
he could ever make up for what he' d donein Toronto. But the rapist had been theold him, theangry him.
Heredly was a new man now-still wronged, but able to control hisanger at being wronged. No, he no
longer felt the way he had, back when he' d attacked Mary Vaughan, back when he’ d savaged Qaiser
Remtulla, back when testosterone had coursed through his veins. Butthey must il fed it, must still wake
up in cold swests, terrifying images of...

W, not ofhim , heimagined, but of aman in ablack ski mask. At leadt, that was how Qaiser must see
him, for she didn’t know the identity of her atacker.

But Mary Vaughan knew who he was.

It was a double-edged sword. Cornelius understood that. Mary couldn’t identify Cornelius without
Ponter being exposed to chargesfor the...thecure ...he’ d administered to him.

But, dtill, the images that haunted Mary surely had aface, white-skinned, blue-eyed, features twisted into
anger and hatred.

And now, Corndliusredized, it mattered little that no onewould likely ever be ableto identify hisrolein
Reuben and Jock’ s deaths. Mary had aready told the world that Jock Krieger had made some mistake
in designing hisvirus, that he' d been hoisted on his own petard, the victim of his own cresation.

And, truth be told, Corndiusdidn’t feel too bad about the death of Krieger, who, after al, had been
planning genocide for the Neanderthals.

But an innocent man was dead, too, this doctor-thisreal doctor, this heder, this saver of lives, this
Reuben Montego.

Corndiuslet go of hischair' sarms and lifted hishandsto seeif they were ill shaking. They were. He
grabbed hold of the armrests again.

“Aninnocent man,” he said doud, athough there was no one but him around to hear it. He shook his
head.

Asif there could be any such thing...

But, then again, maybe there was.

The obituaries and gppreciations of Reuben Montego that had dready appeared online spoke glowingly
of him. And hisgirlfriend, Louise Benoit, whom Corndius had met at the Synergy Group, was absolutely



devadtated by his death, saying over and over again what akind and gentle man he' d been.
Y et again, Cornelius had caused great sadness to awoman.

He knew he' d have to do something soon abouit his castration. Other changes, after al, would shortly
begin to occur: his metabolism would dow, fat would begin to pile up on hisbody. He d aready noticed
that his beard came in more dowly, and he was fedling listless much of the time-listless, or depressed.
The obvious solution was to start testosterone trestments. Testosterone was asteroid, he knew,
produced mainly inthetesticles' Leydig cells. But he dso knew it could be synthesized from more readily
obtainable steroids, such as diosgenin; doubtless there was a black market in it. Corndlius had tried to
ignore the drug dedling going on near his old gpartment in Driftwood, but surely if he' d wanted to find a
dedler for testosterone, he could locate one there, or somewhere herein Rochester.

But no. No, he did not want to do that. He did not want to go back to being his old self, to feeling that
way.

There was no going back for him.

And...

And no going forward, either.

Helifted hishands. They weren't shaking anymore; they weren't shaking a all.

He wondered what people would say abouthim after he was gone.

He d followed dl the recent debate about religious worldviewsin the press. If people like Mary Vaughan
wereright, he'd know-even in death, he' d know. And maybe, just maybe, his having saved the
Neandertha world from the likes of himsdlf would count for something.

Of coursg, if the Neanderthal s were right, death would be oblivion, asmple cessation of being.
Cornelius hoped the Neanderthal s were right.

Hedidn't want to leave any evidence of the mutilation he' d suffered. He couldn’t care less what
happened to Ponter Boddit, but he didn’t want his own family to ever know what he' d done in Toronto.

Corndius Ruskin headed out to the garage, and began siphoning gasoline from his car’ stank.
“Well, Bandra, what do you think?” asked Mary.

Bandrawas wearing Gliksin clothes-taupe Nikes, stone-washed blue jeans, and aloose green shirt, al
bought at the same Mark’ s Work Wearhouse that had provided Ponter’ s new clothes during hisfirgt visit
to Mary’ sworld. She placed her hands on her wide hips and looked around in astonishment. “It...it is
unlike any dwdling | have ever seen.”

Mary looked around the large living room aswell. “ Thisisthe kind of house most peoplelivein-at least,
herein North America Wdll, actudly, thisis an exceptionalynice house, and most peoplelivein big
cities, not out in the country.” She paused. “Do you likeit?’

“It will take some getting used to,” said Bandra. “But, yes, Ido likeit very much. It sso big!”

