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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









Epigraph


Still may Time hold some golden space
Where I’ll unpack that scented store
Of song and flower and sky and face,
And count, and touch, and turn them o’er …
—Rupert Brooke









The Renewal


I


Josepha looked at the maple tree. It dominated the clearing in front of her small home, marking the boundary between the trimmed lawn and the overgrown field. The tree was probably as old as she was; it had been there when she had cleared the land and moved into the house.


The other trees, the hundreds along the creek in back of the house and the thousands on the slopes of the nearby hills, had to struggle. She and the gardeners had cleared away the dead-wood and cut down dying trees many times. Gradually, she had become aware of changes. The pine trees across the creek flourished; the young oaks that had once grown near the circle of flat stones were gone.


A young apple tree grew thirty paces from the maple. She had planted it a year ago—or was it two years? Two gardeners, directed by her computer, had planted the tree, holding it carefully in their pincerlike metal limbs. She did not know if it would survive. A low wire fence circled the tree to protect it from the small animals that would gnaw at its bark. The fence had been knocked over a few times.


Josepha looked past the clearing to the dirt road that wound through the wooded hills. A white hovercraft hugged the road, moving silently toward the field. The vehicle was a large insect with a clear bubble over its top. Small clouds of dust billowed around it as it moved. The craft stopped near the tangled bushes along the road, the bubble disappeared, and a man leaped gracefully out onto the road.


Merripen Allen had arrived a day late.


Josepha waved as he jogged toward her. He looked up and raised an arm. She wondered again why she had asked him to come. They had said everything and she had made her decision.


But she wanted to see him anyway. There was a difference between seeing someone in the flesh and using the holo; even if an image appeared as substantial as a body, that impression was dispelled when one reached out to it and clutched air.


He looked, as she expected, exactly like his image. His wavy black hair curled around his collar, framing his olive-skinned face. A thick mustache drooped around his mouth. But he seemed smaller than the amplified image, less imposing.


She was still holding her cigarette as he came up to her. She had been living alone too long and had forgotten how some felt about such habits. She concealed it in her palm, hoping Merripen had not seen it, then dropped it, grinding it into the ground with her foot. She entered the house, motioning for him to follow.


Josepha disliked thinking about her life before the Transition. But her mind had become a network of involuntary associations, a mire of memories. She had been living in her isolated house for almost thirty years and would not have realized it without checking the dates.


It was time to pack up and leave, go somewhere else, do something she had not tried. Her mind resonated here. The sight of an object would evoke a memory; an odor would be followed by the image of a past experience; an event, even viewed at a distance, would touch off a recollection until it seemed she could barely get through the day without succumbing to reveries.


Josepha was more than three hundred years old but she could still feel startled by the fact. She looked twenty-two—except that when she had actually been twenty-two she had been overweight, myopic, and had dyed her hair auburn. She had become a slim woman with black hair and good vision. She was no longer plagued by asthma and migraine and could not remember how they felt.


But she remembered other things. The events of her youth sprang into her mind, often in greater detail than more recent happenings. She had thought of clearing out the memories; RNA doses, some rest, and the reverberations would be gone, the world would be fresh and new. But that was too much like dying. Her memories made her life, uneventful and pacific as it was, more meaningful.


But now Merripen was here and the peace would soon end.


Merripen Allen slouched in the dark blue chair near the window. His dark brown eyes surveyed the room restlessly. He seemed weary, yet alert and decisive. All the biologists were like that, Josepha thought. They were the ones who had made the world, who kept it alive, who had banished death. They held the power no one else wanted.


Merripen was the descendant of English gypsies. His clipped speech was punctuated by his expressive arm gestures. Josepha suspected that he deliberately cultivated the contrast.


They had spent several minutes engaging in courtesies; exchanging compliments, describing the weather to each other, asking after people they both knew, making an elaborate ceremony of dialing for refreshments. Now they sat across the room from each other silently sipping their white wine.


Josepha wanted to speak but knew that would be rude; Merripen was still savoring the Chablis. He might want another glass and after that there would be more ceremonial banter, perhaps a flirtation. He would pay her compliments, embellishing them with quotations from Catullus, his trademark, and she would fence with him. She had gone through all this in abbreviated form with his image. A seduction, at least in theory, could last forever. Sex, however inventive, and however long it went on in all its permutations, grew duller. It was too much a reminder that other things still lived and died.


Merripen finished the wine, then gazed out her window at the clearing, twirling the glass in his fingers. At last he turned back to her.


“Delicious,” he said. “Perhaps I’ll have another.” He rose to his feet. She motioned to him to sit, got up, and walked slowly to the oak cabinet in the corner where the opened bottle stood. She brought it to him and poured the wine carefully, placed the bottle on the table under the window, then sat down again.


Merripen sipped. His visage blurred as she focused on the red rose in the slender silver vase on the low table in front of her. As she leaned back, the rose obscured Merripen’s body. The redness dominated her vision; she saw a red bedspread over a double bed in the center of a yellow room. She was back in her old room, in the house of her parents, long ago.


She was fourteen and it was time to die. She locked her door.


She gazed at the small bottle, fumbling with the cap, suspended in time past, vividly conscious of the red capsules, the red bedspread, the cheerful flowered curtains over her window. The pain these sights usually brought receded for a moment. A voice called to her, the same soft voice that had called to her before, the disembodied voice she had never located.


She had been dying all along. The black void inside her had grown while the pain at its edges quivered. It would end now. As she swallowed the capsules, she was being captured by eternity, where she would live at last. …


She had emerged from a coma bewildered, uncomprehending, connected to tubes and catheters, realizing dimly that she still breathed. She tried to cry out and heard only a sighing whistle. She reached with her left hand for her throat, touched the hollow at the base of her neck, and felt an open hole. They had cut her open and forced her to live as they lived.


At night, as she lay in the hospital bed trying not to disturb the needle in her right wrist, she remembered a kind voice and its promise. Someone had spoken to her while she lay dying, while she hovered over her drugged body watching a tube being forced into her failing lungs. The voice had not frightened her as had the voice she had been hearing for months. It had been gentle, promising her that she would live on, that she would one day join it, and then had forced her to return. She was again trapped in her body.


Perhaps her illness or the barbiturates had induced the vision. Yet it had seemed too real for that. She knew dimly that she could not discuss it, could not make anyone understand it, could not even be sure it was real. She felt she had lost something without even being sure of what it was. But the promise remained: not now, but another time.


Josepha touched the rose and a petal fell. Her death was still denied her. She had lived, coming to believe she should not seek death actively, that three hundred, or a thousand, or a million years did not matter if the promise had been real.


Merripen spoke. She looked away from the rose.


The evening light bathed the room in a rosy glow. Merripen’s skin was coppery and his tight white shirt was pinkish. “You are still with us,” he said.


“Yes.”


“You still want to be a parent to these children.”


“Certainly.” Josepha had decided to become a parent two years earlier and had registered her wish. Her request had been granted—few people were raising children now. Her genes would be analyzed and an ectogenetic chamber would be licensed for the fetus. She had been surprised when Merripen Allen contacted her, saying that before she went ahead with her plans he had a proposal to make.


He and a few other biologists wanted to create a new variant of humanity. They had been consulting for years, using computer minds to help them decide what sort of redesigned person might be viable. Painstakingly, they had constructed a model of such a being and its capacities, not wanting to alter the human form too radically for fear of the unknown consequences, yet seeking more than minor changes.


Merripen sighed, looking relieved. “I expected you wouldn’t back out now. Almost no one has, but two people changed their minds last week. When you asked me here I thought you had also.”


She smiled and shook her head. It was Merripen’s motives she wished to consider. She had worried that she might change her mind after seeing the child, but that was unlikely. There were no guarantees even with a normal child, since the biologists, afraid of too much tampering with human versatility, simply ensured that flawed genes were not passed on rather than actively creating a certain type of child.


