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TO LAMONT COLUCCI

THE MAN WHO LOOKS FOR ALTERNATE FUTURES

AND WORKS TO BRING THE BETTER ONES TO PASS






1

DÉJÀ VU ISN’T just a feeling, some false sense of recognition that your brain randomly obtrudes into your consciousness so you think you’ve already been here, seen this at some forgotten time in the past.

Sometimes, something happens that really has happened before. Not necessarily down to the last detail. But as Laz lay on his comfortable-but-thin mattress, with low walls on both sides, he recognized that he was in a rapid-growth cloning bed. His genes had once again been used to create an embryo that was speed-grown into a fetus and then into a baby and then into a perfect specimen of seventeen-year-old manhood.

It could have been worse. This time they could have brought him around as a nine-year-old. Or a ninety-year-old.

He remembered when he and Ivy were taken to be scanned so that this exact thing could happen if their side-stepping talents were ever needed again.

What happened this time? What calamity were they needed to solve? Had it turned out that the stray planet Shiva was coming toward the solar system yet again? Did the human race have to find a new Safe Place to which they could migrate and begin again? Or rather, begin again, again, again, since it had already been done twice, first by the original Lazarus Hayerian and his young sidekick, Ivy, and the second time by clone Laz and clone Ivy, so if he and a new Ivy had to save the world, it would be the third time a version of them had done so.

Laz, he thought. I feel like the Laz that lived alone in some obscure, abandoned city, then revived the only other living clone in the Vivipartum clone orchard, Ivy, and figured out how to open Portals to other timestreams until they found a timestream in which Shiva was not going to wreck the solar system and tip the Earth into the Sun.

I feel like that Laz, but I am not that Laz. I’m a new copy, replete with his memories and the youthful memories of OrigiLaz, but still not the same person. What am I, Laz-Three?

It depends on how you count, doesn’t it? he thought. OrigiLaz was never just “Laz” after he became a world-famous scientist that people stupidly thought was a new Newton or a new Einstein. He was just a guy who was born with some kind of impossible psychic gift, the ability to side step from one timestream into another. Then he invented a bunch of scientific mumbo jumbo to explain what he already knew how to do. To Laz, right now, lying on this mattress, knowing he was about to begin yet another cloned life, that guy was a fake, a fraud, who relished his fame and lofty status and then, after saving the world (or so he thought), simply side stepped off on his own, abandoning Ivy-O and leaving the world helpless when they discovered that their New Place, the version of Earth where Shiva was not detectable, turned out to be in nearly the same peril, with only a few years of survival—of pioneering and rebuilding on a new and uninhabited wilderness—gained.

The Laz who had been cloned and united with an Ivy clone of about his own age, that was the real Laz. The baseline. The Laz who, with his Ivy, had found a way to tell when they had randomly happened upon a timestream in which Shiva was found but was not on a destructive course toward Earth’s interstellar neighborhood. That was the baseline Laz, Laz-Zero. The other guy was Doctor Professor Genius Lazarus Hayerian. Not really OrigiLaz. Not Laz at all.

Which, Laz thought, makes me Laz-One. Not Laz 1.2. Laz-One. He was not going to think of himself as a copy of anybody. He was a person with memories, a person who had loved and been loved, who had done, not science, but the practical pioneering fieldwork that saved the human race for real, not just a fake version like OrigiLaz had done. Though of course, while he remembered doing it, he had not, in this body, done it at all.

Why have they woken me up like this? he thought. Did Ivy and I fail after all?

Or is it some completely new crisis? Aliens show up and conquer all the timestreams of Earth, and only in this lab hidden deep in a cavern somewhere did a band of rogue humans discover a way to revive the side steppers, the “Travelers,” as Ivy and he had decided to call themselves, in order to find a timestream in which the aliens never discovered Earth?

Ridiculous, he thought. For all he knew, various nations on one of the timestreams were in a deadly war and one of them captured—kidnapped?—Laz’s and Ivy’s genomes and brain-state recordings in order to take control of events and win their stupid war.

Well, whoever you are, whatever you think you’re battling about, I am not on your side. I’ll make my own judgment and side step to a reality where there is no war, or where you already lost, and Ivy and I will live there, while you boneheads self-destruct however you choose.

My, but I’m in an uncooperative mood, thought Laz. But yeah, count on it, I’m Laz-One and I’m going to live and act accordingly. Clones are not slaves, as you’re about to find out.

Then he thought: Aliens already wiped out the human race, and now the aliens have revived me and Ivy in order to try to learn how to side step by vivisecting our brains.

Sure, Laz, scare the crap out of yourself even before you’ve eaten enough to produce any crap.

He opened his eyes.

There was no transparent lid over his body. Just the ceiling of a dimly lighted room. No LED display beside him, showing his physical status. And instead of being utterly alone, this time there was someone else in the room, and she said, “Took you long enough, Magic Boy. What were you doing, lying there figuring out how to screw things up before you even know what things they want us to do?”

“Hello, Ivy,” he said. He couldn’t see her yet—she was off to one side. But he didn’t have to see her. He knew already what the expression on her face would be. “I was deciding that I’m Laz-One and the Laz who woke up in Greensboro and clumsily fell in love with you is Laz-Zero, and OrigiLaz isn’t really a Laz at all, he’s Lazarus Hayerian and a complete failure.”

“So it was your vanity that woke up first,” she said. “No surprise.”

“My competitiveness. My refusal to be third in line.”

“Well, that makes all the difference,” said Ivy. “Does that make me Ivy-One, too? I mean, also? As well?”

“You can be whatever Ivy you want to be,” said Laz.

“Ivy-Eternal,” she said. “Ivy-All. The-Real-Ivy.”

“Pick one, and I’ll not only call you that, I’ll believe you deserve it.”

“It’s a deal, Laz-One. But what I really want to be is Ivy. Just Ivy. Let the other versions have hyphenated names. I’m the only Ivy in my body, just as you’re the only Laz in yours.”

“Deal,” said Laz. “You’re Ivy, and I’m either Laz or IncredibleGodMan, whichever best suits your image of me.”

“So, Laz, then,” said Ivy.

Laz hesitated a moment, knowing he was about to open a can of worms, but he decided that he could cope with worms right now, if that’s how Ivy wanted it. “And I’ll still think of you the way I always have.”

She waited. But not long. “You made me promise never to say it again.”

“But I never promised not to think it.”

“Naked Girl,” she said.

“So much for not saying it ever again.”

“You made me say it,” she said.

“I might have been thinking, ‘Kissy Girl.’ ”

“But you weren’t,” she said.

“You are and always were beautiful,” said Laz.

“In the eyes of a really lonely adolescent boy.”

“In the view of an extremely observant world-saving Ivy-loving man.” He couldn’t believe he was saying this, right out loud.

“That wasn’t you,” said Ivy. “That was Laz… what, Zero?”

“I have all the memories of falling in love with you. All the memories of knowing you to be, not just the most beautiful woman in the ghost town of Greensboro, but the most beautiful, admirable, and desirable woman I would ever know.”

“I liked the old version of you better,” she said. “He wasn’t so gushy and mushy.”

“I’m all you’ve got right now. Leave this room, maybe you’ll have more and better choices. But right now, I’m the man who remembers falling in love with you despite both our efforts to forestall it. Why should I pretend I don’t remember, why pretend it wasn’t, in every meaningful sense, me?”

“At this rate, we’re never going to save the world.”

“Who says it needs saving?” asked Laz.

“Why else clone us again?” asked Ivy.

“What happened to the Laz and Ivy who found the Safe Place? Why did they need to be replaced?”

“They’ve told me exactly as much as they’ve told you,” said Ivy.