“Two stories,” said Mary. “Thirty-five hundred square feet, plus basement.” She gave Bandra's
Companion a second to do the conversion, then smiled. “ And there arethree bathrooms.”

Bandra s whesat-colored eyes went wide. “ The lap of luxury!”

Mary smiled, recaling the dogan of the hair dye she used. “We reworth it.”

“And you say the surrounding land is ours, aswell?’

“Yup. All 2.3 acres”

“But...but can we afford it? | know here everything has a cost.”

“We certainly couldn’t afford this much land anywhere near Toronto. But here, outside Lively? Sure.
After dl, Laurentian University will be paying us both well, as academic sdariesgo.”

Bandra sat down on the living-room couch and gestured toward the dark wood curio cabinets, filled with



little carvings. “ The furnishings and decorations are beautiful,” she said.

“It'san unusud mix,” said Mary. “ Canadian and Caribbean. Of course, Reuben’ s family will want some
of thethings, and I’ m sure Louise will want afew, aswell, but we'll get to keep most of them. | bought
the house furnished.”

Bandralooked down. “I wish | had met your friend Reuben.”
“You' d haveliked him,” said Mary, ditting next to Bandra on the couch. “He was aterrific person.”
“Won't it make you sad, though?” asked Bandra. “Living here?’

Mary shook her head. “Not redlly. See, thisiswhere Ponter, Louise, Reuben, and | were dl quarantined
together during Ponter’ sfirst visit to my world. It swhere | got to know Ponter, where | sarted tofal in
love with him.” She pointed across the room, at some heavy built-in bookcases, filled with mystery
novels. “1 can picture him, right there, using the edge of that far bookcase as a scratching post, shimmying
left and right. And we had so many wonderful conversations on this very couch. | know I’ll only bewith
him four days amonth from now on, and mostly in hisworld, not mine, but it slike, in away, that this
ishishome, too.”

Bandragmiled. “1 understand.”
Mary patted her knee. “ And that’swhy | love you. Because youdo understand.”

“But,” said Bandra, grinning now, “it won't be just the two of us much longer. It's been along time since
I'velived in ahouse with ababy init.”

“I hopeyou' Il help me” said Mary.
“Of course. | know what ninth-daytenth feedings are like!”

“Oh, | don't mean that...athough | certainly would be grateful! No, what | meanis| hopeyou'll help me
in bringing up Ponter and my daughter. | want her to know and appreciate both cultures, Gliksin and
Baragt.”

“True synergy,” said Bandra, smiling widdy. “Two redlly becoming One.”
Mary smiled back at her. “ Exactamundo.”

The cdl came two days later, about Sx in the evening. Mary and Bandra had finished their first full day at
Laurentian, and were relaxing in their house, the house that had been Reuben’s. Mary was stretched out
on the couch, finaly finishing the Scott Turow novel she' d started ages ago, back before the first opening
of theinteruniversal portal. Bandrawas reclining in the La-Z-Boy that had come with the place, the very
one Mary had dept in during the quarantine. She was reading abook of her own on a Neanderthal
datapad.

When the two-piece phone on the little table next to the couch rang, Mary folded down the paperback’s
page, sat up, and lifted the handset. “Hello?’

“Hdlo, Mary,” said afema e voice with a Pakistani accent. “It's Qaiser Remtullafrom York caling.”

“My goodness, hello! How areyou?’

“I'm fine, but-but I'm calling with sad news. Y ou remember Corndlius Ruskin?’
Mary fdt her somach clench. “ Of course.”

“Waell, I’'m sorry to be the oneto haveto tell you, but I'm afraid he’ s passed away.”

Mary’ s eyebrows went up. “ Redlly? But he was so young...”

“Thirty-five, I'mtold,” said Qaiser.

“What happened?’

“Therewasafire, and...” She paused, and Mary could hear her swallowing hard. “And there wasn't
much |eft, apparently.”



Mary struggled to find aresponse. At last an “Oh” escaped her lips.
“Did you-do you want to come to the memorial service? It'sgoing to be on Friday, herein Toronto.”

Mary didn’t haveto think about that. “No. No, | really didn’t know him,” shesaid.l redly didn’t know
himatdl.

“Well, okay, | understand,” said Qaiser. “I just thought we should inform you.”

Mary wanted to tell Qaiser that she should deep peacefully, now that the man who had raped her-who
had raped both of them-was dead, but...