Even so, she had wondered when Merripen first made his offer. They had argued, he saying that human society was becoming stagnant while she countered by mentioning the diversity of human communities both on Earth and in space.


“We need new blood,” he said now, apparently thinking along similar lines. “Oh, we have diversity, but it’s all on the surface. I’ve seen a hundred different cultures and at bottom they’re the same, a way of passing time. Even the death cults …”


She recoiled from the obscenity. “In Japan,” he went on, “it’s seppuku over any insult or failure, in India it’s slow starvation and extreme asceticism, in England it’s trial by combat, and here you play with guns. For every person we bring back from death, another dies, and the people we bring back try again or become murderers so that we’re forced to allow them to die for the benefit of others.” He glanced apologetically at her, apparently aware he was repeating old arguments.


Josepha did not want to think about death cults and the sudden flare-ups of violence that had reminded her of the Transition and had made her retreat to this house. She looked down at the small blue stone set into a gold bracelet on her wrist, the Bond that linked everyone through a central system. The microcomputer link lit up and rang softly when someone called her; she could respond over her holo or touch her finger to the stone, indicating that she was unavailable and that a message should be left. More important, the Bond protected her and could summon aid. But even the blue stone could not guard her from everything; many knew how to circumvent the mechanism.


“But matters must be different in space,” she replied, thinking of the huge, cylindrical dwellings that hovered in space at the Trojan points equidistant from Earth and moon.


Merripen shrugged. “Not as much as you might think. The space dwellers were more innovative when they first left Earth, but now … you know, they pride themselves on being safe from the vicissitudes of life here, the storms, the quakes, the natural disasters. They make endless plans for space exploration and carry out none of them. Their cult is a cult of life with no risks.”


“But there are the people on Mars, the ones out near Saturn, or the scientists who left our solar system a century ago. Surely they’re not stagnating.”


“They are so few, Josepha. And as for the ones who left, we have heard nothing. They may be dead or they may have found something, but in any event, it’ll have no effect on us.”


“I think you’re too pessimistic,” she argued, wanting to believe her own words. “How long have we had our extended lives? A little more than two hundred years. That’s hardly long enough for a fair test. People change, they need time.”


“I’m afraid the only thing time does for some people is to confirm them in their habits. Oh, some change, those who have cultivated flexibility. But they are so few. The others are a heavy weight holding us back. In the past, it took great deprivation and a strong leader to make such people change. There is no deprivation now and no leader. Perhaps these new children will open our eyes.”


She found this turn in the conversation distasteful, but she had to expect such views from Merripen. He was too young to remember the surge of creativity, the high hopes that had existed for a short time after the difficulties of the Transition, but he knew of them and must sometimes have longed for them. She tried not to think of her own placid life and how hard it had been to force herself to consider being a parent. Stability, serenity, the eternal present—she would forsake them for something less sure. She thought of the ones who had left the solar system and wondered how they had brought themselves to do it.


“The children,” she murmured. “I’d rather discuss them for a bit, settle some of my questions, I still don’t understand completely.” She was trying to draw Merripen away from his disturbing speculations.


“You’ve heard it all before.”


“I didn’t really listen, though. I didn’t want to confront the details, I guess.”


Merripen frowned. “If you’re still ambivalent, you’d better back out now.”


“But I’m not ambivalent. I agree with your general goal at least. And maybe part of it is that I’m afraid if I don’t try something different now, I may never be able to … that’s not the best motive, but …” She was silent.


“I understand.”


“You said the children won’t have our hormones. Won’t that limit them?”


“That’s not accurate,” he replied. “Certain hormonal or glandular secretions are needed to insure their growth. But they won’t be subject to something like the sudden rush of adrenaline we feel when disturbed or under stress.”


“That could be dangerous. They might not react quickly enough.”


“We’ve allowed for that. Refinements in the nervous system, quicker reflexes, will allow them to respond as quickly as we do, perhaps even a bit more quickly. The difference is that they won’t act inappropriately. Our behavior is often the result of feelings, which are in turn rooted in our instincts and our survival biology. Their behavior will be based on rational decisions as much as on that.”


“Our instincts have served us well enough in the past.”


“They may not serve us well any longer. We don’t have inevitable physical death any more, yet our instincts probably go on preparing us for it. The rationality of these children will take the place of instinct and complement the instincts that remain.”


Merripen paused as Josepha considered what he had told her before. The children would look human, but would have stronger muscles, and bones less vulnerable to injury. They would have the ability to synthesize certain amino acids and vitamins, such as C and B12; they would be able to live on a limited vegetable diet. 


But the most extreme change, she knew, involved their gender. Merripen had explained that thoroughly, although she was aware that she had only a general understanding of it. They would have no gender—or maybe it was more appropriate to say they would have two genders. They would bear both male and female reproductive organs. They could reproduce naturally, each one able to be either father or mother, or by using the same techniques human beings now used. But they would lack sexuality. Their desires and ability to reproduce would become actualized only when they decided to have offspring; they would have conscious control of the process. Merripen had outlined this, too, in detail, but she recalled it only vaguely.


Josepha imagined that this radical alteration had probably alienated prospective parents who might otherwise have participated in the project. They must have thought it too much; sex had been separated from reproduction for ages and androgynous behavior was commonplace for men and women. Physically androgynous beings seemed unnecessary; the lack of sexuality, such a major part of human life, repellent.


Josepha was not bothered by it because sex, she thought sadly, thinking of the few men she had loved, had never been very important to her. But Merripen was reputed to be a compulsive sexual adventurer. She wondered if that was why he asserted that the children would be more rational without such an intense drive. He might be fooling himself; the children might develop sexual desires of their own once they started to reproduce.


“We don’t really know what they’ll be like in the end,” she said.


“We’ve done the projections,” he answered. “We have a pretty good idea. But it is an experiment. Nothing is guaranteed.” He picked up the empty wine bottle and turned it in his hands. “This entire society is an experiment. The results are not yet in. All of us crossed that line a long time ago.”


The room had grown dark. Josepha reached over and touched the globular lamp on the table near her. It glowed, bathing the room in a soft blue light. “It’s late,” she said. “You’re probably hungry.”


He nodded.


“Let’s have some supper.”


Later, alone in her room, Josepha mused. She could not hear Merripen, who was in the bedroom at the end of the hall, but she sensed his presence. She had been alone in the house for so long that the presence of anyone impinged on her; her mind could no longer expand to fill up the house’s empty space. She drew up her coverlet.


Merripen had once discussed what he called the “natural selection” of immortality, his belief that certain mechanisms still operated, that those unsuited to extended life would fall by the wayside. He believed this even as he tried to prevent death. The Transition had weeded out many. The passing centuries would dispose of many more.


Ironically, she had survived. Nothing in her previous life had prepared her for this, yet here she was. She had been a student, a file clerk, a wife, a divorcée, a saleswoman, a sales manager, a wife again, a widow. She had been a passive graduate student who thought knowledge would give her a direction; she had succeeded only in gaining some small expertise on the pottery of Periclean Athens and in avoiding the real world. She had always worked because her first husband had been a student and her second an attorney paying child support and alimony to his first wife. Her purse had been snatched once, her home had been burglarized once, she had undergone two abortions. In this ordinary fashion, while the world lurched toward the greatest historical discontinuity it had ever experienced, Josepha had survived to witness the Transition. Only now did she feel, after so long, that she was even approaching an understanding of the world and her place in it.


She had been in her fifties when the techniques for extended life became available. The treatment had seemed simple enough; it consisted of shots which would remove the collagen formed by the cross-linkage of proteins and thus halt or retard the physical manifestations of aging. Even this technique, which could make one no younger but only keep one from aging as rapidly, had created controversy, raising the specter of millions of old citizens lingering past their time. Many chose to die anyway. Others had themselves frozen cryonically after death, hoping they would be revived when medical science could heal them and make them live forever. Cryonics became big business. Some concerns were legitimate. Many were fraudulent, consigning their customers to an expensive, cold, permanent death.