“At least Ron woke us up at pretty much the same time.”

“It would have been the same time, if you hadn’t been such a slugabed.” But as she said this, the mockery in her voice was softened by her walking up to him and stroking his cheek with the fingers of her left hand.

“See,” said Laz, “touching me is not a good way to discourage me from desiring you.”

“I know,” said Ivy. “But you do understand, whatever Ivy-Zero and Zero-Laz did after our brain states were recorded, in this body I’m still a blushing virgin.”

Laz grinned in embarrassment. “I don’t know if my plumbing even works.”

“Get up and get moving, cowboy,” said Ivy.

“Cowboy?”

“Squirrel-tamer. Bear-dodger. Dog-stoner.”

“Tuna-can-opener,” said Laz.

“Do you find that you miss the delicate cuisine of our Greensboro days?” asked Ivy.

Standing now, Laz reached out and drew her close and kissed her, quite earnestly.

She returned the kiss. “So it’s Kissy Girl you wanted after all,” said Ivy.

“Kissy Girl, Naked Girl, Hellish Brat Girl, I want the whole package,” said Laz.

“So we’re skipping the wooing dance now, is that it?” she asked.

“We’re not skipping anything,” said Laz. “We already did all the dances.”

“We remember doing them, but in these bodies the only thing we’ve done is this one half-assed kiss,” said Ivy.

Laz took a couple of steps back and regarded her from head to foot. “We’re both in much better shape than we were after a year of half starving on ancient nutrient-depleted canned food.”

“I wonder,” said Ivy, “if we’re dead. The prior us. The Zeroes.”

That brought the conversation to a halt. Laz immediately knew that she was right. That would be a perfectly sensible reason to waken these clone-bodies. The previous Laz and Ivy must be dead. Even if humanity only needed a few Portals here and there, they’d have to get a new Laz and Ivy to perform routine maintenance.

Laz stepped to her, took her in his arms again. She did not resist. “Nothing can kill us, right?” said Laz, thinking: In the face of any peril, we will simply side step.

“Old age?” asked Ivy.

“Probably. Or a devastating explosion that leaves us in smithereens.”

“You know,” said Ivy, “if we leave this room, there might be someone who can tell us why we’re alive.”

Laz let her out of his embrace and took her hand as they walked to the double doors that were either a huge closet or the main egress from this room.



It was not like Vivipartum—doors leading to corridors leading to doors, to stairs, to elevators, to big empty rooms, to stripped-down offices, to a parking lot with a few somewhat useful corpses.

This time, when the doors opened there was a busy office, with people at desks doing things with or without computers. There were no windows, but that was New Place architecture, which had been transplanted to the Safe Place—if those were still the names people used. Buildings were underground, either because of excavation or piling up mounds of soil planted with ground cover and bushes and, at the edges, trees. One vast park—with here and there a slash in the earth revealing the entrance to a hidden building.

There were no windows, so this wasn’t an entrance.

A pretty young woman at a desk looked up at them and smiled. “We’re so glad you could be with us.”

Laz couldn’t help but smile back—it was a reflex response to such warm good cheer.

Ivy was not dazzled. “Who’s the ‘us’ you’re glad we’re with?”

“The Interplanetary Portal Commission,” she said.

“How did we come to be guests in this little motel of yours?” Ivy asked, in a voice that was not trying to hide her scorn.

“I told them that we should have some kind of explanation printed out for you to read before you left the room,” said the young woman.

“Do you have a name?” asked Laz.

The young woman smiled. “I do,” she said.

“Am I allowed to know it?” asked Laz. “Or even, perhaps, say it?”

A momentary hesitation. “She can tell us, but then she’d have to kill us,” said Ivy.

“Oh, I could never cause harm to the two of you! We all owe our lives to you!”

“You owe your lives,” said Ivy, “to a couple of people who looked like us and have the same names. But we haven’t saved anybody from anything. We were recently manufactured and just woke up.”

“Oh, they didn’t manufacture you,” said the young woman. “You were gestated and incubated and—”

“And quick-grown and memory-implanted,” said Laz. “Your name?”

“My name is completely unimportant,” she said. “I’m just a grad student who was doing such unimportant work that they thought they could spare me to sit at this desk for a couple of hours and wait for you two to emerge from the waking tables.”

“A grad student in what?” asked Laz.

“I’m at MIT. The new campus, obviously. I work in robotics. We make the Taumaton.”

Laz thought: Taumaton. Automaton. “You aren’t possibly an automaton yourself?”

She rose from her chair. “I work with designing and programming the next generation Taumaton, but I don’t know why you would accuse me of being a robot myself.”

“I didn’t accuse anybody,” said Laz. “I thought the idea of a highly realistic android robot was really cool.”

“Well… thanks,” said the MIT grad student.

“How many of the people around this office are Taumatons?” he asked.

“Taumaton is the brand name, but we haven’t actually sold any of them. If somebody applies for one, then we program the machine to know ideas and skills appropriate to the job they’re being used for.”

Laz raised his eyebrows.

“They are not made to be bed companions,” said the grad student. “But Taumaton can deal with hazardous products and it could, conceivably, go into space without needing life support beyond a sandwich.”

“Sounds kind of exciting,” said Laz. “Still doesn’t tell me why you won’t mention your name.”

“I was told not to.”

“Why would somebody tell you that?”

“Ask him yourself.” She pointed behind him.

Two stern-looking women and an old man walked in toward Laz and Ivy.

“She’s a serious student, Laz, not somebody to flirt with,” said Ivy softly.

“I wasn’t flirting.” Then Laz realized that the old man was Ron Smith, the liaison officer who had worked with them—no, with their predecessors—in search of the Safe Place. “Hi, Ron,” said Laz. “It’s been a while.”

“No time at all for you,” said Ron. “But yes, a couple of decades for me.”

“Why are we awake?” asked Ivy. Yeah, thought Laz. She didn’t have much small talk in her.

“Come with us and let’s sit down and have this conversation in privacy,” said one of the stern-looking women.

Laz looked at her without expression. “Are you going to refuse to tell us your name, too?”

“I’m an actual human being,” said the woman. “My name is WoJo. Hwang WoJo.

“Is this a Chinese colony?” asked Ivy.

“No, no, this is the capital district,” said WoJo. “We’re operating in the timestream we call Central Time, but we draw our staff from all the nations in all the timestreams. Please come and sit with us in privacy.”

“The girl who greeted us, the MIT grad student—”

“She’s very proud of that,” said one of the women. “Perhaps mentions it too much.”

“She’s working on robots,” said Laz.

“We know,” replied the same woman. “She’s actually very important to the Taumaton project. She’s clearing up a few flaws that have set back manufacturing for the past year.”

“If Taumaton had been ready on schedule last year, the person greeting you would have been a Taumaton,” said Ron. “We would use them instead of actual cyber-engineers for boring jobs like sitting and watching the door for you to come out.”

“She was pretty,” said Laz. “Will Taumaton be pretty?”

“Does this room already smell of pheromones and lust?” asked Ivy.

“Yes,” said Laz. “Overwhelmed by the musky odor of impertinence and snot.”

Ron shook his head. “A couple of decades of sleep didn’t stop the bickering, I see.”

“We didn’t sleep for decades,” said Ivy sharply. “We were newly commissioned by the Interplanetary Portal Commission.”

“Please, can we discuss this privately?” WoJo insisted.

Laz could see that almost everybody in the place was watching them—only a few still had their eyes on their work. “Probably a good idea,” he said.

Ivy looked at him scornfully. “If you start obeying them now, they’ll think they have us under control.”