But Mary wasn't supposed to be aware of Qaiser’ srape. Her mind was redling; she' d find some way to
eventudly let Qaiser know. “I do appreciatethe cdl. Sorry | can’'t makeit.”

They said their goodbyes, and Mary placed the handset in its cradle. Bandra had returned the La-Z-Boy
toitsupright pogtion. “Who wasthat?’

Mary walked over to Bandraand extended her arms, helping Bandrato her feet. She then pulled Bandra
closeto her.

“Areyou dl right?’ asked Bandra

Mary hugged her tight. “I’'mfine,” she said.

Bandrasaid, “You'recrying.” She couldn’t see Mary’ sface, which was nestled into her shoulder;
perhaps she smelled the st in the tears.

“Don't worry,” said Mary softly. “Just hold me.”

And Bandradid precisdy that.

Chapter Forty-four

“My fdlow human beings, my fellowHomo sapienswe will continue our grest journey, continue our
wondrous quest, continue ever outward. That isour history, and it is our future. And we will not stop, not
fdter, not give up until we have reached the farthest stars.”

Ponter and Adikor had been spending alot of time at the United Nations, advising acommittee that was
trying to decide whether to continue construction of the new, permanent porta between UN
headquarters and the corresponding Site on Donakat Idand. After dl, ifmen couldn’t use it, somewere
arguing, then al work should be abandoned. L ouise Benoit had been appointed to the same committee.

Laurentian University, of course, took a Christmas break-meaning that Mary and Bandrawere free for
the holidays. And so they’ d decided to fly down to New Y ork to spend New Y ear’s Eve with Louise,
Ponter, and Adikor in Times Square.

“It'sincrediblel” said Bandra, shouting to be heard above the crowd. “How many people are here?’
“They usudly get hdf amillion,” said Mary.

Bandralooked around. “Haf amillion! | don't think there haveever been haf amillion Baraststogether in
one place.”

“So,” said Ponter, “why do you celebrate the new year on thisdate? It' s not a solstice or an equinox.”
“Um,” said Louise, “| honestly don't know. Mary?’

Mary shook her head. “| haven't aclue.” She sought Louise s eyes, tried to imitate her accent above the
din. “But any day’sagood day to par-tay!” But asmile was too much to hope for; it was till much too
soon.

“So what’ s going to happen tonight?’ asked Adikor.
Everything was bathed in aneon glow. “ See that building over there?” said Mary, pointing.
Adikor and Ponter nodded.



“That used to be the headquarters of theNew Y ork Times newspaper-that’ swhy thisis caled Times
Square. Anyway, see the flagpole on top? It' s seventy-seven feet tdl. A giant bal, weighing athousand
pounds, will be lowered down that pole starting precisdy at 11:59P.M. , and it will take exactly sixty
seconds to reach the bottom. When it does, that’ s the beginning of the new year, and abig fireworks
display will begin.” Mary held up abag; they’ d each received one, compliments of the Times Square
Business Improvement Didtrict. “ Now, when the ball hits the bottom-well, you' re supposed to kiss your
loved onesfirgt, and shout ‘Happy New Y ear.” But you' re also supposed to toss the contents of your
bag intotheair. It'sfull of little bits of paper caled confetti.”

Adikor shook his head. “It'sa complex ritual.”

“It sounds ddlightful!” said Bandra. “I think we-astonishment! Astonishment!”

“Wha?' sad Mary.

Bandrapointed. “I1t' sugl”

Mary turned. One of the giant video screens was showing Bandraand Mary. As Mary watched-it was
quite athrill!-the image panned | &ft, catching Ponter and Adikor. After amoment, though, the picture
switched to New Y ork’ s mayor, waving at the crowd. Mary turned back to the others.

“Our presence has not gone unnoticed,” she said, smiling.

Ponter laughed. “ Oh, we are used to that!”

“You come here every year?’ asked Adikor.

A light snow wasfdling, and Mary’ s bresth was visible as she spoke. “Me? |’ ve never been here
before-but | watch it on TV each year, along with about 300 million other people worldwide. It' s quite
thetradition.”

“What timeisit now?" asked Ponter.

Mary looked at her watch; there was plenty of neon light to see the display by. “Just past 11:30,” she
sad.

“Oooh!” said Bandra, pointing again. “Now it'sLou sturn!”

