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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.


      




INTRODUCTION


from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Joe Haldeman (1943 –) is a US writer who took a BSc in physics and astronomy before serving as a combat engineer in Vietnam (1968–1969), where he was severely wounded, earning a Purple Heart; later, in 1975, he took an MFA. This range of degrees was an early demonstration of the range of interests that have shaped the Hard SF with which he has sometimes been identified; his experiences in Vietnam have in fact marked everything he has written, including his first book, War Year (1972), a non-SF novel set there, and the concurrently drafted (though much delayed) 1968 (1994).


Haldeman began publishing SF with ‘Out of Phase’ for Galaxy in September 1969, and came to sudden prominence with the critical and popular success of his first SF novel, The Forever War (1974), opening the Forever series whose description of the life of soldiers in a Future War counterpoints and in some ways rebuts Robert A. Heinlein’s vision in Starship Troopers (1959), clearly treating that difficult novel as a problematic precursor text throughout. In The Forever War interstellar travel is effected by ‘collapsar jumps’, which are subjectively instantaneous but which in fact take many years to accomplish, so that they work as a kind of one-way Time Travel; propelled by this cruel device to temporally distant battle theatres on planet after planet, soldiers are doomed to total alienation from the civilization for which they are fighting, and if they make too large a jump face the risk of coming into battle with antiquated weapons. Their deracination is savage, their camaraderie cynically manipulated. As a portrait of the experience of Vietnam the book is remarkable; as Military SF it is seminal. It won a Ditmar Award, a Nebula and a Hugo. ‘You Can Never Go Back’ (November 1975, Amazing), published as a kind of coda, is Haldeman’s original version of one segment of the novel that had been regarded as too downbeat by Analog; this was reinstated in the 1991 edition.


Two further novels – Forever Peace (1997) and Forever Free (1999) – are linked to The Forever War, though the first of these does not share any other elements than its title. Forever Peace, which won a John W. Campbell Memorial Award, a Nebula and a Hugo, introduces, into what has since become a familiar twenty-first century world raddled by local conflicts, two transformative Technologies: cyberlinking of humans into collaborative networks so they can better operate semi-animate tank-like Mecha; and a huge advance in Nanotechnology – ‘nanoforges’ capable of transforming almost anything into usable goods. As cyberlinks make humans too empathic to kill one another, and as nanoforges quickly eliminate scarcity, peace becomes inevitable, and reigns. Forever Free, on the other hand, is a direct sequel to The Forever War, dealing with the now objectively ancient (but subjectively middle-aged) soldiers who return to Earth to find their species turned into Hive Minds; until they rebel, they are retained as warrants of the past, insuring against errors in Evolution.


Mindbridge (1976), a novel whose narrative techniques are suggested by its dedication to John Dos Passos (1896–1970) and John Brunner, is composed in alternating sequences of straight narration, reportage, excerpts from books (some written long after the events depicted), graphs and other devices. The underlying story itself is a relatively straightforward space epic, with Matter Transmission, Telepathy-inducing ‘toys’ – actually small aquatic animals – abandoned by an extinct race of godlike Aliens, with a chance of Uplift in the offing. All My Sins Remembered (1977) returns to the existential chaos of Earth, and introduces an enduring model of the Haldeman protagonist: a competent hero whose identity is threatened from without, by the Memory-Edit manipulations of worldly powers, and from within, by the need to make sense of an existence without ultimate meaning. In Haldeman’s novels, making sense of things is itself an act of heroism. As his most typical books revolve around this task – and are resolved in its often ambiguous accomplishment – it is not surprising that when he has written sequels they tend to be loosely knit, and work most effectively as comprising linked approaches to thematic issues.


Forever Free aside, there are series to note, the first being the Worlds sequence comprising Worlds: A Novel of the Near Future (1981), Worlds Apart (1983) and Worlds Enough and Time: The Conclusion of the Worlds Trilogy (1992). These books differ from his typical work in featuring a female protagonist, and are distinguished by the broad compass of their portrayal of a Near-Future Earth under the threat of nuclear Holocaust, which is soon realized. In the surviving Space Habitats – each a small world representative of a different kind of civilization – some sense must be made of the human enterprise: the relict planet itself must be preserved and, in the third volume, humanity must attempt to reach the stars. The later Carmen Dula sequence comprising Marsbound (2008), Starbound (2010) and Earthbound (2011), whose protagonist is also female, similarly confronts a Near-Future Earth with what may be a terminal challenge: the human exploration of Mars has triggered an alarm, and the Alien civilization monitoring Homo sapiens is only momentarily assuaged by human governments’ seemingly mature response to their presence. Indeed, after being gifted by the monitors with free energy, Earth becomes bellicose, defies the alien demand that we do not yet attempt to exploit space; and is duly quarantined, deprived of modern energy sources, and left to stew. The protagonists escape to Mars.