Josepha, retired but in need of extra money, became a maintenance worker for a cryonic interment service. She walked among the stacks of frozen dead, peering at dials. By chance, she found that several of her fellow workers dealt illegally in anticollagen shots, selling them to people under sixty-five, the mandatory age for recipients. Knowing that penalties for selling the shots were severe, she was too frightened to become a pusher. But she bought a few shots.


Soon after, work on the mechanisms which caused cancers to multiply, along with genetic research, had yielded a way of restoring youth. Research papers had been presented tentatively; most people had waited cautiously, until at last impatience outran caution and the world entered the Transition in bits and pieces, one country after another.


There were failures, although few wanted to remember them now; people who were victims of virulent cancers, those who could not be made younger, a few who grew younger and then died suddenly. Some theorized that the mechanisms of death could not be held in check forever; that in the future, death might come rapidly and wipe out millions. Testing the new technique thoroughly would have taken hundreds of years, and people would not go on living and dying while potential immortals were being sustained in their midst.


Everyone knew about the Transition—the upheavals, the collapsing governments, the deaths, the demands. There were some facts not fully known, that were still strangely absent from computer banks and information centers; exact figures on suicides, records of how many were killed by the treatments themselves, who the first subjects had been and what had happened to them. Josepha had searched and found only unpleasant hints; one small town with a thirty percent mortality rate after treatment, prisoner-subjects who had mysteriously disappeared, an increase in “accidental” deaths. She had lived through it, surviving a bullet wound as a bystander at a demonstration of older citizens, hiding out in a small out-of-the-way village, and yet any present-day historian knew more than she could remember. She suspected that the only people who knew almost everything were a few old biologists and any political leaders who were still alive.


In her nineties, half-blinded by cataracts, hands distorted into claws by arthritis, Josepha had at last been treated and begun her extended life. She had survived Peter Beaulieu, her first husband, and Gene Kolodny, her second. She had outlived her brother and her parents and her few close friends. And until now, she often thought, she had done little to justify that survival.


She could not accept that so many had died for the world as it was now. The vigor and liveliness had gone out of human life, or so it seemed. Perhaps those who would have provided it were gone and the meek had inherited the earth after all.


But she could change. She was changing. Either the death cultists were right and their lives were meaningless or their extended lives were an opportunity which must be seized. She recalled her own near-death and the promise of another life; even that possibility did not change things. She had to earn that life, if there was such a thing, with a meaningful life here, and if there was no other life, then this one was all she had.


More than three hundred years to discover that—it was absurd. There were no more excuses for failure, which explained the suicides and death cults at least in part. Merripen’s project would force the issue. She remembered how his enthusiasm for his dream had been conveyed to her during their first discussion, in spite of her doubts. She thought: Maybe most of us are slow learners, that’s all; well, we’ll learn or be supplanted.


She refused to think of another possibility: that the world might not accept the children, that any future beyond the present was unthinkable.


A month after her visit with Merripen, Josepha arrived at the village where the parents and children were to live. Three houses, resembling chalets, stood on one side of a clearing. Four others, with enclosed front porches, sat almost two hundred meters away on the other side of the clearing. Behind them, on a hill, she saw a red brick building that was large enough for several people.


A bulldozer, a heavy, lumbering, metallic beast, excavated land doggedly while two men watched. She assumed that the two were involved in the project, although they might have been only curious bystanders.


Josepha walked through the clearing, which would be transformed into a park. A tall brown-skinned man stood on the porch of one house, his back to her. She saw no one else. She came to a stone path and followed it, passing the unoccupied houses. Each was surrounded by a plot of ground which would become a garden. The park would eventually contain two large buildings: a hall where everyone could gather for meals, recreation, or meetings, and a hostel for the children. One part of the recreation hall would be used as a school.


The path ended at a low stone wall. Josepha stood in front of an open metal gate and looked past a small courtyard at a two-story stone house. She approached the gray structure and peered through a window. She saw sturdy walls instead of movable panels, a stairway instead of a ramp, and decided this was where she would live. The house was too large for only one parent and child, but she could find someone to share it with her.


She heard footsteps and turned. The tall man stood at the gate. He adjusted his gold-trimmed blue robe and bowed slightly. She returned the bow and moved toward him, stopping about half a meter away. His black hair was short and his beard closely trimmed. “Chane Maggio,” he said in a deep voice as he extended his right hand.


She was puzzled, startled by the lack of ceremony. She suddenly realized that he was telling her his name. He continued to hold out his hand and at last she took it, shook hands, and released it. “I’m Josepha Ryba.”


“You are startled by my informality.” He folded his slender arms over his chest. “Perhaps I am being rude, but we have little time to become acquainted, only a few months before gestation begins and then only nine months to the birth of the children. I am afraid we cannot stand on ceremony in our salutations.”


She smiled. “How long have you been here?”


“I arrived this morning. I believe we are the only prospective parents here.” He offered his arm and she took it. They began to amble along the stone path.


She sensed that Chane Maggio remembered the Transition. She was not sure how she knew; perhaps it was the informality of his greeting, the sense of contingency in his voice, or his silence now as they strolled. Younger people always wanted to fill the silences with words or games or actions of some kind. The Transition was only history to them. To Josepha, and those like her, it would forever be the most important time of their lives, however long they lived. It had made them survivors with the guilt of survivors. The simplest sensation meant both more and less to them than to those born later. Josepha, acutely conscious of Chane’s arm, the clatter of their sandals on the stones, the warm breeze that brushed her hair, remembered that she was alive and that others were not and that she was somehow coarsened by this. A younger person, caught in the timeless present, would accept the sensations for themselves.


“This venture promises to be most interesting,” Chane said softly in his deep voice. “I have raised children before—I had a son and daughter long ago—a rewarding task, watching a child grow, trying to—” He paused.


Josepha waited, not wanting to be rude by interrupting. “There are problems, of course,” he continued, and she caught an undercurrent of bitterness and disappointment. “There is always the unexpected.” His voice changed again, becoming lighter and more casual. “They live on Asgard now; at least they did fifty years ago. They claim it’s too dangerous to live here.”


“I once wanted to visit a space community,” Josepha said. “For years I kept intending to go, but I never did.”


“More people live in space than on Earth, but of course you know that.”


“I didn’t know.”


Chane raised an eyebrow. “I was a statistician until recently. There are approximately two billion people on Earth and almost twice as many in space.”


“That many,” Josepha murmured, inwardly chastising herself for not knowing. She could have asked her Bond.


“Of course, there has been a small but noticeable decline in the population.” The man paused again, having strayed too near an unpleasant topic. “Tell me,” he went on, “did you ever make pottery? I believe I own a vase you made—it was a gift from a friend.”


“That was a long time ago. I had a shop with a friend, Hisa Onoda. Hisa made jewelry and I did pottery. That was a little while after the Transition, when we all still had to credit purchases to our accounts.”


“This was later, after accounts.”


“Well, we stayed in business after that just for our amusement. We’d trade our items for things we liked—paintings, sculptures—but the materializer finally ruined it for us. We refused to duplicate anything we made, but others duped the items anyway.”


“Even so,” he said, “what is important about a thing is its beauty or utility, not its scarcity.”


“I know that,” she replied. “I don’t think Hisa understood it, though. She’d always made jewelry, things like that. It was important to her that each item be unique, she used to tell me that everything she made was only for a certain individual, was right for that person and wrong for anyone else. Sometimes she would refuse to sell a particular object to a customer; she would insist that he look at something else. What’s strange is that the customer would always prefer the item she would pick out.” An image of Hisa’s small body crossed her mind: Hisa in her sunken tub, wrists slashed, lips pale, red blood in swirls on the water, her Bond detached and resting helplessly on the floor. Josepha quickly buried the image. “I’d been a salesperson before the Transition, but Hisa made it an art.”


“I was once a politician,” Chane said. He stopped walking and released her arm. “Does that startle you?”