“If we cause needless trouble,” said Laz, “then we’re too childish to be of use to them.”

“Childish,” echoed Ivy softly.

“Where’s this privacy we’re looking for?” asked Laz.

“Ivy Downey seems hostile to discussion,” said the other, as-yet-unnamed woman. “Perhaps we should proceed without her.”

Laz fixed her with an expressionless stare.

“That’s his stubborn look,” said Ron.

“We work together,” said Ivy. “Even when one of us is childish.”

“That would be me,” said Laz. “I should be more careful with my words.”

“Donatta,” said Ron to the second woman, “you can return to your regular duties.”

Donatta looked startled and angry, but wordlessly she turned and walked away.

“I’m sorry,” said Ron to Ivy and Laz. “We are not going to try to manipulate you, certainly not by dividing you. Donatta must have misunderstood the protocols.”

“Probably,” said Ivy. “Or she floated the trial balloon, we shot it down, it served its purpose, and now she has no reason to remain.”

“Or that,” said Ron, shrugging. “I only know my own motives, not anybody else’s, and government agencies have no collective motives.”

Back in their previous life, the Greensboro and searching-for-a-Safe-Place life, Laz had come to really like Ron. To trust him. But that Ron had merely been in charge of observing and enlisting Laz and Ivy. Now, both he and WoJo talked as if they were in charge of everything. Or maybe it was just Ron’s air of command when he dismissed Donatta. He reeked of authority. Laz had never really liked authority.

But here they were, and in this life they’d have to make the best of the world they found.

“Privacy?” said Laz.

They followed Ron as he walked. WoJo was right behind him, never looking back at Laz and Ivy.

“Are any of the employees here robots?” whispered Ivy. “Maybe early models? Rejects?”

“If they are, they can hear you whisper,” said Laz.

“Potted plants can hear you whisper,” said WoJo. “It doesn’t take a Taumaton. Of which I am not one, because there is none extant.”

“Just what a robot would say,” said Ivy.

“Ron,” said Laz. “How many years? Where are the—world-finding versions of us? Why are we needed?”

Ron beckoned them through a door in the same wall they had emerged from, a dozen meters further on. Laz followed him in and looked around. A conference room, lined with wall-sized screens displaying nature scenes from different continents and latitudes of the Old Place.

“Nostalgia Central?” asked Laz.

“These are not from the Old Place,” said Ron. “These are from species introduced into various habitats in the Safe Places.”

“So… not a Safe Place for gazelles,” said Ivy.

“A habitat approximating the Old Place,” said Ron, “where the animals we saved from the fire can continue their happy lives of eating and being eaten.”

Ivy sat down in a chair at the end of the long table.

Laz grinned. “I bet Ron thought that was his chair.”

“They’re all my chairs,” said Ron. “I’ve had a few promotions.”

So Laz’s guess had been right. Ron was the boss, and knew his prerogatives. It would take a while to decide whether Laz liked this older, in-charge iteration of Ron. Laz and Ivy had just had a set of memories pumped into their brains, so it was all fresh. Maybe they needed to develop a way of recording personalities and attitudes, so when somebody got power and authority they could get a refresher course on who they really were.

“Why are we awake?” asked Ivy. “Still having Shiva problems?”

“No, definitely not,” said WoJo. “The Safe Places are, in fact, safe.”

“Good to hear it. Back to bed, Laz!” said Ivy cheerfully.

“What happened to the world-saving versions of us?” asked Laz.

“They’re still alive, of course,” said Ron. “Twenty or so years older.”

“And not here in the room with us,” said Laz.

“They’re not a part of what we’re doing now,” said Ron Smith. His tone was dismissive. As if he was fed up with their predecessors. Or perhaps fed up with this Laz.

“I want to hear it from them,” said Laz.

“Why do you imagine they would want to meet you?” asked WoJo.

“I don’t care if they want to meet us,” said Laz. “I’m not going to believe what you tell us about them.”

“Neither of us are,” said Ivy. “Face to face, right away.”

“Hiding things from us only makes us more stubborn,” added Laz.

Ron smiled. “Do you think we need you to tell us how stubborn you are?” He spoke more softly. “You’re here because your predecessors are refusing to do their simple, easy, harmless, routine work.”

“I bet they have their reasons,” said Ivy.

“Which we want to hear only from them,” said Laz.



It was not a simple thing to visit Zero-Laz and Ivy-Zero. They were not living in the same timestream that held the Interplanetary Portal Commission. Ron actually had to look up their current address and then send a text to make sure they were at home and willing to receive visitors.

“Yes, they’ll see you,” said Ron.

“How far is it?” asked Ivy.

“The Portal we need is not nearby,” said WoJo. “We’ll have to take a flight there, and then the train from the airport to the Portal.”

“Why not just let Laz here side step us to their world?” asked Ivy.

Silence.

“They don’t have a directory for side steppers,” said Laz. “Right? You don’t know how to describe their world so we can step there.”

WoJo smiled wanly. “Until today, the only people who could make use of such a directory were the ones who opened all the Portals. They know where everything is.”

“And they couldn’t just come here and take us there?” asked Ivy.

“It’s better to observe the formalities,” said Ron.

“They don’t side step much these days,” said WoJo.

“No problema,” said Laz. “We don’t mind getting a tour of this world.”

“Is this the first Safe Place they identified?” asked Ivy.

“I don’t know,” said WoJo. “We try not to think of the worlds with ordinal numbers. They were all discovered in the same week. First and second don’t matter. Nor does latest. Particularly since there’s serious talk of needing several more worlds. Maybe ten. Maybe a dozen.”

“In twenty years, there’s already conflict?” asked Laz. “You have to have more rooms to send the quarrelsome children to?”

“Some of the groups that didn’t have enough numbers to warrant getting a continent to themselves have now procreated themselves into contention,” said Ron.

“And most of the groups have degrouped,” said WoJo.

“Or hypergrouped,” said Ron. “During our few years in the New Place, a lot of the old boundaries became…”

“Permeable,” suggested WoJo. “People migrated out of their original ethnic community and joined others that they liked better.”

“So the groups aren’t homogeneous anymore,” said Ron. “Except the most fanatical separatists, but they mostly keep to themselves.”

“Lots of race mixing now,” said WoJo.

“Isn’t that a good thing?” asked Ivy.

“Envy, grudges, vindictiveness, feuds, vendettas, land grabs, bigotry, poverty, ignorance, stupidity—these were not caused by racial divisions,” said Ron. “They were caused by humans trying to get along in close proximity to other humans.”

WoJo took up the story. “Newcomers into an ethnic space pick up all the hatreds and grudges that the original group had. So they have made plenty of new enemies, nemeses, rivals, oppressions—”

“We get it,” said Ivy.

“Nobody has created a utopia,” said Laz.

“Here, on Central Time, we’re maintaining peace,” said Ron.

“By force?” asked Ivy, ever the one to latch onto the worst possibilities.

“By a generous and cooperative spirit among all the ethnicities of this timestream,” said WoJo, a little prickly about this topic, apparently.

Ron shook his head. “We’ve got as many idiots and clowns here as anywhere else. They just haven’t been put in charge.”

“But there have been wars in other timestreams,” said Ivy.

“Flare-ups of violence,” said Ron.

“Skirmishes and raids,” said WoJo.

“In other words, wars that aren’t over yet,” said Ivy.

Ron raised a hand slightly, to forestall WoJo’s reaction. “WoJo, Ivy doesn’t just call a spade a spade. She calls it an inefficient, time-wasting failure of design for earth removal.”

“Sweet of you to remember,” said Ivy. “That’s only about half of what I called a shovel the first time you handed it to me—”

“So we have ancient rivalries from the Old Place,” said WoJo, “now being acted out by nations or tribes that do not resemble the original combatants in any way.”