Haldeman’s singletons of the 1980s are only intermittently successful. Tool of the Trade (1987), a Technothriller, repeats in a damagingly affectless manner the themes of earlier books; and Buying Time (1989) weakens a central tale about the purchasing of Immortality by a displeasing failure to address the kind of society in which this might be acceptable, or the kind of human who might pursue the goal. Later novels range through the SF repertoire. The Hemingway Hoax (1990), the magazine version of which won a Nebula as Best Novella, movingly entangles its typical Haldeman protagonist in a complex set of dilemmas (and Alternate Histories) which test to the utmost his capacity to retain moral choice, to remain even approximately whole. The Coming (2000) is a character-based meditation on First Contact; Camouflage (2004), which won the James Tiptree Jr Award and a Nebula, follows the Gender-shifting experiences-as-human of an Alien long stranded on Earth; in Old Twentieth (2005), Immortal time travellers from the future visit the twentieth century to taste its blood and savagery.


Throughout his career there has been a sense – not usual in American SF – that Haldeman thinks of his novels as necessary acts in a lifelong enterprise, a moral theatre whose meaning will be defined only when he finishes. It is perhaps for this reason that he is not good at repeating himself, that those books in which he attempts to do so can be less sparkling than his initial take on their central concerns, and that after two decades his readers continue to await each new title – each new act in the drama of his changing understanding of the world – with very substantial interest. In 2010 he received the SFWA Grand Master Award, and he was inducted into the Science Fiction Hall of Fame in 2012.


The release of the three novels here gathered together, Marsbound, Star-bound and Earthbound, puts at last into one volume the single sustained long story that Haldeman has spent much of the past half-decade writing, a tale which seems all the more powerful now that it can be read straight through. The plot twists, the tense cliff-hanger endings, the arousing ups and downs of the storytelling art, now seem directed to a single purpose: which is to take a cold clear look at Homo sapiens, to draw an action portrait of the species in a time of great crisis. (That crisis, Haldeman makes no bones about allowing us to see, is upon us now.) In the first volume, an ancient race is found on Mars, whose job it is to monitor us. They find our wares to be unsavoury, and tell us to go home. In the second volume, refusing to do so, a band of humans makes an interstellar journey to discover that the prohibition was just. In the third volume, the patience of our monitors has cracked, and planet Earth is quarantined, without access to any power sources. Through an elaborate SF series of revelations, Haldeman brings us to earth right here, in the very Near Future. Politicians continue to do what they have always done: to deny the truth. Patriots stare angrily at the closed sky. Eventually, Haldeman gives the reader some hope, in line with the ultimately hopeful tenor of his work for nearly half a century. It is a tribute to the power of this trilogy that not only do we learn a few lessons in species humility, but that we enjoy the trip.


For a more detailed version of the above, see Joe Haldeman’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/haldeman_joe


Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.




1


I’d been off Earth for so long I didn’t recognize the sound of gunfire.


We were walking up a gravel road from the beach at Armstrong Space Force Base, where we’d just watched, I don’t know, the end of the world? People were checking phones, watches – nothing electronic was working. Even my wrist tattoo was stuck at 10:23. That’s when the rocket we were watching lift off sputtered out and fell into the Pacific.


It didn’t explode or anything. It just stopped. Like everything else.


Guns did seem to work, hence the merry popcorn-popping sound. ‘Get down, Carmen,’ Namir said conversationally. ‘We don’t know who they’re shooting at.’ Everybody was kneeling or lying on the road, below the level of the sand dunes on both sides. I joined them.


An older man in a white suit, clutching a sun hat to his head, fancy camera on a strap bumping against his chest, came running down the gravel, looking anxiously back at the gunfire.