She thought: What must you have done? She did not reply; she could not judge him.


“I was fortunate. I survived because I saw clearly where things were going and knew when to relinquish my power and wait. I saw that those in power could not hold the tide back indefinitely, and that those who tried to hang on to it would suffer—as they did.”


She listened, only too conscious of her own past sins of omission. She had heard the stories of powerful people who had gained access to the treatments, then given up their positions to go into hiding. Not all had survived. Others had kept their power, many hoping to restrict the gift of extended life to themselves. Both groups bore responsibility for the collapse of civil order at the beginning of the Transition.


“I have changed,” he was saying. “I have little interest in such things now.” She nodded, almost hearing his unspoken challenge: Would it be better if I had died?


The mood of their meeting had been destroyed. Chane bowed, murmured a few courteous phrases, and departed.


The other parents had been arriving, one at a time, for several months. Construction was finished; the machines had moved to a nearby lake, where three lodges would be built.


Josepha, unused to groups, had grown more reticent. She was quiet at the frequent parties for the thirty prospective parents and at the meetings with the biologists and psychologists who lived nearby. The parties were usually formal; word games were played, objects and sensations were exhaustively described or put into short poems in various languages by the literarily gifted. Direct questions were never asked.


Most of the villagers had remained only names to her. She saw Chane Maggio fairly often, although even he seemed more reserved. Wanting to know more about her companions, she had resorted to the public records in her computer.


She had discovered what she had suspected; most of them were veterans of the Transition. Had Merripen wanted older people, or were older people the only ones willing to volunteer for the project?


Her other discoveries were more intimidating. She reviewed them now as she sat in her living room knitting a sleeve for a sweater. The villagers included Amarisa Drew, who had been both an agronomist and a well-known athlete; Dawud al-Ahmad, former poet and chief engineer of the Asgard life support systems; and Chen Li Hua, a clothing designer and geologist.


She looked up from the blue wool and saw Merripen Allen entering her courtyard. She called to him, telling him to enter. Her door slid open; Merripen stamped his feet in the small foyer, then entered the living room.


He settled in a high-backed gray chair in the corner across from her. “What can I do for you?” she asked.


“I’ve been visiting each person here individually, I want to be sure there aren’t any problems and that everybody’s settling in. I hope you’ll all start loosening up soon, get to know each other better.”


“That takes time,” she said, “especially if you’re used to solitude. And I have to …”


“Yes?”


“I don’t quite know how to put it. Everyone else seems so accomplished.”


“It’s difficult to live a long time without that being the case.”


“No, it’s not,” she replied. “I haven’t done much.”


Merripen chuckled. “Almost everyone I’ve seen has told me that. So I’ll have to tell you what I told them. First of all, I wouldn’t have asked any of you to become involved unless I had a good opinion of you. Second, although I’ve always admired modesty, I don’t like meekness, especially in prospective parents who need strength for any problems they may face. You should all be more at ease when you become better acquainted.”


“I guess,” she responded, as if accepting his exhortation. He was not deceiving her. Almost no one wanted to be a parent now; of the few who did, most had probably rejected Merripen’s offer. He had probably taken those he could get, rejecting only those obviously unsuitable.


Merripen seemed worried. He was pulling at his mustache. Josepha resumed her knitting. “I hope,” she said, “that you’re not having doubts.” She said it lightly.


“Of course I am,” he replied, startling her with his harsh tone.


“But then why—”


“Not about you people, not about whether we should go ahead—that’s settled.” She sat up stiffly, clutching her needles, shocked at the way he had interrupted her in mid-sentence.


“I’m terribly sorry, please forgive me,” he said more quietly. “At any rate, I didn’t come here to discuss my worries. I wanted to talk about your child. Have you decided on who the second parent will be, or do you intend to form a liaison with one of the people here?” Each child, she knew, was to have two biological parents, as that would provide each with more links to other human beings and avoid possible emotional problems for a parent whose child was his or hers alone. It was hoped that the children, whomever they grew up with, would regard all of the people in the village as members of a family. “We need time to make tests, as you know,” he went on. “We have to check for possible incompatibilities or flaws that need correcting.”


“I’ve decided. I made up my mind a while ago and just didn’t realize it until now.” She put the knitting aside. “Nicholas Krol.”


“Excuse me?”


“Nicholas Krol,” she repeated. “The other parent. He was a composer, maybe you’ve heard the name.”


“Did you know him?”


“Yes, I knew him. I knew him well. I was in love with him.” As she spoke, Josepha saw Nicholas Krol’s steady gray eyes and his ash-brown hair, but she could not remember his face clearly. Something inside her seemed to break at the realization. “I met him after my divorce and we lived together for a couple of years. He was ambitious—he wanted me to be ambitious too, accomplish something, but I was afraid to try, too afraid of failing. We broke up, finally. He didn’t want to, but I—” For a moment, she recalled his face. She tried desperately to hold it in her mind, and lost it.


“Why?” Merripen asked. “Why Krol?”


“I don’t know if I can explain it. He challenged me, he encouraged me. Everyone else just accepted me the way I was. I shouldn’t have left him.”


“Then why did you leave?”


“Because it was easier to give up.”


Merripen seemed puzzled. “It seems a strange motive for picking him, your having regrets.”


“It isn’t only regrets. He was the most important person in my life, although it took me much too long to see that.” She realized she sounded shrill. “I was self-destructive when I was in my twenties, always acting against my own self-interest. That’s why I left Nick. Later I changed and acquired a sort of stubborn passivity.” She closed her eyes for a moment, waiting for her sorrow and bitterness to pass.


“May I be frank?” the biologist asked. She nodded. “You want the child of a man you loved long ago, so perhaps you’re trying to recapture that love. Is Krol still alive?”


She shook her head.


“So guilt enters the picture as well. You’re alive and he isn’t. Do you even know whether we can acquire his genetic material?”


“He would have had his sperm frozen, I know it. You don’t know what he was like. He would have made sure of it. He had a bit of vanity. I used to tease him about it.”


“I’m sorry, Josepha. I think you’re making a mistake.”


“If you have another suggestion, please offer it. I’m willing to listen. But I don’t think I’ll change my mind.”


“I would like your child to be mine as well.”


She stiffened in surprise. She was sure that the man had no romantic interest in her. “Why?”


“I’m in charge of this project, it was really my idea in the beginning. I’ll be living here most of the time, and it seems only suitable that I should also be a parent and share this role with you people. If you wish, I can become your lover, if you feel that would strengthen our bond as parents.”


The proposal repelled her. She picked up her knitting. Her needles clicked. She heard a few Chinese phrases as two people passed the gate outside. At last she put down the needles and looked at Merripen.


“I must say no.” She could not leave it at that. “I think it would be a mistake for you to have your own child here. If you’re going to be in charge, you shouldn’t be in a position where you might favor one child over the others. And you should try to preserve some objectivity.”


“You think it’s possible for anyone to be completely objective?”


“Of course not. I do think you can get so personally involved that you don’t notice certain things, that emotional considerations become more important. And anyway, I think you want this child out of some misplaced desire to be like all of us here—you can feel noble, not asking us to do something you wouldn’t do yourself, and …” She paused. “There’s only one reason for having a child, Merripen.”


“And what is that?”


“Because you want to help another human being learn and grow. You should regard all the children here as yours. Isn’t that enough for you? You don’t have to prove anything to the parents here, and you might ruin what you’re working for by trying.”


“You won’t reconsider?”


“No. I suppose, if you wanted to, you could prevent me from having a child at all as well as barring me from the project.”


“What do you think I am?” Merripen replied in injured tones. “We don’t force our desires on others. Our work is for everyone’s benefit. You should know that by now.”


“You have power whether you want it or not and whether you want to recognize it or not. Everyone knows it. It’s just nicer not to mention it.”


“Are my wishes more irrational than yours?” He smiled lopsidedly. “You want a dead lover as the father.”


