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            PRAISE FOR DAVID R PALMER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nearly 30 years ago, David R. Palmer’s startlingly Heinleinesque debut novel created an action-adventure protagonist who made Die Hard’s John McClane look like a wimp amateur—and she was an 11-year-old girl. When we met her in Emergence, endearing supergenius Candy Smith-Foster seemed to be the last person alive on earth, and before that book was over she had died—twice!—and killed—twice!—flown a Shuttle, and literally saved the human race.

        At last she’s back—still 11, still adorable, still sudden death with both hands . . . and this time she’s in real trouble. With even higher stakes.

        I would not have believed the thrills, chills and sheer fun of Emergence could be matched, but they’ve been exceeded . . . and the scary part is, it’s clear Palmer hasn’t peaked yet. I only pray I won’t have to wait another three furshlugginer decades to read Book Three of the saga: this is a heroine as addictive as heroin. Or Candy . . .

      

      

      
        
        —Spider Robinson, co-author,

        with the ghost of Robert A. Heinlein,

        of Variable Star

      

      

      
        
        Candy is one of the most memorable people I’ve ever known, on or off the printed page, and David R. Palmer one of the most engaging and skillful storytellers.

      

      

      

      
        
        —Stanley Schmidt,

        Author of The Coming Convergence,

        Editor Emeritus of Analog Science Fiction and Fact

      

      

      
        
        Palmer is a freaking genius. Period. I write this stuff myself, so take it from an expert. I envy this man’s talent. I just finished Tracking, and it is every bit as good as Emergence. I would not have thought it possible. Has a few spots that are also so funny I laughed until tears came.

      

      

      

      
        
        —Tom Ligon

        Author of Rendezvous At Angels Thirty and other stories.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        FROM THE JOURNALS OF

        CANDIDIA MARIA SMITH-FOSTER:

      

      

      “By now reader probably wondering who or what H. post hominem might be. Or (at very least) me. Viewed in that light, introductions are in order:

      “Name: Candidia Maria Smith-Foster. Born 11 years ago to Smiths; orphaned six months later; adopted by Dr. and Mrs. Foster—‘Daddy’ and ‘Momma.’ Been known as ‘Candy’ since first breath.

      “Homo post hominem is new species, apparently immune to all ‘human’ disease, plus smarter, stronger, faster, etc., emerging to inherit Earth after H. sapiens eliminated selves in short, efficient, bionuclear war. Am myself Homo post hominem. Rode out war in Daddy’s marvelous shelter, now engaged in walkabout, searching for fellow survivors. Of which reader must be one . . .

      “Tomorrow morning though, not now. Tired. Disappointed. Perhaps just bad day: too long, too many expectations. Too much letdown.

      “Never mind. Tomorrow is another day—Pollyanna lives!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            UNTITLED

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The original Emergence novella, and its sequel, Seeking, from which the above is quoted, published in Analog Science Fiction and Fact magazine in 1981 and 1982, respectively, both earned nominations for the Hugo and Nebula awards. In fact, Seeking and the subsequent Emergence novel came in second in the final Hugo balloting in their respective years. In addition, the Emergence novel was nominated for the 1984 Philip K. Dick award for best first novel and won Balticon’s Compton Crook Award for best first novel.

      

      

      
        
        This sequel, Tracking, first appeared in Analog as a three-part serial, commencing with the July/August 2008, issue.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OTHER BOOKS BY DAVID R. PALMER,

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Emergence

      

      

      

      
        
        Threshold

      

      

      

      
        
        Spēcial Education

      

      

      

      
        
        Schrödinger’s Frisbee

      

      

      

      
        
        DISCLAIMER

        In the immortal words of Spider Robinson:

        Everything in this story is a lie.

        This does not apply to

        factual statements in the Author’s Note.
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        As always,

        to

        Sherry

      

      

      With deepest gratitude to Stanley Schmidt, Ph.D., editor of Analog Science Fiction and Science Fact magazine: Stan published the Emergence and Seeking novellas, which comprise the first two volumes of the Emergence novel, the story which antedates Tracking, in 1981 and ’82, respectively. He then serialized this novel in Analog in 2008, returning me to print after a 25-year-plus hiatus.

      With appreciation to beta-testers Sherry Palmer, R.P.R., C.M., C.R.R.; Mildred Palmer; Shelly Owen Heatherdale; (Owen & Associates Court Reporters, Ocala, Florida); Barbara Pitalo; Susan Hollingsworth, J.D.; Glenn Zoller, of GiganticPix; Paul Drake; William (P.E.) and Stephanie Reck; Hank Henry, J.D. and Michael (M.D.) and Sally Bramley; Harrisse S. Coffee, R.P.R.; and Michael N. Dietz.