‘Card?’ I wouldn’t have recognized my brother if he hadn’t called a couple of days earlier. He almost slipped on the gravel, but came to rest crouching next to me.


‘Sister, love …’ he was still looking back at the gunfire – ‘what the fuck is going on? Weren’t you supposed to be taking care of all this alien crap?’


‘Didn’t quite work out,’ I said. ‘It’s a long story. If we’re alive tomorrow, I’ll give you chapter and verse.’


There were a couple of especially loud bangs, I guessed from bombs or grenades. ‘Where did Namir go?’


‘Back there,’ his wife Elza said, jerking her thumb toward her other husband Dustin, who pointed toward Snowbird, who pointed all four arms to the right.


I should note that we were a mixed group, not to say a menagerie: three humans from Earth, three from Mars, and one actual Martian. And now my brother, who was something in between.


Card waved at the Martian Snowbird and tried to croak ‘Hello.’ He’d stayed on Mars for the required five years, and then escaped back to Earth. Never could speak Martian well, as if anyone could.


‘Hello, Card. I remember you much younger.’


‘Fucking relativity,’ he said. To me: ‘You used to be my older sister.’


‘I guess we’ll sort it out somehow.’ I was born 84 years ago, but figured I’d only lived 37 of them. My bratty little brother was twice my age now, in a real sense. From acne to pattern baldness in one stroke.


Namir came clattering back with two automatic weapons under one arm and a holstered pistol in the other hand. He gave the pistol to Elza and a machinegun to Dustin.


That’s good. All the spies had guns.


Elza did something complicated with the pistol, inspecting it. ‘Tell me you found a gun shop behind some dune.’


‘Didn’t kill anybody.’


‘But somebody’s going to be looking for them,’ Dustin said.


‘Not for awhile.’ He looked at Card. ‘You must be Carmen’s brother.’


Card nodded. ‘You must be one of the spies.’


‘Namir. We have to find someplace less exposed.’


‘The last place we drove by, did it look like a motor pool?’ Elza said.


‘I remember, yes. Sandbag wall around it.’


‘So maybe there’s no one there now. Since no vehicles seem to be working.’


‘We can’t just walk up with guns,’ I said.


‘Right. So you go first.’


‘Once the shooting stops.’ Actually, I hadn’t heard any for a minute or so. ‘What direction was it coming from?’ I asked Card.


‘I guess the press and VIP area. They had bleachers set up. They were gonna leave me there, even though I had a pass. I paid a guy to take me to the last check-point, a half-mile from here.’


‘Glad you found us,’ I said, and stood up cautiously. The motor pool was about a block away. One low building and dozens of blue NASA trucks and carts. No people obvious. ‘Paul, let’s go.’


He got up and Meryl followed him, and then my brother. ‘I can talk to the natives,’ he said. ‘Lived in California thirty-five years.’


‘Leave the armed guard with Snowbird,’ Paul said. ‘Martians might not be too popular right now.’


‘Don’t risk anybody’s life for me,’ the Martian said. ‘I won’t live long in any case.’


‘You don’t know that,’ I said lamely.


‘I can’t live on human food, and only have a few days’ worth of mine here. The only renewable source is in the Martian colony in Siberia. I can’t walk there – or I could, if I had time, and it might be pleasantly cold. But it would take a long time. I can’t live off the land.’


‘The power could come back any time,’ Namir said. ‘We still know nothing about how the Others’ minds work.’


‘No need to comfort me, friend. I lived long enough to swim in the sea.’


Namir stared at her for a moment, nodding, and then looked toward me. ‘Okay, Carmen, go up to the motor pool and nose around. If the coast is clear, give us a signal.’ He considered that and shook his head, smiling. ‘I mean, you stay here with the gun and I’ll—’


‘Don’t be such a man,’ Elza said. ‘Carmen, do you know how to shoot?’


‘Never learned, no.’


‘So you guys go up unarmed and knock on the door. None of that shooting’s anywhere near us.’


‘Okay.’ Three unarmed space travelers versus God knows how many auto mechanics with wrenches and battery testers.


‘Don’t try anything aggressive,’ Namir said. ‘Just give us the signal and we’ll come up behind the sandbags.’


‘Or I could scream my lungs out,’ I said. ‘Just kidding.’


We walked up the incline and then down the paved road. The last of the morning cool had baked off, and the motor pool shimmered in the heat.