“I knew him. Krol’s child will have intelligence and strength. And if we really do value life as much as we profess to, then what is so irrational about wanting some part of a dead man to live again?”


He slouched in his chair. For a moment, Josepha thought she saw conflicting emotions in his dark eyes, disappointment warring with relief. He had made his noble gesture without having to follow it up.


“You have to remember,” the biologist said softly, “that these children will not be quite like us. You may be disappointed if you’re trying to recapture something you’ve lost.”


Josepha sighed. “I suppose you’ll ask someone else to be a parent with you.”


“No. The others have already made their choices.”


She felt relieved by the answer, but remained disturbed. She worried again about Merripen’s reasons for beginning the project.


Josepha had gradually become better acquainted with the other village residents. She felt most at ease with the three now sitting at her round mahogany table sipping brandy; Vladislav Pascal, a small, wiry man who had been a painter; Warner Chavez, a tall, slender woman with large black eyes who was once an architect; and Chane Maggio.


Warner and Vladislav were going to raise a child together. Many of the villagers had already paired off or formed groups, but Josepha was still alone.


She had gone that afternoon to the nearby laboratory where the embryos were gestating. She had peered at the glassy womb enclosing her child, Krol’s child—it had looked like all the others. Feeling vaguely uneasy, she had left quickly.


Looking around the table at her guests, Josepha saw Warner gaze sleepily at Vladislav. Chane had said little all evening as the three reminisced about their second youth during the Transition, everyone’s favorite topic lately; even the hardships of the period had acquired a benign glow in retrospect. The shabbiness of the towns and decay of the cities had not mattered to any of them. With their newly youthful bodies and restored health, anything had seemed possible.


Josepha had migrated to the nearest large city after her treatments, with hordes of others. She had lived in a decrepit hotel, sharing a bathroom with ten people, and had not minded. Surrounded by people constantly meeting to plan new cities, new machines, new arts, new ventures and experiments, she had known that the hardships would be temporary. They were all high on dreams, sure the worst was over, too busy to remember the dead. Now she sat, like the others, amid what they had built and looked backward to the building and dreaming while awaiting a new beginning.


Warner smoothed back her thick red hair and rose. Vladislav got up also. “No, don’t show us out,” he said to Josepha before she could stand. “Lovely meal, lovely. Don’t forget tomorrow, we’re expecting you both. Most of the village will probably be there and we’ll all try to forget that it’s a party for the psychologists.” He bowed to Chane and the couple left.


Chane seemed abstracted. He toyed with his snifter. She said nothing, sensing that he wanted silence.


She did not know Chane that well in spite of his frequent visits. The public record of his life had told her little. He had been his African nation’s ambassador to China, then its foreign minister during the years before the Transition. His grandfather had been an Italian. His life during the Transition was a mystery. But somehow she was at ease with him. She could sit there pursuing her thoughts while he was lost in his own. Occasionally they looked at each other and smiled; they did not have to fill the silences with words.


Tonight he seemed more apprehensive than usual. She lit a cigarette and pushed the ivory cigarette box across the table to him; Chane, too, was a secret smoker. He shook his head. “I must ask you something, Josepha. I’ve been putting it off. May I be open with you?” His deep voice was subdued.


“Of course.”


He put his hands in front of him, palms down on the dark wood. “I must tell you something first. As you know, I was married in my previous life and had a family. You have undoubtedly guessed that my relations with them left something to be desired.”


She nodded, not knowing what to say.


“My wife was an intelligent, educated woman and I thought enough of her to make her one of my advisors. We married late in life, in our thirties. We agreed on everything, almost never fighting. After our children were born, I began to feel that she became more demanding, that instead of helping me, she was distracting me. I began to blame her for everything that went wrong, and took to spending more time away from her. It probably seems a familiar story. Eventually, we separated. I was very bitter about it.”


“Chane, why are you telling me this? You don’t have to justify yourself to me.”


“But I want you to understand this before I make my request. It took a long time for me to see that much of this was my fault. I was telling myself how important my ministry was; my country was in a very difficult period then and I couldn’t take the time for personal problems.”


“Wasn’t it true?”


“Of course it was,” he replied. “It’s no excuse. Work is a wonderful thing, especially demanding work. It means you have a good excuse for not trying to solve your personal problems, for avoiding them, for taking and not giving because the work is more important than anything.”


“Well, sometimes it is, isn’t it?” She stubbed out her cigarette, spilling some ashes on the table.


“Oh, sometimes. Very rarely. The world is moved by historical forces, by certain developments, by things we don’t control.”


“The Transition changed things, and that was the result of scientific research by a few people.”


Chane finished his brandy and lit a cigarette. “A transition of some sort was bound to happen anyway, events were moving toward one. It was a more complex situation than you imply. The world was already changing and the biologists only hastened it. Look at them now. What can they really do?”


Josepha shook her head. “You’re wrong, Chane. Here we are with this project. You’re saying it won’t make any difference at all, but you’re here just the same. You’re contradicting—”


“No, you don’t hear what I’m saying.” His voice was firm. “There is only one way people can influence the future and that is by the quality of their relationships with others, the ways in which they treat people, caring about them and showing it constructively. Sharing what you might learn with someone, loving someone, raising a child to be both inquisitive and compassionate. There is no one more powerless than a person who has the power to intervene—you either become driven by it and by forces you don’t understand, holding it at whatever cost, or you realize that all you can do is be a moral and rational example, a symbol, perhaps, of something better. Or you run away in the end, as I did.”


Chane paused. A pale blue wisp of smoke circled his head. “Merripen believes,” he continued, “that the children here will change the world, in other words, that he himself will. It’s a deception. Yes, they may make a difference, but not because of a peculiar physiological makeup. It will be our relationships with them as parents, our personal attention, how we act toward them, that will make them what they might be. If we raised a group of children like ourselves and tried to give them a creative and open view, the results might very well be similar. Except that it may be easier for these children.”


“Yet you agreed.”


He smiled. “Oh, yes. I wanted to be part of it, I don’t want to run away as I did before.”


Josepha considered Chane’s arguments. She was not sure that she agreed; it seemed that the combination of heredity and environment was needed. But she did not feel like arguing about it now. “Who is to be your child’s other parent?” she asked.


“My wife, of course. You’re surprised. She’s still alive and she’s agreed. I’ve been lucky, able to patch things up instead of living with guilt and ghosts.” The statement seemed forced. Josepha looked down as he spoke. “She’s a stranger now,” he went on. “I suppose I am, too.”


“What did you want to ask me before, Chane?”


“I … it’s hard to know how to phrase it. I’d like you to consider sharing your life here with me, raising our children together.”


She looked up, startled. He lowered his eyes and put out his cigarette. She knew that she found Chane attractive, although neither of them had nourished the attraction with the usual romantic games and ploys. She liked him. It seemed a rather weak foundation for a relationship.


“Why?” she asked gently.


“I feel at ease with you, that’s the main reason. Let’s try it, at least. If it doesn’t work out I can move again after the children are born.” Something in the tone of his voice reminded her of Merripen Allen. Again she worried about the reasons for the project. She thought: It’s a mistake, it may hurt the children in the end, it will change all of us here forever.


But that was false. If it failed, it would change nothing and would be forgotten by the parents as everything was when one had enough time. She shook her head.


“You’re refusing me, then,” Chane said.


“Oh, no, I was thinking of something else. I’d like you to stay. This house is really too big for one parent and child.” That sounded too cold, too pragmatic. “I think we’ll get along,” she added.


She wished that she could feel happier about the decision.


Josepha adjusted easily to Chane’s presence. Their life together was marred only by an occasional gentle argument. But Chane remained impenetrable. Josepha imagined that she must appear the same way to him. Even their lovemaking did not bridge the gap.


It was probably just as well, she thought. This way, at least, she could preserve some sense of privacy. Both could keep an emotional equilibrium that would conserve the strength they would need when the children were born.