“And a few would-be Napoleons or Genghis Khans—pick your empire builder—have decided that in their timestream, at least, perfect unity is the goal,” said Ron. “Presided over by the ambitious conqueror. While we scramble to find ways to keep refugees from the conquered lands alive and safe.”

“A couple of the refugee groups have even gone so far,” said WoJo, “as to threaten terrorism to speed up the process.”

“Threaten?” asked Ivy.

“Blowing up a couple of empty buildings,” said WoJo. “Announcing their intention to blow up the most-used Portal on the world they were trying to get away from.”

“Did you catch the bombers?” asked Laz.

“Yes,” said Ron. “Well, not we—the authorities in their nation.”

“What happened?” asked Laz. “To the terrorists?”

“In one situation, the bombers were beheaded,” said WoJo. “With deliberate inefficiency. Even though nobody died in the explosions. And the ones who threatened to break the Portal, they each lost their choice of a hand or a foot.”

“Pretty ruthless justice,” said Ivy.

“Lowest crime rate on all the worlds,” said Ron. “And we here in Central Time don’t have any authority to interfere, anyway.”

Laz made a mental note: Officially, the Interplanetary Portal Commission. But in practical terms, Central Time.

“The brutality of the punishments, not the terrorism,” said WoJo, “prompted the approval of their petition to separate. They’re planning to bring the heads, hands, and feet to bury in their new homeland.”

“I’d say, ‘That’s nice,’ but the whole thing is pretty awful,” said Ivy.

“I hope you didn’t imagine that the twenty-first-century billions who migrated to the Safe Places were going to be a superior grade of human being,” said WoJo. “Things are only going to get worse.”

“Because your predecessors are not willing to open any new Portals,” said Ron. “For reasons they might explain to you, if they feel like it.”

“So those people have to stay on that brutal world?”

“Just a continent,” said Ron, “and they’re under the protection of an international force now, which will keep out the local authorities—and keep any would-be terrorists from getting out.”

“They’ve been sequestered there for the past three years,” said WoJo. “They’re getting impatient.”

“So you woke us up,” said Ivy. “To open Portals to new worlds.”

“We’re hoping that you’ll have no objection to helping us,” said WoJo. “Nobody else can.”

“So we’re not being sent to persuade our predecessors to get back to work,” said Laz.

“We’re strikebreakers,” said Ivy. “Scabs.”

“You’re Travelers,” said Ron, “and we hope you’ll help the human race avoid a round of genocidal wars and brutal repressions.”

“So we’re beneficent scabs,” said Ivy.

“We’ll do it, of course,” said Laz.

“We haven’t heard what Ivy-Zero and Zero-Laz have to say,” said Ivy.

Silence.

“You do understand,” said Ron, “that you’re free to be persuaded by them to join their strike. But we’ll just have to grow another pair of clones, and this time refuse to allow them to talk to you or your predecessors.”

“You’re going to get your way,” said Laz.

“No matter what,” said Ivy.

“We think our plan is far more humane than any other that’s been proposed,” said WoJo. “But yes, we will get the job done. We hope you’ll freely join with us in saving a lot of innocent people.”

“How many new continents and timestreams are you going to need?” asked Laz. “Maybe five this go-round—but in a year, ten years, how many more?”

“Is there a maximum number?” asked Ivy.

“It takes a lot of machinery and material to sustain a Portal in good working order,” said Ron. “And the manufacturing capacity of most of the worlds is not capable of equipping new Portals.”

“So we’re here to establish as many Portals as you can configure,” said Laz. “And then what? Back in the box?”

“You go back to private life,” said WoJo.

“We’ve had no private life,” said Ivy.

“I mean,” said WoJo, “you live however and wherever you wish, but we hope that you’ll remain on call to restore broken connections or open new ones.”

“As long as we both shall live,” said Ivy.

“You’ll have the best health care,” WoJo assured her.

“It’s an old ritual phrase,” explained Laz. “We come from another century. At least, our memories do.”






2

THEY WERE WITHIN the boundaries of the old United States, but the Portal to the world where Zero-Laz and Ivy-Zero lived was in Australia. The flight was shorter than Laz expected, though Ivy assured him that since he had been a child, airplanes had changed. They now left the atmosphere, then reentered and landed at one of the shuttleports. Less than an hour and a half from DallasPort to PortAdelaide.

“So they live in Australia in their timestream?” asked Ivy.

“There is no world in which Australia is a particularly productive and comfortable land,” said WoJo. “But the Adelaide Portal gets us to their timestream… and then we fly again.”

“So they live in America?” asked Ivy.

“In their timestream, there is no America,” said Ron. “The North American continent exists, of course, but this is an Indonesian world. The western hemisphere was settled by non-Muslim Indonesians and Timorese, while the eastern hemisphere is dominated by many nations of Muslim Indonesians and Malaysians.”

“And they’re all getting along?” asked Laz.

“Better than some. It’s a peaceful timestream, which I think is why Laz and Ivy chose it.”

“They speak Bahasa Indonesia?” asked Ivy.

“I don’t know if they’ve bothered,” said WoJo. “They live in an American enclave, the San Francisco Bay area, where everybody speaks a version of English.”

“Which version?”

“Their version,” said Ron. “Languages are shifting like crazy. Squads of linguists pass through Portals constantly, recording and transcribing changes. They’ll never keep up—every isolated settlement is developing their own dialect.”

“They call their dialect Frisco,” said WoJo. “The linguists call it Peninsular American.”

“Will we understand them?” asked Ivy.

“Your counterparts are still genetically and linguistically you,” said WoJo. “They can speak the local accent well enough, but they haven’t forgotten how you speak.”

Laz chuckled. “San Francisco,” he said. “When you said ‘Frisco’ I flashed on my visit to the Golden Gate Bridge and crossing the Bay Bridge. And Alcatraz.”

“Nobody’s planning to rebuild them here,” said Ron. “In the American timestream, there are elaborate plans for reconstructing landmark buildings all over the old homeland. I suspect Mount Rushmore will be the last they complete, and by the time they do it, nobody will remember who those old presidents were.”

“Aren’t they teaching history?” asked Laz.

“These are pioneer worlds,” said WoJo. “Some people do study at university and learn all kinds of history and literature, not to mention science and engineering, but most people are tied to making the land productive enough to support the population boom that’s already underway. Building railroads to transport foodstuffs and other goods across continents, yes, and aqueducts and reservoirs where they’re needed. Still, farming is the root of everything. We train adequate engineers in most of the timestreams, and excellent ones at the top schools. Mathematicians, physicists, zoologists, botanists, surgeons, economists, statisticians. But for most people, reading and arithmetic are all they need from their schooling.”

Ron smiled wanly. “The higher culture isn’t lost, but it doesn’t belong to the common people anymore. That’s why the languages are all changing. They don’t live by the alphabet anymore. The children are taught, and some become readers, but I believe when I last checked, just under a thousand new works of fiction have been produced since the migration.”

“A thousand a year,” said Laz. “Still more than I can keep up with.”

WoJo laughed softly. “Nobody sells enough copies to live from their writing.”

“And it isn’t a thousand a year. That’s the total for the past twenty years,” said Ron. “Including all languages. All published electronically.”

“What, there’s no paper?” asked Ivy.

“Paper is used to make boxes,” said WoJo. “And to print instruction manuals. And to write letters.”

“And they said time travel was impossible,” said Laz.

“It is,” said Ron, “unless there’s something you want to tell me.”

“Railroads,” said Laz. “Writing letters on paper. Rudimentary education. Languages splitting up willy-nilly. What is this, 1840?”