The giant screen had atight close-up on Louise' s beautiful face, and she smiled enchantingly at seeing
hersdf on the big screen. There were howls of gppreciation from tens of thousands of maes. Well,
Pamela Anderson L ee had gotten her start on a Jumbotron, too...

The monitor changed to show Dick Clark, in ablack silk jacket, standing on awide stage, surrounded by
hundreds of pink and clear baloons. “Hello, world!” he shouted, and then, amending himsdlf with agiant,
perfect grin: “Helo,worldd “

The crowd cheered. Mary clapped her mittened hands together.
“Welcome back toDick Clark’s New Year’sRockin’ Evel *

More cheering. All around them, people were waving little American flags that had been given out dong
with the confetti bags.

“It' sbeen anamazing year,” said Clark. “ A year that saw us meet up with our long-lost cousins, the
Neanderthals.” The screen changed to show a close-up of Ponter, who took a second to spot the
camera, then waved gamely, Hak’ s nice new faceplate sparkling in the neon rainbow.

A chant went up from the crowd. “Pon-ter!” “Pon-ter!” “Pon-ter!”

Mary felt asthough her heart were going to burst with pride. Dick Clark kept things moving along,
though. “Tonight, in addition to the biggest bands from thisworld, Krik Dondt isgoing to perform his
number-one hit ‘ Two Becoming One' livein our Hollywood studio. But, right now, we' ll-gir, Sir, I'm
sorry, but you'll haveto leave.”

Mary looked at the giant screen, baffled. Clark was alone on the stage.



“I’'msorry, sir, but we' reontheair here,” said Clark to empty space. He turned and shouted, “ Matt, can
we get this clown out of here?’

There was a murmur through the crowd. Whatever bit Clark wastrying clearly wasn't working. Indeed,
Bandraleaned into Mary and said, “He sbombing...”

Suddenly, a man whose back had been to them turned-atricky feet, given that the crowd was packed
like cord-wood-and looking right at Ponter, he said, “My God, it’ syou! It'syou!”

Ponter smiled politely. “Yes, |-

But the man, eyes wide, pushed Ponter aside, and said again, “It'syou! It'syou!” He seemed intent on
making hisway through the crowd, and, for the most part, it was parting to alow him to do so.

“Jesus!” shouted awoman beside Bandra, but Mary couldn’t see what had upset her so. She turned
back to look at the man who had pushed past Ponter and, to her astonishment, she saw him go to his
knees.

Dick Clark’ svoice emanated from the speakers again, sounding panicky. “I can’t do thiswith him herel”

Mary felt her throat go dry. She reached out with her left hand, hoping to steady hersalf. Bandra grabbed
her arm. “Mare, are you okay?’

Mary forced asmal nod.

“Jesus!” shouted the woman again.

But Mary shook her head.

“No,” shesaid, ever so softly.

No, it wasn't Jesus.

Itwas Mary.

It wasthe blessed Virgin Mary!

“Ponter,” said Mary, her voice shaking. “ Ponter, do you see her? Do you see her?’

“Who?’ said Ponter.

“She' sright there,” said Mary, pointing-and then, almost at once, she drew her hand back and used it to
cross hersdlf. “ She sright therel”

“Mare, thereare haf amillion people here...”
“But she' sglowing ,” said Mary softly.

Ponter turned to Louise, and Mary forced hersdlf to look in that direction for asecond. Louise’ s brown
eyes were wide and she was whispering over and over again, too softly for Mary to hear, but she could
read Louisg slips. “Mon Dieu, mon Dieu, mon Dieu...”

“Seel” sad Mary. “Louise sees her, too!” But even as she said that, Mary had her doubts; the Virgin
was indeed holy, but one did not greet her with “My God, my God, my God...”

Mary found her gaze drawn back to the perfect illuminated form in front of her, flanked by towering
buildings
Bandrawas ill holding on to Mary’sarm. The woman on the other side of Bandra had dropped to her

knees. “Mary!” sheexclamed. “The Blessed Virgin Mary!” But she wasfacing in completely the wrong
direction...

“Look,” shouted avoice-just one of tens of thousands of shouts going up now, but onethat Mary
happened to pick out from the background. “The mothership!”

Mary tilted her head up. Searchlights were crisscrossing the black, empty sky.



“Marel” It was Ponter’ svoice. “Mare, are you okay? What' s happening?’

A manin front of Mary had turned around and was reaching into his coat. For haf asecond Mary
thought he was going for agun, but what he brought out was afat wallet, filled with cash. He opened it.
“Here” hesaid, shoving somebillsa Mary. “Here, takeit! Takeit!” He turned to Ponter and shoved
somemoney at him, too. “Takeit! Takeit! I’ ve got too much...”