She knew, however, that they could not remain on that peaceful plateau forever. Their shared lives would force them into confrontations sooner or later. But it was hard to break old habits, difficult to believe that there might not be time enough to let events happen and allow differences to be resolved. Better, she knew, to settle each issue as it came up, instead of trying to sort everything out now.


When she finally realized that there had been no time, only a few months, and that she and Chane were still far from understanding very much about each other, all the children were ready to leave their wombs and enter her world.


II


Teno, her child, Krol’s child, was with her at last. She had been surprised at how ordinary, how normal, the infant appeared. Teno had her dark hair, a face like a small bulldog’s, and olive skin. She could see nothing of Nicholas Krol in the child; perhaps that resemblance would come with maturity.


Josepha often felt tired. She leaned against the courtyard gate, inhaling the mild spring air, grateful for a few moments to herself. The flow of time had fragmented into a million discrete segments which seemed to jostle against one another. The children had to be fed, washed, taken outside for a few minutes of air, played with, hugged, dressed, undressed, and put to bed. The village had shaken off its lassitude; the children were now the center of everything. It would have been easier to let the psychologists, with the aid of a few robots, assume many of the parental duties, but almost no one took much advantage of that. It was as if they all wanted to be sure nothing went wrong, that the children would not be damaged by neglect.


“Hey!” a woman’s voice shouted. Warner Chavez was approaching her along the stone path. Josepha put a finger to her lips as she opened the gate.


“Everyone’s asleep,” she exclaimed as her friend entered the courtyard. “Even Chane, he’s exhausted. He was up at dawn with Teno and Ramli.” Ramli was Chane’s child.


Warner smiled. “So’s Vlad. He and Nenum are probably both stacking deltas by now.” Josepha found herself thinking: Men don’t have as much stamina.


Warner sat down on the grass, folding her trousered legs in a half lotus. There were pale blue shadows under her black eyes. Josepha sat down with her back against the stone wall, wrapping her arms around her legs. She, too, was tired, not fatigued enough to sleep, but too weary to concentrate. A part of her always seemed removed, watchful, listening in case the children should need her. Chane was like that, too. Neither of them could sit for more than a few minutes lately without listening for sounds or getting up now and then to check things.


Warner was gazing at the red tulips blooming in a row next to the house. She looked away quickly, probably wondering why Josepha planted such short-lived flowers. “Tell me, Jo, have you talked to Chane much about the children?”


Josepha shrugged. “We haven’t had that many conversations lately. It’s hard to keep talking when you’re tired all the time. I can’t even watch the holo without feeling sleepy. I guess I didn’t think looking after them would take so much out of me.”


“What I meant was, has Chane said anything to you about the kids? He was a parent once, wasn’t he?”


“What do you expect him to say about them?”


“What they’re like compared to normal … compared to other kids. Maybe I’m being silly, but there’s something unnerving about them.”


“Is there?” Josepha rested her chin on her knees. “Teno’s really not much of a problem, all things considered. I was expecting all kinds of little crises.”


“Think about the way they cry, for instance. Doesn’t it seem strange to you?”


“Is it strange?” Josepha asked. “I wouldn’t know, I suppose. I was never around children that much. My brother Charlie was older than I was, and I didn’t have a younger brother or sister.”


“Well,” Warner replied, “it’s not that awful squalling I remember, the kind of crying that sounds like a cat in heat and you know the poor kid is colicky or damp or maybe hungry. With these kids, it’s more of a steady cry. I don’t know how to describe it. It’s … calm, steady and calm. Sometimes I’ll hear a real howl, but it’s as if they’re only exercising their lungs. That’s what my Nenum does anyway, and others, too. Aren’t Teno and Ramli like that?”


Josepha nodded. “That isn’t normal?”


“No.” A breeze ruffled Warner’s long red hair. “All right, they’re not quite like us, with their immunities and their modified neurons and reflexes, they weren’t meant to be, but they look so much like ordinary kids that … I picked up Nenum yesterday, after a nap, just to hug my child—you know the feeling. You just want to let them know you’re there and you care. Nenum just sort of put up with it, that’s all. It’s always like that. There’s just no response at all.”


“Maybe you’re making too much of it, Warner. You said it yourself, they weren’t meant to be like us. Anyway, things don’t look right when you’re tired most of the time. You make more of them or think something’s the matter when it isn’t.”


“I know that.”


“They’re still our children.”


“Of course. They made sure of that—genetic bonds as well as emotional ones.” Warner’s fine-featured face contorted. “I don’t know what they’ll be. I don’t know what they are or what they’ll become. I don’t even know whether Nenum is my son or daughter. Am I supposed to call my child ‘it’?” Her slender body drooped.


“Does that really matter? It wouldn’t change how you act toward Nenum. And you didn’t know what your other children would be like, or what kinds of adults they would become.”


“I knew they were human,” her friend said harshly. “I can’t even look at Nenum without remembering that, I keep seeing … maybe I wasn’t ready for this.”


Josepha felt at a loss. She tried to look reassuringly at Warner. “Yes, you were,” she said as firmly as possible. She got up and sat near her friend, putting an arm over the red-haired woman’s shoulders. “Look, Merripen wouldn’t have had you come here if he thought otherwise.” She tried to sound convincing, recalling her doubts about how Merripen had selected the parents. “It’s normal to have doubts. Maybe when you feel this way you should just go and hold Nenum and put those thoughts out of your mind. It doesn’t matter. You and Vladislav have to take care of your child, that’s all. Think of things that way.”


Warner smoothed back her hair with the chubby hands that seemed unmatched to her slim arms. “You’re right. Maybe I’m just disoriented. I’m not used to anything different after all this time.”


Josepha, hearing a cry, suddenly sat up. The cry was steady, punctuated by short stops, a smooth cry without any variation in pitch. A second cry, slightly lower, joined the first. Teno and Ramli were awake.


Teno and Ramli were toddlers, trying to walk.


Only a short time ago, it seemed, the children had been unable to sit up. Now Josepha and Chane watched as the two struggled across the floor.


She and Chane had preserved their quiet and reserved relationship. Much of their conversation concerned the children. Their lovemaking was partly a formality, partly a friendly and often humorous way of reassuring each other during moments of loneliness. Most of the time it was easier for each of them to wire up and live out a fantasy encounter.


Chane sat at one end of the sofa, Josepha at another. Ramli toddled unsteadily toward Chane and stretched out small brown hands to him. Teno moved to Josepha, grabbing for her arms almost before she held them out.


“Very good!” she said brightly. Teno, solemn-faced, held her hands for a moment, then sat on the floor. Chane picked up Ramli, seating the baby on his lap. He held up a hand, holding out one finger, and Ramli began to pull at the other fingers Chane had concealed. The child studied them intently for a moment, then quietly looked away, as if losing interest.


The children were always like that. If she or Chane wanted to play a game, they would respond in a serious, quiet way. If she wanted to show them some affection, they put up with it, with expressions that almost seemed to say: I can do without this, but obviously you need it.


What did they need? She watched as Chane placed Ramli on the floor. The two children crawled over the rug, peering intently at its gold and blue pattern. Did they require something they were not receiving from the adults around them? An observant person could tell if an ordinary child might be having a serious problem. Even given the wide variations in normal behavior, abnormal responses became obvious in time. But they did not know what normal behavior would be for these children.


She sighed, thinking of old stories; children raised by wolves who could never learn to speak, could never really be human. She watched as Teno and Ramli poked at the bright spot where a beam of sunlight struck the rug.


Teno looked like her, with black hair, olive skin, high cheekbones—but the eyes were not her brown ones. One could look at dark eyes and read expressions too easily. Knowing this, Josepha had always had difficulty gazing directly at people, wondering if they could read her thoughts. Teno’s eyes were Krol’s gray ones, impossible to read, always distant. She saw the quiet, mildly curious expression on her child’s face and was suddenly frightened.


She realized that Chane was staring at her. Her worries must be showing on her face. She smiled reassuringly. His sad eyes met hers; he did not smile back. Then he turned his head toward the window.