“We fly across oceans in an hour or so. Transiting suborbital space,” said WoJo. “We’re not paleolithic.”

“I didn’t mean to give offense,” said Laz.

“He likes to give offense,” said Ivy.

“No, that’s your hobby,” said Laz. “I was only saying that pioneering transforms societies. You have to shift your priorities. I’m betting there’s not a lot of middle management these days.”

“We need to develop more surplus production until we can afford vast numbers of people who are paid to make reports to each other,” said Ron.

“But nobody’s building pyramids or henges,” said WoJo. “Everybody works for the common good.”

Ivy laughed. “Come on. They work for money, don’t they? For salaries.”

“Yes,” said WoJo. “Their productivity and effort are measured, and they are compensated well enough to conduct discretionary spending. Moneys lubricate even pioneering societies.”

“Will we get a salary?” asked Ivy. “How is our productivity measured?”

“You won’t lack for money,” said Ron. “But you’ll probably be disappointed at how few places there are to spend it.”

“And in almost all the societies in all the streams,” said WoJo, “amassing wealth is viewed as disgusting. If you have a surplus, spend it or give it away. I’m sure full-fledged capitalism is already being contemplated here and there, and maybe you two will live to see it fully restored.”

“I hope not,” said Laz.

“Why?” asked Ivy. “Are you a secret communist?”

“You can’t have wealth without something to compare it to, and that’s poverty,” said Laz. “But let’s get to the point here, Ron Smith. Are we citizens or property?”

“Your predecessors were granted full citizenship,” said WoJo. “All the quarreling today is about the citizenship of Taumatons.”

“So what side of that argument are you on?” asked Ivy.

“My personal views are not important enough—”

“I didn’t mean ‘thou,’ I meant ‘you,’ plural. You-all. Central Time.”

Ron said, “We don’t take sides. Each nation in each timestream has to make up their own policy.”

Laz smiled. “But I’m betting that you’ll provide escape Portals for any Taumatons who are being oppressed in any of the nations.”

Ron thought for a moment. “I suppose that means that we do have a policy—full citizenship for the robots. But we’re not going to try to make anybody agree with us. At least now, when there are so few Taumaton that most people have never seen one.”

Passing through the Portal took no time—it was a railroad trip, very smooth because the two sides of the Portal were completely congruous, not pulling apart or twisting. Then the flight to Frisco was also brief.

FriscoPort was well away from the San Andreas Fault, and it took a while for a train to get them around the bay from the port to the hilly city.

“Why did they settle here in an earthquake zone?” asked Ivy.

“It’s a mild climate,” said WoJo. “And they’re trying to restore the cable cars.”

“A decade away, at least,” said Ron.

“He’s a pessimist,” said WoJo. “There are still a lot of hills here, and the roads are not all paved, so hovercars and bicycles and horses—mules, mostly—are the main transportation once you’re out of downtown. The first cable car line is supposed to transit most of the city by next year.”

“One line?” asked Laz.

“Small city,” said WoJo. “But big enough to finance the cable car line from local taxes. There’s small chance of big government money being spent on the small American enclaves.”

It was mules that pulled the carriage taking the four of them up and down hills until they came to a small village from which you could see out over the distant ocean.

“Half Moon Bay,” said Ron. “Very scenic, lots of trees, reasonably balanced climate.”

“But a long way from the city,” said Ivy.

“You can ask them why they chose to live here,” said WoJo. “I’ve heard a half dozen explanations, but maybe you’ll be better able to decide which ones are true.”

A waist-high picket fence surrounded a picturesque, wild-looking garden, with tall grasses and thick bushes that allowed anyone who wanted to to approach the house unobserved. Why am I thinking like this is a fortress likely to be assailed? thought Laz.

Ron pulled a fob from a pocket, pressed a button, and the low gate of the picket fence opened. “This also alerted them inside,” said Ron.

WoJo added, “They don’t like surprise visits.”

Which implied that there had been surprise visits and objections had been made. Or else they kept side stepping till they found a timestream in which Ron and his people didn’t drop in unannounced.

The path through the garden was brick; flagstones led into one section of the garden, a grassy path into another. Nothing was straight, and the curves weren’t regular. Somebody didn’t like symmetry.

The door to the house opened as they approached. Automatic? No, Ivy-Zero immediately stepped out to greet them on the porch. Laz thought, Still beautiful, after two decades. Then he thought, I like my Ivy better. Maybe because Ivy-Z was a little slower, maybe a little sadder. Most famous woman in eight worlds, but things aren’t completely right for her.

Maybe us coming, that might be what’s wrong right now.

Ivy-Z greeted them warmly enough and ushered them in. Zero-Laz was sitting on a simple divan—just a wooden frame and what looked like a duvet draped over the back and covering the seat. Deliberate choice, or were plush overstuffed couches not a thing yet?

“I wish we could say we’re glad to meet you,” said Z-Laz.

Laz winced. That was unfriendly, and he and Ivy hadn’t even said anything rude yet.

“Please imagine that we all side stepped together,” said Ivy-Z, “to a timestream where Laz greeted you courteously. Or at least apologized immediately after his unfriendly greeting.”

“You can’t side step to timestreams that don’t exist,” said Zero-Laz. “I don’t know why Ron brought you here.”

“Ron didn’t want to,” said Laz. “We insisted.”

“Why?” asked Z-Laz.

“Why did you insist on meeting Ivy-O when you first started out looking for a Safe Place?” asked Ivy.

The two Zees looked at each other, and Ivy-Z said, “Touché.”

Laz started the explanation. “We just wanted to hear, from you, why you stopped side stepping for the government.”

“And if you knew of any reason why we shouldn’t make Portals for them,” added Ivy.

“I can think of a hundred reasons for you not to,” said Z-Laz, “but Ron would hate that conversation, and besides, none of them would come close to our real reason for retiring.”

“Which is?” asked Ron.

The Zees ignored him, like an impertinent toddler. “Let’s just say,” said Ivy-Z to the two of them, “that our reasons were sufficient to justify—no, to require our work stoppage—but we have no intention of revealing the reason to anybody in any timestream ever.”

“Emphatic,” said Ivy.

Ivy-Z smiled. “The ‘any timestream ever’ was for Ron, since we keep hoping he’ll give up trying.”

“I’m glad to know you’re alive,” said Laz. “And that you aren’t being punished for your… work stoppage, was it?”

“Ron doesn’t punish people,” said WoJo, speaking up for the first time inside the house.

“The Interplanetary Portal Commission doesn’t have authority even to arrest people in any nation on any Earth,” said Ron. “We never asked for that authority, because we don’t want any government to feel like we’re threatening their sovereignty. If anybody needs to be arrested, it’s up to the individual nation to do it according to their laws.”

“And behead and dismember as they see fit,” said Laz.

“Ah,” said Z-Laz. “You’re talking about the Hadarli problem.”

“Oddly enough, the Hadarlis call it the Lekyo problem,” said WoJo.

“While it’s actually an Evezzu problem,” said Ron, “and they feel as oppressed by the Lekyoi as by the Hadarli.”

“Never heard of the Evezzu,” said Laz.

“Even the Evezzu have never heard of the Evezzu,” said Ron, “because they’ve been ignored ever since the breakup of the British Empire. But interworld affairs don’t concern the Rescuers, as they’re called in several of the timestreams.”

“We found the Safe Place timestreams,” said Z-Laz. “Anybody could have done it.”

They all laughed or chuckled at that.

“As I recall it,” said Ivy, “your real discovery was a method of avoiding the difficulty of not knowing which timestreams weren’t threatened by Shiva.”