‘What is it about the power?’ Card asked. ‘I saw the rocket sputter out and crash. But what does that have to do with cars?’


He might be the only person in America who didn’t know. Walking down this road, toward us, he couldn’t have been watching the cube when it happened.


‘The Others pulled the plug,’ Paul said. ‘When they disintegrated the Moon and filled nearby space with gravel, that was supposed to turn Earth into a “no space flight” zone.’ Only last week.


‘That seemed pretty obvious. But the rocket jocks had to try anyhow.’ With heavy shielding and lasers to blast their way through the gravel.


‘So they turned off all the free power?’ Card said. ‘That’s serious. How long has it been since there were any actual power-generating plants?’


‘It’s even more serious than that,’ I said. ‘Your watch and your cell won’t work. It affects batteries; anything electrical.’


‘Not everything,’ Meryl said. ‘Our brains are electromagnetic, electrochemical.’


‘Smokeless powder works in guns,’ Paul said, ‘So I guess chemical energy is okay if it’s not making electricity.’


‘They didn’t explain anything,’ I said. ‘Just that the free energy we’ve been using came at the expense of some donor world. As punishment for defying them, we’re the donors now.’


‘For how long?’


‘Forever would be a good guess,’ Paul said. ‘We’ve got a lot of adjusting to do.’


Carl stopped walking and slapped his palm to his forehead. ‘Jesus. How many people died in the first few seconds?’


‘Anyone with artificial organs,’ Meryl said, ‘or on life support. Hell, just pacemakers. Tens of millions. Maybe hundreds?’


‘People flying,’ Paul said, ‘Unless the planes had pilots, and the pilots were able to glide in and land. Not many can do that, without computers. Even if they were near a runway.’


Card nodded. ‘A lot of people in cars. The L.A. freeways would be a moving junk pile. Everybody on autopilot, going a hundred fifty.’


‘Don’t cars have failsafes?’ I said.


‘Yeah, but they’re like the opposite of an electromagnet, engine braking. I don’t see how they could work without current flowing.’ My kid brother was suddenly an engineer with a lifetime of experience.


We got to the door of the motor pool building. Paul knocked twice and pushed it open. ‘Hello? Anybody here?’


‘We’re over here,’ a voice reverberated in the gloom. ‘Who are you?’


‘Space Force pilot,’ he sort of lied. ‘We were down on the beach, watching the launch.’


‘So were we.’ Sound of footsteps coming our way. A man and a woman in blue NASA coveralls came out of the murk. ‘When we couldn’t raise anyone, we came back here. What was that gunfire?’


‘We don’t know,’ Paul said. ‘Came from the reviewing stand, sounds like.’


‘Press Relations getting rid of witnesses,’ the man said.


‘Be serious, Wilbur. I’m Katie, this is Wilbur …’ She pointed at Paul. ‘You’re the famous guy. And you’re the Mars Girl.’


‘When I was a girl.’ I introduced Meryl.


‘You went off to the aliens, the Others.’ She shook her head. ‘My grandmother was a girl then, she watched the take-off. Brightest star in the sky. But you’re not, she’s eighty-some … I guess that relativity does work.’


I had to smile. ‘Seems to work for me.’


The man cleared his throat. ‘The Others are behind this? The rocket failing and the power going off?’


‘As punishment,’ Paul said, and explained what we’d seen. Not everybody had been glued to the cube during the launch. How long would it take for the word to get around? Word of mouth and written message, carried by hand.


Two more bursts of automatic weapon fire. Wilbur went to the door and peered out in that direction. ‘Hope that’s our guys.’


‘Has to be, doesn’t it?’ Katie said. ‘But who are they shooting at?’


‘Probably just shooting in the air, crowd control. But I wish we had a weapon here, just in case.’


‘We have a couple,’ I said, and he looked at me sharply. ‘We didn’t want to look dangerous, walking up here. They’re back on the road to the beach, with the rest of us.’


‘Better bring ’em up.’


I started to reach for my cell; how long would that reflex survive? Went to the door and waved both arms.


The four of them came out. ‘Holy shit!’ he said. ‘Is that a Martian?’