From behind Mary came aloud cry of “Allah-o-akbar! Allah-o-akbar!”

Andfrominfront: “The Messah! At last!”

And off to her left: “Yes, yes Takeme, Lord!”

And to her right, someone singing: “Haldujah!”

Mary wished she had her rosary. The Virgin was here-right here! -beckoning her to come forward.

“Marel” shouted Ponter. “Mare!”

Behind Mary, someone was weeping. In front of her, someone el se was laughing uncontrollably. Others
were burying their facesin their hands, or clapping their hands together, or raising their hands to heaven.

A man was shouting, “Who'sthat? Who' sthere?’

And awoman was shouting, “ Go away! Go away!”

And yet another person was shouting, “Welcometo Planet Earth!”

A few feet away, Mary saw aman faint, but the crowd was too closely packed for himto fal over.

“It'sjudgment day!” shouted avoice.

“It' sfirst contact!” shouted another.

“Mahdi! Mahdi!” shouted athird.

Nearby, awoman wasintoning, “Our Father, who art in heaven, hdlowed be thy Name...”

And next to her aman was saying, “I’m sorry, I'm sorry, I'm so very sorry...”
And somebody € se was shouting emphatically, “ This cannot be happening! This cannot beredl!”

“Mare!” said Ponter, taking her by the shoulders and swinging her around, away from the Blessed Virgin.
“Marel”

“No,” Mary managed to say. “No, let me go. She'shere...”
“Mare, the crowd isgoing wild. We have to get out of herel”
Mary twisted away, finding strength she never knew she had. She' d do anything to be with the Virgin...

“Adikor, Bandra, hurry!” Ponter’ svoice, trandated, burgting into her brain, drowning out the words of
Our Lady. Mary reached up her hands, bending her fingersinto claws, trying to tear out the cochlear
implants. Ponter continued: “We ve got to get Mare and Lou out of herel”

The whitelight-the perfect white light-was shimmering now, prismatic scintillations along its edges. Mary
felt her heart expanding, her soul soaring, her-

Gunshotd

Mary looked off to her right. A white man of about forty had a pistol out and wasfiring it at some unseen
demon, hisface contorted in terror. In front of him, people were dying, but Times Square wastoo
crowded for them to fall. Mary saw the faces of first one person, then another, as bullets tore into them.

Screams went up, rivaling the shouts of rapture.
“Bandra,” yelled Ponter. “Clear theway! I'll get Mare. Adikor, get Lou!”
Mary felt sweat pouring down her face, despite the cold. Ponter was going to try to take her away from-

No, thought the rationd part of Mary, fighting itsway to the front of her consciousness. The Virgin is not
here.



Y eslscreamed another part of her.Yes, sheis!
No-no. Thereisno Virgin! Thereisno-
But there was-there must be!-for suddenly, Mary felt hersalf risng up off the ground, flying up...

Because Ponter waslifting her, high, higher till, swinging her up on his broad shoulders. Bandra, in front
of them, was pushing people aside as though they were bowling pins, parting the sea, forcing an opening
in the crowd. Ponter barreled forward, occupying the space Bandrawas clearing before it wasfilled
again by the crushing humanity. There were ill afew areas of lower density-what was left of the lanes
that had originally been set aside for emergency vehicles-and Bandrawas heading for one of them.

Mary looked left and right, trying to spot the light of the Virgin again-and saw that L ouise was now high
up on Adikor’ s shoulders, and that the two of them were right behind, following Mary and Ponter.

A man came toward them, a crazed look on hisface. He swung a Ponter, who easily deflected the blow.
But then another man came at Ponter, shouting, “Begone, demon!”

Ponter tried to deflect hisblows, aswell, but it was no use. The attacker was like-exactlylike, Mary
realized-aman possessed. He smashed afist into Ponter’ s broad jaw, and Ponter finally struck back,
lashing out with theflat of hishand, connecting in the middle of the man’s chest. Even over the
cacophony, Mary heard the sound of ribs cracking, and the man went down. The crowd surged in to fill
the space cleared by Bandra, and it looked as though the attacker was being trampled, but within
seconds Ponter had pushed far enough ahead that Mary could no longer see what was happening to the
falen man.