She felt like reaching out to him, holding him, and the force of her desire surprised her. But she restrained herself, and the moment passed.


When the children were two and a half years old, it became customary to take them to the recreation hall and let them play together under the supervision of a few parents and psychologists. Kelii Morgan, who had once been a teacher and was now a parent, was often with them.


The children responded to him in their restrained fashion. They were patient when the affectionate Kelii laughed or hugged them impulsively, but they enjoyed the folk stories and myths he had learned from his Welsh and Hawaiian forebears. They responded most to tales of a quest for some great piece of knowledge. They heard the humorous stories, too, but never laughed.


Josepha came often to see them at play. The children were already used to one another, having visited each other’s homes frequently. They liked new places and had never clung to a parent in fear. But their play seemed to her a solemn affair. She had expected rivalries, fussing over toys, laughter, teasing, a few tears.


Instead, she saw red-headed Nenum taking apart a toy space city, peering at the different levels and at the tiny painted lake and trees at its center while Ramli looked on. When Ramli grabbed one level, Josepha expected Nenum to become possessive. But the two began to reassemble it together, whispering all the while.


She saw Teno play with a set of Russian dolls, removing each wooden doll from a larger one until the smallest doll was discovered. When Dawli, the frail-looking child of Teofilo Schmidt, came to Teno’s side, Teno willingly yielded the dolls and crawled off in search of another toy.


It was all strange to her. If one played alone, it was because the child wanted to be alone, not because the others left the child out. Josepha searched for tears or the formation of childish cliques, and saw only inquisitiveness and cooperation. Even the muscular, big-boned Kelii, who seemed to be their favorite adult, got no special affection. If he held a picture book on his spacious lap, a child might climb up and sit there, but only to see the illustrations more clearly.


They never misbehaved, at least not in the normal way. If a child wandered off, pursued shortly by a worried parent or psychologist, the young one was usually found investigating a plant or a toy or how a toilet worked. If they were told not to play with the computers until they were shown how to push the buttons, they listened, asked questions, and tried to understand the machines.


On one occasion, Ramli had punched Teno in the stomach. Teno had retaliated with a blow to the arm. Each cried out in pain as Josepha, worried and at the same time almost relieved by the show of normality, rose to her feet to stop it. But the battle was over. The two had learned that violence caused pain.


Although she tried to ignore it, she often felt frustrated. Chane had become more withdrawn, making frequent calls to old friends late at night behind the closed doors of his study. The children could not reward her love with spontaneous displays of affection. She wondered how long it would be before a parent, bewildered by the lack of any real emotional contact with a child, might lash out at one of them.


Josepha and Chane sat in the park with their children. The spring day was unseasonably warm, the blue sky cloudless. A week ago, a third birthday celebration had been held for all the children. The adults had been sociable and gregarious, the young ones solemn and bemused.


Teno and Ramli knelt on the grass, playing an elaborate game with marbles and pebbles; only they knew its rules. Ten meters away, under an elm, Edwin Joreme lay on a brown blanket with his head on Gurit Stern’s lap. Edwin’s child, Linsay, poked at the grass with a stick. Gurit had apparently left Aleph, her child, at home.


Edwin was a thin man with ash blond hair who looked almost adolescent. Gurit, auburn-haired, green-eyed, and stocky, was one of the few people in the village who still intimidated Josepha. Gurit had been a soldier before the Transition. Although she seemed a friendly, hearty sort, there was something hard in her, a toughness, a competence that made Josepha ill at ease. Watching Gurit, she thought of what the woman must have seen and imagined that she was one who probably savored her extended life instead of simply accepting it.


Edwin sat up and moved closer to Linsay. He spoke to the child; Linsay listened, then returned to probing the ground. Josepha thought that Gurit might have passed as the mother of both. Lines creased her face at the eyes and mouth, and in the bright afternoon sunlight one clearly saw the threads of gray hair framing her face. Chane had once asked Gurit why she had not wanted a more youthful appearance. She had laughed, saying she got tired of seeing young faces all the time.


Edwin was still trying to distract Linsay, murmuring to the child intently. Josepha turned to Chane. He had brought some notes with him, but he was ignoring them, gazing absently in the children’s direction.


“Is something wrong?” she asked.


He shook his head.


“What are the notes for?” They were written in Italian and Swahili, two languages she did not know.


He was silent for a few moments before replying. “Just some reminiscences, personal things, incidents I might otherwise forget.”


“Can’t you just consult the computer records?”


“Those are public records, Josepha. They tell nothing of subjective attitudes or personal reactions. And several incidents aren’t recorded.” His lowered eyelids hid his dark eyes from her.


Impulsively, she touched his arm. Then she heard a cry, a thin, piercing wail.


Edwin was shaking Linsay, muttering under his breath at the child. Linsay wailed. Josepha froze, not understanding what was happening. Chane jumped to his feet, his red caftan swirling around his ankles.


Gurit quickly grabbed Edwin’s arms. “Stop it,” she said firmly. “What’s the matter with you?” He pushed her away violently. Trembling, he stared at his child and then, shockingly, slapped Linsay.


Josepha tensed at the sound. “Why can’t you respond?” Edwin was shouting. “I’m sick to death of it, you’re as bad as a robot, not the slightest human feeling—”


Gurit again seized Edwin, holding him tightly, and this time he was unable to break away from her strong arms. He crumpled against her. Linsay sat calmly, blond head tilted to one side.


Josepha got up. “I think we should go,” she murmured to Chane. Teno and Ramli had stopped playing and were staring at Edwin, fascinated. Josepha thought wearily of all the questions she and Chane would have to answer later.


“We’re going home,” she said to the children.


III


A small death had entered their lives. Josepha and the children were burying the cat.


They had walked to the woods north of the village and stopped at a weedy clearing. Josepha wore a silvery lifesuit under her gray tunic; she always wore the protective garment when in the forest. She stood under a maple tree, shaded from the summer heat, while Teno and Ramli placed the small furry body in the grave they had dug. The children were dressed only in sleeveless yellow shirts and green shorts. Their stronger bones and muscles did not need lifesuit protection.


The children were seven now. Their rapid growth and the cat’s death made Josepha feel she was aging. Her child had been a toddler so recently. Now Teno was a student, learning to read and calculate or going off with Kelii and a few parents to the lake for a day or two to learn about the outdoors.


Teno was more of a companion to her as well. The child would ask questions about the desk computer, a sandwich, the lilac tree outside, about Ramli and Chane, about what parents were, and after Josepha had explained about Krol, questions about death. The child never smiled, never frowned. Josepha would see only expressions of thoughtfulness, concentration, curiosity, puzzlement.


Ramli and Teno began to cover the cat with dirt and leaves. They had kept the animal for three years; Chane felt that having pets was good for children. They had named the orange and white cat Pericles. Josepha loved animals but had never kept a dog or cat before, knowing that eventually the creature would die. It had been easier, when she lived alone, to watch the robins return to the trees, or the geese fly back to her pond after their migration. She could imagine that the same birds were returning.


The children had got along with Pericles in their solemn way. They had learned that tweaking his tail caused him pain and that he would repay any affront to his feline dignity with a baleful stare and the swipe of a paw. They had cleaned out his box, scratched him behind the ears so he would purr, and protected him from the forays of Kaveri Dananda’s cocker spaniel, Kali, although Josepha had always felt that Kali, despite the ferocity of her name, was frightened of the cat.


But they had also learned that Pericles would kill. Josepha had not always been able to hide the dead birds from the children. It had been hard for her to explain the cruelties of nature and the instincts of animals that even humankind still retained. The children had listened and absorbed the information, but she did not know if they were reconciled to it.


Now Pericles was dead. He had disappeared for a few days, to be discovered by Chane near the woods outside the village that morning. The small furry body he had carried home had been unmarked. Josepha, seeing it, had wanted to cry. The children did not cry. Heartlessly, it seemed, they had the computer link sensor scan the body to determine the cause of death, which had been, oddly enough, kidney failure. Then Ramli had kindly suggested that they bury the creature in the woods he had loved.