No, it’s two ostriches sharing a potato costume. Elza and Dustin trotted toward us; Namir came slowly, covering Snowbird. She was wearing a dirty white smock the size of a tablecloth, dragging along on four legs made for Martian gravity. She liked humans and Earth as abstractions, but I think the reality was getting a little hard on her.


‘We heard there was a Martian on the base,’ Katie said.


‘They’re not dangerous,’ Wilbur said.


‘Heavens, no.’ Snowbird might hurt you if she fell on you.


‘The three people look dangerous,’ she said, ‘though it might be the guns.’


‘Soldiers,’ I said, simplifying. ‘They were with us on the starship.’ I introduced Elza and Dustin as they sidled in, and then Snowbird and Namir.


‘Keep a look-out, Dustin,’ Namir said. ‘Thank you for sheltering us. We shouldn’t be here long.’ He gestured toward a long lunch table. ‘Let’s sit.’


Namir sat at the head of the table and began disassembling and inspecting his weapon. ‘If this were a military operation—’


‘Which it’s not,’ Paul said quietly.


‘We won’t forget that. But if it were, there’s a standard hierarchy of concern: first ammunition, then water, then food. Communication is in there, irrelevant now, and mobility, which seems to be shoe leather. First ammunition. You don’t have any here?’


‘No guns,’ Wilbur said. ‘Couple signal flare pistols in the locker with the life rafts.’


‘Water, we have plenty of,’ Katie said, ‘our own water tank. Not much in the way of food. A snack machine, some left-over bagels.’


‘Food is going to be the long-term concern, with supply lines broken down. Dustin, tell them about the farm. Fruit Farm?’ Namir slapped his gun back together and traded places with Dustin.


‘Yeah, the family farm, the commune where I grew up. It’s only about a couple hundred miles to the north.’


‘I thought they disowned you,’ I said.


‘Well, they did. But that was like seventy years ago. The conservative bunch who ran things will all have died out by now.’


‘Long walk,’ Paul said.


‘Moving at night,’ Namir said. ‘Still, less than ten days.’


‘How far would you have to walk before you get out of the desert?’ I asked.


‘Twelve miles,’ Wilbur said. ‘Eleven point six, going straight west on the access road just north of here. Where is this farm?’


‘Near Viva Lento,’ Dustin said, ‘Up by the Oregon border.’


‘Head north on 17,’ Katie said.


‘Good as any. No traffic.’


‘What are you two going to do?’ I asked. ‘Strength in numbers, if you want to come with us.’


‘No, I’d better head home,’ she said.


Wilbur nodded. ‘No disrespect, Ms. Snowbird, but I don’t think I want to be traveling with a Martian.’


‘I wouldn’t either,’ Snowbird said. You could never tell when they were being ironic, or just logical.


‘All of us ought to ransack this place for provisions,’ Namir said. ‘Could you show me those snack machines?’


We followed Wilbur through the gloom to the snack bar alcove. There were two machines full of snacks, behind glass, which turned out to be unbreakable plastic. We toppled them over with a crash and Wilbur found a crowbar that allowed us to break the locks and pry the backs open. Satisfying in an obscure way.


(The machines weren’t operated by money, but by ration card. So Wilbur or Katie could sit there and get a candy bar every four hours. We didn’t have cards, not having yet joined the 22nd century.)


While the men ransacked the machines, I went with Katie on a fruitless search for something like knapsacks to carry the booty in. In the mail room I found a metal cart, a frame that held an empty mail bag and rolled on four sturdy casters. We took it to the water rescue lockers, where I liberated two flare pistols with two belts of four flare rockets each.


Back at the snack bar alcove, we let Katie and Wilbur stuff their pockets and two bags, then arranged the rest into piles according to shelf life, so we could put the relatively perishable things on top. Fruit and sandwiches that had been refrigerated. A drink machine yielded ten liter bottles of water and a couple dozen less useful soft drinks and near beer.


My rolling cart would hold about a quarter of the bounty. Nobody turned up anything like knapsacks, but a storage room had a drawer full of random sizes of cloth bags. Together we could carry all of the water and most of the food. We could leave behind most of the soft drinks and near beer.


Snowbird insisted on carrying two light bags of snacks, though she couldn’t eat any of it. She refused water. ‘I can live a week or more without it. I come from a dry planet.’ And she wasn’t going to last a week unless they turned the power back on.


Katie and Wilbur wished us luck and headed home, facing hours of walking. Neither had family to worry about, but Katie had cats and fish to feed.