Mary’ s perspective was bouncing wildly as Ponter surged ahead, but suddenly she caught sight of the
giant lighted ball starting its descent down the flagpole-a geodesic sphere, six feet wide, covered with
Waterford crystd, lit from within and without. Mary couldn’t imagine that anyone had had the presence
of mind to send it on itsway down; there must have been acomputer controlling it.

Strobe lights. Searchlights. Lasers crisscrossing through dry-ice clouds.

More screams. More gunshots. Shattering glass. Alarmswailing. An NY PD officer being bucked by his
horse.

“Mary!” shouted Mary. “ Save usl”
“Ponter!” Adikor'svoice, from behind them. “Look out!”

Mary could fed Ponter swinging his head. Another crazed person was pushing toward him, thisone
brandishing a crowbar. Ponter moved to hisright, knocking people over ashe did so, to avoid being
brained.

Bandraturned around and seized the man’ swrist, closing her hand. Again, Mary heard the ricochet
crack of breaking bone, and the crowbar crashed to the pavement.

Mary swung her head, searching for the Virgin. The giant bal was amost al the way down-and they
were dmost out of Times Square, making their way east on 42™Street.

Suddenly the sky exploded-

Mary looked up. The heavenly host! The-

But no. No, just asthe dropping of the ball must have been computer-controlled, so, too, apparently,
wasthe fireworks display. A great peacock’ stail of light was opening up behind them, followed by red,
white, and blue skyrockets risng toward the heavens.

Ponter’ slegs were pounding up and down, muscular pistons. The crowd was thinning, and he was
making good progress now. Bandraremained out in front; Adikor, with Louise sill on his shoulders, fell
in beside them, and they continued on, running into the night, into the new year. “Mary,” cdled Mary
Vaughan. “Blessed Mary, come back!”



United Nations headquarters was just over amile east of Times Square. It took ninety minutesto get
there on foot, fighting traffic and crowds dl the way, but a last they madeit, and got safely indde-a
Gliksin security guard recognized Ponter, and let themiin.

The visons had ended shortly after midnight, stopping as abruptly asthey had begun. Mary had a splitting
headache, and felt empty and cold inside. “What did you see?’ she asked Louise.

Louise shook her head dowly back and forth, clearly recalling the wonder of it dl. “ God,” she said. “God
the Father, just like on the roof of the Sistine Chapel. It was...” She sought aword. “It wasperfect .”

They spent the rest of the night on the twentieth floor of the Secretariat Building, degping in aconference
room, listening to the wild sounds and sirens far below-the visions were over, but the chaos had only just

begun.

In the morning, they watched the sporadic news coverage-some stations weren't operating at al-trying to
piece together what had happened.

Earth’ smagnetic field had been collgpsing for over four months now-for the first time since consciousness
had emerged on thisworld. Thefidd' s strength had been fluctuating, lines of force converging and
diverging wildly.

“Waell,” said Louise, handson hips, staring at the TV st “it wasn't exactly acrash, but...”
“But what?’ said Mary. They were both exhausted, filthy, and badly bruised.

“I’d told Jock the biggest problem related to the magnetic-field collgpse wouldn’t be ultraviolet radiation
getting through, or anything like that. Rather, | said it would be the effects on human consciousness”

“It waslikewhat I’ d experienced in Veronica Shannon’ stest chamber,” said Mary, “only much more
intense”

Ponter nodded. “But, asin Veronica s chamber, neither | nor, I’'m sure, any other Barast experienced
anything.”

“But everyoneese,” said Mary, and she gestured at the television st * across the whole damn planet it
seems, had areligious experience.”

“Or aUFO abduction experience,” said Louise. “Or, at least, some sort of encounter with something that
wasn't redly there”

Mary nodded. It would be days-months! -before they had accurate death tolls and damage estimates, but
it seemed clear that hundreds of thousands, if not millions, had perished on New Y ear’ s Eve-or New
Year'sDay, intime zones east of New Y ork.

And, of course, the debates would continue for years about what the experience-at least one
commentator was aready calling it “ Last Day”-had meart.

Pope Mark | was to address the faithful |ater today.

But what could he possibly say? Would he vdidate the Sghtings of Jesus and the Holy Virgin while
dismissing the reported encounters with deities and prophets and messiahs sacred to Mudims and
Mormons, to Hindus and Jews, to Scientologists, Wiccans, and Maori, to Cherokees and Mi’ kmags and
Algonquins and Pueblo Indians, to Inuit and Buddhists?