“You’d recall it better than we do,” said Ivy-Zero. “For you it was a few weeks ago. For us, twenty-two years, I believe.”

“And you have a lot of better things to remember since saving the human race,” said Laz.

Z-Laz looked at him sharply. Ivy-Z, anticipating some outburst, perhaps, spoke before he could. “Definitely,” she said. “Marrying, having children, that’s what human life is all about. Perpetuating the DNA. That’s as important to saving the human race as not getting burnt up when Earth plunges into the Sun.”

“In point of fact,” said Z-Laz, “tidal forces would have torn Earth into fragments before it actually passed into the Sun.”

“He’s taken some science classes,” said Ivy-Z.

Zero-Laz rolled his eyes.

“I’ve got a nice plate of sandwiches in the fridge,” said Ivy-Z, “because traveling always makes me hungry, so I figured—”

“Me too,” said Ivy. “Let me help?” she asked.

“No, no,” said Ivy-Z. “Everything’s already done, I’m just bringing it in.”

“Let me guess,” said Laz. “Tuna salad sandwiches?”

“With Duke’s mayonnaise instead of Hellmann’s,” said Ivy-Z. She walked into the kitchen.

“Tuna?” asked Laz. “Really?”

“We introduced game fish to the oceans almost as soon as humans got to this timestream,” said Zero-Laz.

“No sharks or orcas, though,” said WoJo. “Had to give the prey animals time to build up enough of a population to support the top predators.”

“Pinnipeds, dolphins, whales,” said Zero-Laz. “There’s still debate about whether to introduce shark-kind to this timestream.”

“Line fishing began about five years ago,” said WoJo, “and we’ve had canned tuna in our grocery stores several times a year ever since.”

“It tastes way better than the decade-old tuna in the Harris Teeter in Greensboro,” said Zero-Laz. “And it has actual nutrients.”

Laz could see that Ivy was starting to get up—no doubt to go into the kitchen to help Ivy-Z, since it was obviously taking more time than just getting a plate out of the fridge. At that moment Ivy-Z came in carrying a large platter stacked with sandwich quarters. Ivy remained seated.

Laz saw yellow on one of the sandwiches. “Mustard?” he asked.

“French’s began production as soon as the first crop of mustard was ready,” said Ivy-Z. “The American Restoration generously allows us to buy a small shipment twice a year.”

“So which ones have mustard, and—”

“Half and half,” said Ivy-Z, “since Ivy and I don’t actually like mustard, especially on tuna salad sandwiches.”

Zero-Laz added, drily, “If you can’t tell a sandwich with mustard from one without, you don’t deserve to eat any.”

Laz recognized that, not as something he would say, but rather as something his dad would have said. So in twenty years, he would be talking more like his father.

But it was time to start finding out the things that mattered. “Twenty years since you had your brains scanned. A lot must have happened since then. Married with children?” asked Laz.

The two Zeroes nodded, but it seemed to Laz they were a little reluctant.

“Are they at school?” asked Ivy.

“They’re off with some friends in the city,” said Ivy-Zero.

“You didn’t want us to meet them,” said Laz.

“We thought it might be confusing to them,” said Ivy-Zero.

Laz scoffed at that. “Your kids can see who their parents are, can’t they? We don’t all look that much alike.”

“We don’t look all that different, either,” said Zero-Laz.

Ivy chuckled. “They don’t want us to know whether or not they can see timestreams or side step.”

Silence in the room.

“We don’t even know,” said Zero-Laz, sounding resigned. “Before they were born, we decided not to tell them about what we can do. That we created the Portals, for instance.”

“We didn’t want them to be ashamed if they turned out not to have these… powers of ours,” said Ivy-Zero.

“What you didn’t want,” said Laz, “is for some government to co-opt them to do Portal maintenance.”

“Is that why you went on strike?” asked Ivy.

“There’s no way they could have these powers and you not know it,” said Laz. “Your Ivy would know every time they side stepped.”

“Would I?” asked Ivy-Zero. “How many children have you had?”

“Let’s not get combative,” said Zero-Laz. “Our kids are more important to us than anything. More than Portals, more than saving some beleaguered nation.”

“They’re our kids,” said Ivy-Zero.

“We aren’t here to take them away,” said Ivy. “We’re not a threat to them.”

“Probably not,” said Zero-Laz. “But not certainly not.”

“Before the kids were born,” said Ivy-Zero, “we could side step to fix anything we thought was bad or wrong.”

“But we realized as soon as they were born that I could never side step again,” said Zero-Laz. “See, I could step into any timestream that included me. But we have no idea whether we have these kids in any other timestream. Kids, sure, but these kids? Before I side stepped I tried to detect them in the target timestream but I could only find myself and Ivy. I might be stepping into a world where we were childless, or had four children, or a couple of different children.”

“Babies’ DNA is a variable,” said Ivy-Zero. “Who knows how many different children we might have in the other timestreams.”

Laz and Ivy looked at each other. “I wish OrigiLaz were here,” said Ivy. “Maybe he has some math on the probabilities.”

“We have the math,” said Ivy-Zero. “We’ve been farming and prospecting, but we’ve also been studying. We’re not going to make a move where there is any chance that we’ll lose these kids.”

“So you went on strike,” said Ivy.

“We explained all this to Ron,” said Ivy-Zero. “But of course he left it up to us to explain it.”

“He wanted us to hear your side first,” said Ivy.

“Don’t defend Ron,” said Zero-Laz. “He doesn’t care about us, and we don’t have to care about him.”

“He thought losing our children,” said Ivy-Zero, “if it happened, would be worth the sacrifice as long as we kept the Portals active.”

Another silence.

Laz made the last connection. “You’re afraid that when we side step, it might endanger your children, too.”

The silence returned, only now it was much heavier, thicker. Darker.

“You don’t want us to do it,” said Ivy.

“We don’t want you to do it from here,” said Ivy-Zero. “From our timestream.” She hesitated, as if she was afraid to say what she was about to say. “To be clear. We don’t want you to come back here ever again, for any reason.”

“You can side step from any other timestream,” said Zero-Laz. “Since we and our kids won’t be in that timestream, it won’t affect us. We know that much—when you step from other timestreams, it affects only the timestream you’re in.”

“So I guess my plan for us to get together to play pinochle or bridge is out the window,” said Laz.

“That was never an option,” said Zero-Laz. “Ivy cheats.”

Ivy-Zero looked askance at him. “That’s what losers always say.”



It was Ivy who decided when the visit was over. Laz didn’t disagree when Ivy rose to her feet and shook hands with the Zees. Laz followed suit, and it was surprising how quickly they were on the other side of a closed door. None of the chitchat that made his parents’ goodbyes with guests take approximately forever.

The tuna sandwiches were all they had been served, which was fine with Laz. He remembered eating Southern California cuisine, which was kind of wonderful, with infinite variety. And then the food they made do with in Greensboro—canned tuna, Spam, mandarin oranges, old canned noodles, plastic bottles of V8 fusion drinks, and the occasional ripe fruit during the brief fruiting seasons. All the scavenged canned and bottled stuff was so nutritionally deficient they nearly starved, but starving made everything taste better.

Whatever their older counterparts might have served them for a full meal would have been fresher and better than anything they’d eaten together in their Greensboro days. But nowhere near as good as what Laz remembered growing up with.

Except that this Laz had never tasted Southern California cuisine, not even the worst sludge from bad taco stands, and he had never actually eaten the nutrient-deficient cuisine of Greensboro grocery stores. Because Laz, Laz-One himself, had only been spawned a few days ago and had eaten only the generic food they served in the city where Ron’s offices were located.