‘Might as well feed the fish to the cats,’ Meryl said after they left. ‘Or fry them up.’


Namir was watching them go. ‘Seem to be nice people. But you never know. They might be back, with others.’


‘Maybe we should start moving,’ Dustin said.


‘We don’t want to travel in daylight. Especially not loaded down with food and water. There will be plenty of people out there with neither, but with guns.’


‘So let’s get some rest while we can,’ Elza said. ‘Those of us with weapons stand guard, what, two hours at a time?’ We made sure all the doors were locked. The windows were silvered for insulation, so nobody could see us if it was dark inside.


I found a cot in a back room but couldn’t sleep, my mind spinning. What if we made the two-week-long trek without incident, and Dustin’s family welcomed us into the fold? What about the other seven billion people in the equation?


There wouldn’t be seven billion after two weeks. Maybe not half that. I could hardly imagine what the crowded cities would be like. Even if the governments tried to provide food, water, and shelter for everyone, how could they do it without communication and transportation?


When I was in school we were told that the world had only three or four months worth of food in reserve. I suppose that in America most of that was in grain silos, thousands of miles from the population centers on the coasts.


In an abstract sense, I supposed the very poor had the best chance of survival, used to living close to the bottom of the food chain. As if the rich would politely stay away, when the shelves were bare.


I wondered whether Dustin’s family had guns. If they were pacifist vegetarians we might only find their bones.


I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I knew, Meryl was shaking my shoulder, whispering ‘We’ve got company.’


Namir and Elza and Dustin had their guns at the ready. Through the window you could see a ragtag crowd, maybe twenty, and someone was pounding on the door with something heavy and metallic.


None of the people in the crowd had guns visible, but we couldn’t see the ones who were pounding on the door.


No police or military uniforms. Most of them wore white nametags.


‘I think they’re newsies,’ Card whispered. ‘And VIPs, from those bleachers where they put me first.’


After a minute most of them moved on, by ones and twos. The one guy kept pounding on the door, rattling the lock. Then he left, too, carrying a metal pipe.


Paul returned from watching out the back windows. ‘Couple of guys tried to start vehicles. They’re gone now.’


‘How could they start them without keys?’


‘Like metal keys?’ Wilbur said. ‘They just have a code you punch into the dash. Those are all N-A-S-A, almost everybody knows.’


‘What’s the firearms law like now, Card?’ Namir asked. ‘Do people have guns at home?’


‘California, you can have guns but you can’t carry one without a permit, and permits aren’t easy to get. That’s academic now, I guess.’


‘Maybe. We’ll see how it shakes down. I wonder whether cops will report for duty, and try to enforce the law.’


‘Where we’re headed,’ Dustin said, ‘I don’t think there’ll be much law. Maybe in small towns and some big cities, where cops can work on foot.’


‘Some people have really big gun collections,’ Card said. ‘Dozens of working weapons. Most of them are electric pellet guns, though. Gunpowder and smokeless weapons are expensive, and ammunition is taxed like a hundred bucks a round. Plenty of military and police ammo around now, I guess.’


Namir looked at his clip. ‘I’ve got a double magazine, forty rounds, and Dustin, you’ve got a single one?’ He nodded.


Elza held up the pistol. ‘Nine here.’


‘So we’re not getting into any gunfights. We have to assume that any group we encounter with weapons will have more ammunition.’


‘It’s not a war,’ I said. ‘We shouldn’t even be thinking in those terms. It’s more like a natural disaster.’


‘Unnatural,’ Dustin said. ‘I wouldn’t wait around for the Red Cross to show up.’


‘I have a radical thought,’ Meryl said. ‘Instead of heading for the hills with guns, why don’t we try to find something like the Red Cross, and volunteer. Try to do something constructive.’


‘It’s a good thought,’ Paul said. ‘But where would you go; what would you do?’


‘It would have to be a city of some size,’ I said. ‘Where they might already have charitable organizations in place, with a substantial number of volunteers. With resources for emergency work.’


‘Like a computer network and ambulances. Helicopters.’ Namir shook his head. ‘More useful, they might have first aid kits. I wouldn’t like to be the guy in charge of guarding them, though.’