And what about the UFO sightings, the gray diens, the bug-eyed monsters?

The Pope had some ‘ splainin’ to do.

All religious|eaders did.

Adikor, Bandra, and Louise were absorbed by areport from the BBC, covering events that transpired
yesterday in the Middle East. Mary tapped Ponter on the shoulder, and when he looked at her, she
motioned for him to cometo the far sde of the conference room.



“Yes, Mare?’ he said softly.

“It'sdl acrock, isn'tit?’ shesaid.

Hak bleeped, but Mary ignorediit.

“Look, I’ ve changed my mind. About our child...”

She saw Ponter’ s broad facefall.

“No, no!” said Mary, reaching out, touching his short, muscular forearm. “No, | till want to have achild
with you. But forget what | said in Vissan's cabin. Our daughter should not have the God organ.”

Ponter’ s golden eyes searched for something in her own. “Areyou sure?’

Shenodded. “Yes, findly, for oncein my life, I'm redly sure of something.” Shelet her hand dide down
hisarm, and intertwined her fingerswith his.

Epilogue

It had been six months since New Y ear’ s Eve, and there had been no repetition of the visons. The
magnetic field enclosing that verson of Earth continued to fluctuate wildly, though, so therewas no
guarantee that it wouldn’t stimulate the minds ofHomo sapiensin the same way again. Maybe, in fourteen
or fifteen years, when thefield reversal was complete, the people of Mare' sworld-<till no consensuson a
better name for it-wouldn’t have to worry about areoccurrence.

In the interim, though, V eronica Shannon, and others doing similar research, had become media
celebrities asthe world rebuilt, explaining what had happened...at least to those who would listen. In
North America, church attendance had hit an dl-time high-and then an dl-time low. A cesse-firewas
holding in Isradl. Mudim extremists were being ousted throughout the Arab world.

But here, on Jantar, the Barast world, whose field collapse had been over for adecade now, things
continued as they dways had, devoid of thoughts of gods and demons and dien beings.

Mary Vaughan had dways wanted a summer wedding-her first one, to Colm, had been in February. But
since Neanderthal bonding ceremonies were held outdoors, it was even more important to her thistime
that the fedtivities hgppen during the warm months.

The bonding ceremony would take place here, in the wilderness between Saldak Center and Saldak
Rim. Mary had attended one previous bonding, that of Ponter’ s daughter Jasmel Ket to Tryon Rugd. It
had been most awkward: Daklar Bolbay, who was Jasmel’ s former guardian, Adikor’ s accuser, and, for
abrief time, Mary’ srivd for Ponter’ s affection, had shown up unexpectedly. Even with her there, though,
it had been asmall ceremony, aswas the Barast norm.

But Mary had also always wanted a big wedding. When she and Colm had tied the knot, they’d only
invited their parents and siblings-asmple and, more importantly, inexpensive, an event suited to their grad
students' budget.

But thistime out, there were alot of people on hand, at least by Neanderthal standards. Adikor was
there, aong with hiswoman-mate Lurt and son Dab. Also present were Ponter’ s parents, two of the
nicest 142syou’ d ever want to meet. And Ponter’ s daughters Jasmel and Mega were on hand, plus
Jasme’ s man-mate Tryon. There, too, were Hapnar and Dranna and their man-mates. Because Mary
wanted amaid of honor, even though Barasts had no such thing, Louise Benoit was on hand, aswell.
And, because he' d asked to attend-and nothing could be denied him during the celebrations of the
thousandth month since he d liberated the Barasts by introducing Companion technol ogy-aso on hand
was Lonwis Trob, now awhopping 109, and only dightly worse for wear after having a mechanica heart
ingdled.

None of the women present were showing yet, but they would be soon: generation 149 was on its way,
and Mary was expecting, aswere Lurt, Jasmel, Hapnar, and Dranna.



Ponter hadn’t yet arrived. It was traditiona for the man who was about to be bonded to go hunting,
procuring afood offering to bring to hisintended. For her part, Mary had gathered alarge quantity of
pine nuts, roots, vegetables, edible fungi, and more as her offering.

“Here comes Daddy!” shouted little Mega, pointing. Mary looked up. Off to the west, Ponter had
appeared on the horizon. He was carrying thingsin each of his hands, dthough Mary couldn’t yet make
out what they were.

“And here comes Mother!” said Hapnar, pointing to the east. Sure enough, Bandrawas approaching
from that direction.