Ivy said, once they were back in the carriage, “I don’t know about you, but my bullshit alarm went off a couple of times.”

“I wonder if our alarms went off at the same things,” said Laz.

Ron said nothing. WoJo seemed to want to say even less, looking away.

“That crap about being afraid to lose their children,” said Ivy. “They’re already school-age. The Zeroes could side step into any viable timestream and come home to find their children perfectly fine in the exact timestream they left from.”

“Come on, Ivy,” said Laz. “Would we lie to us?”

“They don’t think of us as being them. We’re annoying younger copies—who, they think, must be idiots.” Ivy rolled her eyes like the teenager she was.

“Ron,” asked Laz. “Was that losing-their-children nonsense the excuse they gave for going on strike?”

Ron gave a little smile—somewhere between Mona Lisa and sticking his tongue out. “They’re not on strike, really. They retired. Isn’t that right, WoJo?”

WoJo shrugged. “On strike, retired, emeritus, on hiatus, laid off, fired, lazy, cowardly—whatever we think it is, whatever we call it, they won’t make any new passages, period.”

“Which keeps all the human worlds in a kind of limbo,” said Ron. “Changes are needed, and we can’t make any.”

“In all of human history,” said Laz, “the human race was stuck on one planet, in one timestream. Our originals only popped up when Shiva made them essential for human survival. Ditto with the Zeroes. But however urgent you think new Portals might be, Ron, the human race will muddle through.”

“I don’t like the track record of the human race on Earth,” said Ivy, “but somehow we didn’t destroy ourselves. We were still around to hop over to different timestreams. People will work it out.”

Ron nodded. WoJo looked out the window at the passing countryside.

“Why were we really revived?” asked Ivy.

“Or, we might say, ‘vived,’ since this is our first time around,” said Laz.

“Revived,” repeated Ivy.

“As we already explained,” said Ron.

“No, you didn’t,” said Laz. “You said routine maintenance, some new Portals, new habitats, maybe whole new timestreams, you never clarified.”

“Did it occur to you,” said WoJo, softly but with an edge to her voice, “that we don’t know every single thing we need you to do?”

“But you know something,” said Ivy. “Which is more than you’ve told us.”

“What I hear you saying,” said Ron, “is that you’re ready for your first assignment.”

“Assignment?” asked Ivy. “Have we been enlisted in some kind of military or police organization?”

“Yes,” said Ron. “You have. Bringing you back was not cheap. Your vivification took resources that were needed elsewhere.”

“Everything takes resources that could have been used elsewhere,” said Laz. “Basic economics.”

“We need to be able to count on you,” said WoJo.

“And we’d like to be useful,” said Laz. At Ivy’s eye roll, he amended, “I would like to be useful. I can’t and don’t speak for Ivy.”

“I want to accomplish good things,” said Ivy. “Things that in my judgment are good.”

“Fortunately,” said Ron, “the things we know we need you to do, at present, are all good.”

“In your judgment,” corrected Ivy.

“In the judgment of,” said WoJo, “the people charged with making such judgments.”

“I can hardly wait,” said Ivy.

“Why are we waiting?” asked Laz.

“Didn’t you hear your predecessors’ diktat?” said Ron. “You are never to side step from their stream.”

“So they make the rules?” asked Laz.

“It does not benefit the human race in any way to defy and antagonize them,” said WoJo, even more softly.

“But you can piss us off as much as you want?” asked Ivy.

“You haven’t made us any Portals,” said WoJo. “You haven’t saved the species many times over. We don’t even know if you can side step.”

“Neither do I,” said Laz. “We haven’t tried anything since we woke up.”

“Why not?” asked Ron. “Your predecessors did it constantly.”

“Nothing has gone so wrong,” said Laz, “that we needed to look for a way out.”



Ron and WoJo took them back to the rooming house where they had spent their first night in Central Time. They were shown to identical rooms. Adjoining rooms. Connecting rooms, if they chose to open the door between. But still separate sleeping quarters.

When Laz and Ivy were each alone in their rooms, they headed straight for the connecting door and opened both sides of it. They realized that they had both made the same decision without even consulting about it, and it made them laugh rather ruefully.

“I don’t remember the two of us getting, you know, married,” said Ivy. “So Zero-Laz and Ivy-Z must have got married after their brain states were recorded. But there’s nothing to prevent us from getting married now ourselves.”

Laz looked at her as if she were a little crazy. “What are you talking about? We barely know each other. We’re straight from the creche.”

“We spent that year together in Greensboro. We learned to rely on each other,” said Ivy.

“No, we didn’t,” said Laz. “The two Zeroes did that, not us. We haven’t had a week yet since they brought us out of the box.”

“Come on,” said Ivy. “You woke up talking about how in love with me you are. I was the one who talked about not really being us. But that was stupid.”

“Of course I didn’t sign on to the idea until you decided it was stupid,” said Laz. “But just because we have memories of a year together, starving with the dogs, doesn’t mean we did that. We are still strangers. Strangers who haven’t even cooperated in a single side step yet.”

Ivy shook her head. “If we remember that it happened, then it happened.”

“Of course,” said Laz. “But not to us.”

“So we have to do the whole dance all over again? Why?”

“Zero-Laz and Ivy-Z earned each other’s love and trust,” said Laz.

“I know,” said Ivy. “I remember.”

“But you’ve done nothing to earn my trust or my love, and I’ve done nothing to deserve yours.”

“So you don’t feel anything toward me?” asked Ivy.

“Don’t act all hurt and disappointed,” said Laz. “Pouring the previous brain state into our heads doesn’t make us duplicates of our predecessors. The neural pathways didn’t grow organically. Our memories were force-fitted into our brains, carving very different pathways. Do we still have the habits we formed in Greensboro? Or do we need to make new ones?”

“Do you really think we’re that different?” asked Ivy.

“I don’t know,” said Laz. “I think I feel exactly the same things I felt before. But can I believe that feeling? Those memories?”

“Why wouldn’t you?” asked Ivy.

“I don’t think we should count on our being perfectly identical with the Zero-wights. We need to find out what abilities we actually have, rather than the ones we remember having. We need to find out if we still trust each other, or even like each other.”

“I liked you just fine, until you started this nonsense about distrusting our memories,” said Ivy.

“And I like you fine,” said Laz. “So if it turns out that we develop a relationship as strong as the one I remember, great. I’m not against that. I’m hoping for that. I just refuse to act as if we already had those strong ties.”

“Why are you putting this wall between us?” asked Ivy.

“Look,” said Laz. “We’re genetically identical with our predecessors. But when they recorded our brain states, they crammed in more years of memories. They had all the muscles they developed by walking for so many kilometers a day, a week. We don’t have any of them. Don’t you remember the time it took to get our legs used to walking so far and so fast?”

“Those are muscles, not our brains,” said Ivy.

“I remembered walking all over Los Angeles County, but I didn’t have those muscles till I earned them again.”

Ivy thought about this for a long moment. Then she took a couple of steps toward Laz, caught his cheeks between her palms, and kissed him with firmness and then with abandon.

“Don’t pretend you didn’t want to do that,” said Ivy.

“I enjoyed that little amuse-bouche,” said Laz. “But that doesn’t mean I’m ready for the banquet. Haven’t you noticed that there are other people in this world now? We’re not the two humans in an empty city. This whole place is teeming with humans. And if we want dogs, we can train puppies to be our companions.”

“So it really hurt your feelings that we didn’t get dogs when we woke up,” said Ivy.

“It’s not about hurt feelings,” said Laz.

“Yes it is,” said Ivy, “because it hurts my feelings that you don’t want me.”