The children had finished. Josepha went to them and they stood by the grave silently for a few minutes, then began to walk slowly back toward the village.


“Do cats always die?” Teno asked.


“All animals do sooner or later.”


“From accidents?”


“Sometimes. Other times it’s disease, or getting old.”


“Some people die from accidents, too,” Teno said emphatically.


“They don’t have to,” she replied quickly. “If the medical robots and rescue teams get to them in time they don’t, and usually they reach them in time because of the Bond; that’s why we all wear them.”


“Some people want to die,” Ramli said loftily. Josepha was too startled to reply. “I saw about it. They kill themselves or sometimes they kill somebody else or ask somebody to do it and they fix their Bonds so they don’t find them in time.”


“I know that,” Teno replied. “I saw a dead guy on the holo. He shot himself and there was blood all over; he put a bullet right in his head and they couldn’t bring him back.”


Josepha felt sick. She wanted to tell them not to use words like kill, but that would only turn it into a potent obscenity for them. She wished Chane were here instead of home getting dinner ready. “Where did you see such a thing?” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “You couldn’t have seen it at home or at school.”


“Over at Nenum’s,” Teno said.


“Don’t lie to me,” she answered harshly, stopping along the narrow path and turning to confront them. “Warner and Vladislav wouldn’t allow it. They lock their holo.”


“Nenum knows how to override.”


She could read no expression in Teno’s gray eyes or Ramli’s black ones. She wanted to get angry, be firm, forbid them to look at such things again, but knew it would do no good. It would only make them more curious.


“Why do they want to die?” Ramli asked.


Josepha shook her head. “It’s hard to explain. Sometimes they’re unhappy or just tired of everything or … people like us used to die, you know that. Many of us still don’t know how to handle long lives.”


“That’s dumb,” Ramli said tonelessly. “I want to find out everything and it’ll take forever. I don’t want to die.”


She smiled at them. “Of course you don’t.” She motioned to them and they resumed walking.


“Is Pericles a ghost?” Teno inquired.


“Where did you hear about ghosts?”


“Kelii told us stories about them. They’re dead people except they’re ghosts, and you can’t see them except sometimes.”


She recalled the voice that had spoken to her years ago and was silent. “Are there ghosts, Josepha?” her child said.


“What do you think?”


“I don’t think there are any.”


“Kelii says it’s made-up stuff,” Ramli said. “He says people made it up because they didn’t know anything. I said if I didn’t know I’d find out. I wouldn’t make it up.”


“Did you ever see a ghost, Josepha?” Teno asked.


“How can she see one if there aren’t any?” Ramli muttered.


“She can think she did.”


“No,” she responded, feeling that she was being honest only technically. She could not explain her own experience and conviction until they were older, though she doubted they would understand her even then.


She thought of all the deaths she had seen and suddenly felt very old, too old to be raising children. The responsibility weighed heavily on her. The decisions were too difficult, the mistakes too frequent. She remembered her own father and mother and the problems they had encountered with her and her brother Charles. Her parents had died in an auto accident a few years after she had married Gene Kolodny. But she had been estranged from them long before, deeply resenting them for reasons never fully understood, knowing she had failed them in some undefined manner but afraid to find out how. After their deaths, filled with guilt and regrets about things left unsaid and undone, she had been forced to put them out of her mind.


They reached the edge of the forest and looked out at the village. The paths were filled with strollers; others sat on front porches sipping cool drinks. Josepha looked down at Teno and realized that now she could think about her mother and father without the old feelings. It was as if she had a bond with them through the child, as if she were no longer cut off from them even by death.


“It’s fair,” Teno said suddenly, interrupting her reverie.


“What’s fair?”


“Pericles’ dying. He killed things and now he’s dead.”


More visitors now came to the village. They had been arriving ever since the children’s birth.


There had once been talk of raising the young ones with other, “normal” children, but nothing had come of it. The visiting children, however curious they might be at first, soon learned that the children here were uninterested in their games, pranks, emotional displays, and rivalries. The visits ended with each group of children keeping to itself.


A few biologists and psychologists came, but most of the visitors were simply curious. Now that the children were older and the differences between them and the rest of humankind were more obvious, more outsiders arrived. They peered into the recreation hall at Kelii and the children. They went down to the lake where the young ones were being taught to swim. The children bore up well under this inquisitiveness, being even more courteous and well behaved while under observation. Josepha sensed, however, that the visitors might have preferred seeing the children scream or yell or laugh or cry or gang up on someone.


She saw Chane standing with Edwin Joreme and a group of visitors, ten tall Tartars who had congregated in front of Merripen’s small cottage. They had just arrived; Chane had accompanied them to the village.


He had been visiting old friends. She had urged him to get away for a few weeks, remembering how refreshed she had felt after a solitary sojourn at her old home. But he looked weary to her. She waved at him and bowed to the Tartars, who bowed back.


Chane seemed surprised to see her. He made his farewells to the visitors and came toward her, greeting her with a light kiss on her forehead. “I didn’t expect you to meet me,” he said.


“We missed you.” She took his arm and they walked through the park toward their house. The dark gray sky seemed to hang over them and the brown grass, scattered with red and yellow leaves, was desolate. Chane shivered slightly in his long gray coat. Edwin had taken charge of the visitors, leading them over toward the recreation hall. Josepha recalled the day he had struck Linsay; since then, he had become one of the gentlest and most patient parents here. She could only wonder at what it cost him. His hazel eyes were often doubt-filled and distant.


“Were there many visitors here while I was away?” Chane asked.


“Indeed there were. Didn’t I mention it to you when you called? Maybe I didn’t.”


“I don’t think you did.”


“Well, don’t worry about them, Chane. Everyone pretty much ignores them now.”


“I have good reason for worrying. I’m even more concerned after being outside. Before, when I called my friends, I was sure they were exaggerating the suspicion and hostility of others toward this community. Now I know they weren’t.”


She felt a slight prickle of fear. “What are they upset about? What can possibly happen here?”


“They’re afraid of the children, of what they might become.”


“But that’s so silly. What could they do? If anything, the kids should be afraid of us. That is, if they could feel fear. I don’t know if they can.”


“Granted, it’s foolish,” Chane replied. “But you’ve seen the visitors here. They all act a bit apprehensive. The group I came back here with did. I don’t understand Russian or Tartar, but I saw that much. And that’s nothing compared to what I’ve seen elsewhere. Those who come here at least give us the benefit of a doubt.” He sighed. “People don’t want things to change,” he murmured, as if speaking to himself.


She was silent. They approached the house and stopped at the gate. “Are Teno and Ramli home?” Chane asked apprehensively.


“They’re over at the hall.”


They entered the house, hanging their coats in the hallway. Chane went to the living room and sat on the sofa; he sprawled, head forward, feet out. “I heard one rather interesting proposal,” he said as she came into the room and sat next to him. “Some believe that the children should be taken away from here.”


“Taken away!” She clasped his hand tightly.


“There was talk of exile, putting them on a colony out by Saturn or some such place.”


Josepha was stunned. Recently various groups had started to send murderers and other very disturbed people out to small space colonies under robotic guards. Eventually, it was hoped, they would be aided by new biological or psychological techniques. In reality, they were usually forgotten. Josepha doubted that anything much would ever be done for them. It was small wonder so many murderers attempted suicide rather than risking such an exile.


“But the children aren’t criminals,” she said. “They’ve done nothing. Sending them away would only guarantee their bitterness. How are they going to feel about people who would do that to them? They might, in their reasonable way, decide that they have to defend themselves.”


“I said that. If they’re exiled now, though, so the idea goes, there’s not much they can do; they’re only children. And once they’re gone, there’s nothing they can do anyway if they’re guarded. I argued with a lot of people, Josepha. I didn’t get far.” He withdrew his hand and looked away.
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