Ponter had said that double ceremonies were rare, but Mary had thought it so very appropriate: to be
bonded to her man-mate Ponterand her woman-mate Bandra Ssmultaneoudly. The sky overhead was
cloudless, and the air waswarm and dry. Mary felt wonderful-in love, loved, loving life.

Ponter and Bandra had equal distancesto go, but the terrain was rougher to the west, and Bandra
arrived at the clearing first. She hugged her daughters, then greeted Ponter’ s parents-her own lived far
away, but, Mary knew, were watching transmissions being sent by Bandra’s Companion. She came over
to Mary and kissed and licked her face.

Bandralooked so happy, it made Mary’ s heart want to burst. It had been ages since Bandra had seen
Harb; her man-mate knew Bandra had moved to the other world, but Bandra had taken no stepsto
dissolve her bond to him-because, she said, if shedid, he'd just seek another woman-mate. Perhaps, at
some point, he’ d dissolve their union himsaf-but enough about Harb, Mary thought. Today was aday for
making, not breaking, bonds.

Bandra was wearing a backpack, which she lowered to the ground. It contained her offering of food for
Mary. Mary had brought twice as much, but only half wasfor Bandra; the rest was for Ponter.

Soon-finally!-Ponter arrived. Mary was surprised. When she d attended Jasmel and Tryon’ s bonding,
Tryon had shown up with afreshly killed deer dung over his shoulders, the blood streaming from its many
spear wounds had turned Mary’ s ssomach. But Ponter was holding two large cubical containers-Mary
recognized them astherma storage units. Shelooked at him questioningly, but he just set them down out
of theway. Then he hugged Mary, holding her for awonderfully long time.

No officidswere needed for the ceremony, of course; the whole thing, after al, was being recorded from
multiple Companion viewpoints a the dibi archives. And so the three of them simply began, with Ponter
standing on one side of Mary and Bandra on the other.

Mary turned to Ponter and spoke-in the Neandertha tongue, which she' d spent the last half year
learning, patiently taught by Bandra. “I promise, dear Ponter, to hold you in my heart twenty-nine days a
month, and to hold you in my arms whenever Two become One.”

Ponter took one of Mary’ s hands. She continued: “I promise that your health and your happiness will be
asimportant to me asmy own. If, a any time, you tire of me, | promise to release you without acrimony,
and with the best interests of our children as my highest priority.”

Ponter’ s golden eyes were beaming. Mary turned to Bandra. “1 promise, dear Bandra, to hold you in my
heart twenty-nine days amonth, and to hold you in my arms whenever Two are not One. | promise that
your health and your happiness will be asimportant to me asmy own, and if, a any time, you tire of me,
| promise to release you without acrimony.”

Bandra, who for her part, had been becoming fluent in English-at least those words that she could
pronounce-said softly in that language, “ Grow tired of you? Never in amillion years.”

Mary smiled, then turned back to Ponter. It was histurn to speak now, and he did so: “I promise,” he
sad in hiswonderfully deep, resonant voice, “to hold you in my heart twenty-nine days amonth, and to
hold you in my arms whenever Two become One. | promise that your happiness and well-being will be



asimportant to me asmy own. If you ever tire of me, | promiseto release you without pain, and with the
best interests of our child-our very specid hybrid child-as my highest priority.”

Mary squeezed Ponter’ s hand, and turned back to Bandra, who repested the same vows Mary had
made to her, then added, again in English, “I loveyou.”

Mary kissed Bandraagain. “1 love you, too,” she said. And then she turned and kissed Ponter, long and
hard. “ And you know | loveyou, big fella”

“They'rebonded!” said little Mega, clapping her hands together.

Adikor moved in and hugged Ponter. “ Congratul ations!”

And Louise hugged Mary. “Fdlicitations, mon amie!”

“And now,” exclaimed Ponter, “it’ stimefor thefeast!” He went over to the cubica containershe' d
brought with him and opened them up. Thelidswere lined with reflective foil. Ponter pulled out large
paper bags from one, and then the other, and Mary saw on them the familiar drawing of awhite-haired
Gliksin with glasses and agoatee.

“Agtonishment!” exclaimed Mary, in good Barast fashion. “Kentucky Fried Chicken!”
Ponter was grinning hisfoot-wide grin. “Only the very best for you.”
Mary smiled back at him. “Oh, yes, indeed, my love,” she said. “ The very best-of both worlds.”