“Ivy,” said Laz. “In Greensboro, before you woke up, I trained myself to be pretty accurate at throwing stones. But I can’t think of a reason to believe any of that skill transferred to this body. I don’t have any of my kinetic memory. I would have to start over from the beginning.”

“So loving me was an acquired skill,” said Ivy bitterly.

“Of course it was,” said Laz. “Maybe we’ll acquire that again. But maybe our relationship will grow naturally and organically, different this time because we’re not playing Adam and Eve in the Garden of Greensboro.”

“You thought all this through in the few days since we woke up,” said Ivy.

“I certainly didn’t come up with it before that,” said Laz. “Please, don’t be offended—”

“Of course I’m offended and hurt and… pissed off,” said Ivy.

“There,” said Laz. “That’s quite similar to the way we began things in Greensboro. Now let’s learn to depend on each other all over again.”

Ivy turned her back on him, went into the other room, and closed and locked the connecting door behind her.

Laz left his connecting door partly ajar. So if later she wanted to open her side, she’d find no barrier on his side. And if she didn’t want to, she wouldn’t know that his door had not been locked.

Then he leaned his forehead against the wall and closed his eyes and cursed himself for denying all his feelings toward Ivy. Why should he think those feelings couldn’t be trusted?

Why do I come up with all these clever reasons to make myself miserable and lonely?

And why didn’t I, why don’t I side step into a timestream where I didn’t come up with all these reasons to keep us apart? Why don’t I side step into happiness right now?

Because I’m not sure if it would end up being all that happy after all. This is the choice I’ve made, and for once in my life I need to stand by my choice and live with the consequences instead of taking the coward’s way out.

Does this prove that I’m not the same person that I remember being? When in my life did I ever resist the impulse to side step when I thought it was in my best interest?

I’m a new man this time around. Maybe a worse man, maybe a self-breaking man. But definitely not the same man I remember having been.
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WHEN LAZ WOKE up the next morning, he had already realized that he was quite possibly the stupidest male person who ever lived. He had spent yesterday worrying that because he had not lived through or made the choices he remembered making in Greensboro during their exile there, or for that matter the choices he made in junior high school, in banishing Stever from his life—because those were not his choices, though he remembered making them, he had no right to live his life now as if it were a continuation of the lives he remembered living.

But sometime in the night, he came to understand the source of his feeling of illegitimacy, and it was not as rational as he had supposed. The memories implanted in his brain came from two genetically identical versions of himself, and there was nothing wrong in living this life as if it were a continuation of his memories.

What had prompted his doubt was his anger, his unconscious fury at the way Ron and his bosses believed they had the right to recreate him out of twenty-three pairs of chromosomes, speed-grow him, implant memories, and then expect him to be their servant, obeying their commands, carrying out their plans—plans he had never been consulted about and wasn’t sure he agreed with.

That was the conversation he should have had with Ron Smith, hashed it out and renegotiated the terms of his indenture.

Instead, he had taken out his anger and confusion on the only person whom he trusted, the person who, if she didn’t actually understand him, understood the men who made all his memories.

Of course he woke up in love with her, right from the start. Her presence in the reawakening room had reassured him, had made him feel that whatever was about to happen would be fine, as long as she was with him.

He got out of bed, cleaned himself up a bit, emptied his bladder, dressed, and then went to the connecting door. Since his side was already wide open, he only needed to knock on her door and, if she had unlocked it last night or this morning, enter her room and apologize. “You already knew I was stupid,” he would say. “I can’t imagine it came as a surprise to you.”

No. No joking. He would say, “I’m sorry. I woke up frightened by how desperately I loved and needed you, but I will never let my anxiety turn me away from what we remember creating together.”

Even that speech felt stilted to him.

It didn’t matter. When he pushed on the door, it didn’t budge. She had not unlocked her side of the connecting door.

He raised his palm to slap at the door, to waken her and plead with her to open her door.

He did not do it. Because he was afraid that she wouldn’t open it. That she wouldn’t listen to him. He was, in fact, letting his anxiety turn him away from this feeble attempt to reconnect with her.

Instead, he came out into the corridor and walked to the main door of her apartment. He knocked softly on her door, waited for her answer.

Knocked again. Waited again.

Tried the door handle. Tried pulling the door open. No, these outer doors opened the other way. He pushed at the door. He knocked again. He gave the door a loud slap, so loud it stung his palm. Then an even harder slap, which hurt so badly he had to tuck that hand under his arm to absorb the pain.

Nothing from Ivy’s side of the door.

He leaned his forehead on the door and thought about how the things he said must have hurt Ivy. He had been thinking only his own thoughts, making no effort to imagine hers. To her it must have felt like he was rejecting her, when in fact he was only rejecting himself, this new self full of memories that he had not earned. Why should that be a reason for them not to continue as trusting partners, as each other’s beloved.

And finally, for the first time since he was reawakened, he reached out for another timestream, one in which he had not said any of his stupidity to Ivy, a stream in which he had kissed her good night and they both left their connecting doors ajar.

There was such a timestream. In fact, there were far more timestreams in which he had not hurt her than streams like this in which he had. A step to the side, and last night would not have happened that way after all.

But he did not take that side step.

Ivy would know. Just as she had known the first time they met that he had seen her naked in her awakening chamber and side stepped to a version of reality in which all the clones in the coffins had been dressed. She knew he had seen her. So if he changed to a timestream in which all was well between them, it would not be well, because she would still remember this timestream and all the stupid things that he had said.

And she would not ignore it. She would not forgive it. She would always hold it over his head, even though he had done all he could to undo it. In the space between timestreams, Ivy saw everything, remembered everything. He could not deceive her about the side steps he had made, or why he had made them.

Someone was walking along the corridor. He heard the scuffing of shod feet and knew from the step and from the fact that shoes were on those feet, it could not be Ivy.

He assumed that when he lifted his head back from the door, he would see Ron Smith coming toward him. But it was not him, nor was it WoJo. It was the MIT grad student that he had met first thing upon leaving the reawakening chamber with Ivy.

“Now that you’re awake, a breakfast has been prepared for you,” said the pretty, sophisticated young woman. “An offering of all your favorite breakfast foods, from which you may select as many as you want.”

“Very kind of you,” Laz murmured. “Not hungry though.”

“You should eat to keep up your strength,” said the young woman.

“You’re sounding like a robot more and more,” said Laz.

“How do you know what a robot sounds like?”

“Why should I keep up my strength?” Laz asked. “What is the point? Without Ivy I’m worthless.”

There was no answer for a moment. Then MIT Student said, with a kind and patient voice, “You are not worthless to yourself. You are the only self you have, and so your value is infinite.”

“Metaphysics?” asked Laz. “All of the metaphysics in history is worth less than a single wild strawberry, tiny but tart.”

“Poetic,” said the MIT grad. “Do you want me to tell you all the poets who have used that very image?”

“No,” said Laz. “I don’t believe in originality and so I don’t try for it.”

“I believe you believe that because Ivy is not with you, you cannot work together. But of course you can. You don’t need to be physically present with each other for her to pass timestreams to you.”

“How would you know?” said Laz.

“Ivy told me so.”

“You’ve seen her? Where is she?”

“She is not here with you. That continues to be her choice. But she does not intend that to be an impediment to your working together.”

“How angry is she?”

“She is very calm. Her heartbeat is healthy and normal, and she is showing no outward signs of strong emotion—nor of trying to restrain strong emotion.”

“Calm,” said Laz.

“It took her much of the night to achieve that state,” said Ms. MIT, “and when she came out of her room a few hours ago, she reported that she had not slept and would like to be taken to a private place in order to get her much-needed rest. How did you sleep?”
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