‘You think too much like a soldier.’ Meryl sat down at the table across from him. ‘That may save our lives some day. But it’s not everything. If there’s going to be an alternative to chaos, to anarchy, we have to pursue it right away.’


‘You do that. I’ll keep you covered, from behind something solid.’


‘May I say something.’ Snowbird had all four arms folded, a posture communicating thoughtfulness. ‘I do not have a dog in this fight, as I once heard a person say. My destiny will not be affected by your decision.


‘Namir, your supply of ammunition is small. You have four seconds’ worth, and Dustin has two. When it’s gone, your weapons are dead weight.’


‘You can shoot single-shot. And we can find ammunition.’


‘But there will be people guarding it, who will kill to keep you from it. And how much can you carry? They won’t be making any more of it.’


‘There’s probably a lot of it around. But I concede your point.’


‘If you plan to survive more than weeks or months, violence is the wrong direction. When you run out of ammunition, what will you do?’


Elza did not surprise me: ‘My husband unarmed is more dangerous than any two men with guns.’


‘A nice sentiment,’ he said, ‘but I want to choose the two men.


‘But Snowbird is right, in the long run. Card, walking north, what would be the nearest city?’


‘Depends on what you would call a city. Custer City, technically. But don’t try to get a good meal there.’


‘How far?’


‘Twenty-five miles, I guess.’


‘That’s about as far as we’re going to get on this amount of water.’


Card smiled. ‘Have you tried a tap?’


‘What?’


‘This isn’t a spaceship. You turn on a faucet anywhere and water comes out.’


That caught me, too. Live on recycled pee for years and you start to feel real personal about water.


A shed outside had armloads of empty plastic gallon jugs. We didn’t take the ones that smelled of solvent, and rinsed the others well – just by turning a tap and letting gravity do the work. How long that would last, of course, we had no way of telling. You could see the water tank a couple of blocks away. One stray bullet could empty it. Or an aimed one.


The sun would be up for a few more hours. Paul and Namir took binoculars up on the roof and didn’t see any gatherings of people; just a few individuals and pairs. Paul came down with a suggestion.


‘We ought to go find out whether our celebrity is worth anything. Go back to that headquarters building and find out what’s happening, anyhow.’ A reasonable suggestion that made my knees weak.


‘I’ll come along as a guard,’ Namir saaid.


‘No; no guns. We’ll probably be safer without.’ He looked at me.


‘I guess so.’ Though I’d like to have a magic wand that would make other people’s guns disappear.


Elza held out her pistol, handle first. ‘Paul, at least take this. You must have had some training in the Space Force.’


He took it and stared at it. ‘One afternoon, back in ’62. This is the safety?’ She nodded and he put the pistol in his waistband, out of sight under his shirt. ‘Thanks. Pray we don’t need it.’


I put two bottles of water and some snacks in a bag, and slung it over my shoulder. I’d lost my sun hat down on the beach, so pulled a faded NASA cap off a peg. Paul straightened it. ‘Now we’re official.’


‘If you’re not back in two hours, we’ll come after you,’ Namir said. I checked my wrist tat and it was still 10:23, for the rest of my life.


‘Make it three,’ Paul said, without suggesting how either of them could tell time. ‘Take us half an hour just to walk there.’


‘Careful by the bleachers,’ Card said, unnecessarily. Paul nodded and went out the door.


It was a relief to be alone with him, the first time since we’d left the billet at dawn. He took my hand and squeezed it. ‘You and me.’


‘Me and you,’ I said automatically. A song refrain from when I was eighteen. Paul an ancient man of twenty-nine.


We walked in silence for a minute. ‘It’s a lot to take in.’


‘I’m still trying to sort it out.’


‘Guess we’re all still in shock.’ He laughed. ‘Except Snowbird. The only one who knows for sure she’s going to die.’


‘Poor thing.’


‘Poor us. Poor whole fucking human race. How many will be alive a year from now? A month from now?’


‘In a month, they’ll still be eating groceries,’ I said.


He nodded. ‘In a year, each other.’


‘Save you for last.’ I pinched his butt. ‘You always were a tough old bastard.’


We both laughed. Keeping that one monster at bay.


There was a lot of trash on the road, with no wind to blow it around. Press releases and promotion packets, as well as cups and food trash. And this wasn’t the main avenue out; people who lived in California would be going the other way. Assuming they were headed home.
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