      With an especially wordy thanks to world-famous verbivore, lecturer, writer, and authority on words in general, Richard Lederer, Ph.D. (http://www.verbivore.com/), who assisted me in solving an apparently intractable problem, consisting of thirteen parts, with a single-word answer.

      Thanks and mazel tov to Michael A. Moctezuma Milo, J.D., who helped with the sprinkling of Hebrew appearing herein.

      With particular thanks to Maria Mihailovich, R.P.R., who furnished the authentic Pitman shorthand exemplar.

      As well as to Ekaterina Sedia for her guidance past the pitfalls awaiting the non-Russian-speaker wishing to interject a smattering of that language in hopes of achieving at least a veneer of authenticity.

      
        
        As well as

        reading along in spirit . . .

        Ben Ayres, J.D.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Actually, this is less a foreword than a preemptive caution, as well as a word of advice, for would-be first-time readers of the Emergence Chronicles. As the initial sections of the Tracking serialization appeared in Analog, Editor Stanley Schmidt, Ph.D., began receiving initial feedback e-mails. The majority ranged from favorable to wildly enthusiastic.

      A few were not. The most pointedly unenthused was a lady who wrote, “This is unreadable crap,” and expanded upon that theme with some enthusiasm. Though the details of her supporting argument were at best vague, and her e-note was missing random necessary punctuation, contained multiple misspellings, and even a sprinkling of uncapitalized proper nouns, leading to a suspicion that her passion may have been chemically augmented, those are mere quibbles: irrelevant to what appears to have been her main complaint. The author responded:

      Dear (Sad, Unnamed Lady):

      It is childishly tempting to be flippant and subject you to the quote of the possibly apocryphal playwright (though it may actually have been George Bernard Shaw) who, when a single theatergoer, from among the hundreds applauding his new play, stood and booed, called down to him, “Personally, sir, I agree with you—but who are we to disagree with so many. . . .”

      What I should be doing is helping you enjoy the story, if that’s at all possible.

      As a preface, during the run of the previous story (the Emergence and Seeking novellas in Analog in ’81 and ’82, and the full Emergence novel, published by Bantam in ’84, with four additional print runs, as well as releases in several foreign countries), a few readers worldwide agreed with you. Upon further inquiry, however, many, if not most, of the dissatisfied proved to be speed-reading “skimmers”: non-word-for-word readers, whose eyes touch upon only three to five lines as they glance down a page, absorbing most of the sense of the surrounding text via peripheral vision.

      There’s nothing wrong with that; I learned to read that way originally. Like Candy, as a child I devoured whole Arthur C. Clarke, C. S. Forester, Robert A. Heinlein, and James A. Michener, et cetera, novels in two- and three-hour gulps. It irritated my grammar school teachers to no end when, in almost every class, I’d cite stories and/or articles they hadn’t read. Generally it turned out I’d read more books of every description than they had, as well as the technical periodicals of the day (Popular Mechanics, Popular Science, Mechanics Illustrated, et cetera), which were how the scientifically curious stayed reasonably abreast of developments prior to Al Gore’s invention of the multiply connected tubes of the Interwebs, so beloved of the late, legendarily technically acuminous, ex-Senator Ted Stevens [R. AK]).

      Now, please, do not draw from this the impression that I was an outstanding scholar; nothing could be further from the truth. First, I had a then-undiagnosed learning disability. (Virtually all learning disabilities those days were undiagnosed; those of us saddled with them generally were regarded as troublemakers or “just slow”). Plus, I seldom helped myself during those discussions; I was a tactless, insufferably smug little snot who was confident that I knew more than anyone else. The fact that I often did didn’t enhance my popularity with kids, teachers, or my parents.

      The eventual point of all this, however, is that it is impossible to skim the Emergence Chronicles and absorb a coherent understanding—never mind enjoyment—of the stories. The narrative structure is what used to be described as telegraphic; it is, in other words, “preskimmed”: Many, if not most, nonessential words have been omitted.

      This is deliberate. Candy explained the principle underlying her journal-keeping philosophy at the beginning of the original Emergence novella:

      
        
        “Never kept one; not conversant with format requirements, Right Thing To Do. Therefore will use own judgment. One thing certain: Sentence structure throughout will have English teachers spinning in graves (those fortunate enough to have one). English 60 percent flab, null symbols, waste. Suspect massive inefficiency stems from subconsciously recognized need to stall, give inferior intellects chance to collect thoughts into semblance of coherence (usually without success), and to show-off (my $12-word can lick your $10-word). Will not adhere to precedent; makes little sense to write shorthand, then cancel advantage by employing rambling academese.”

      

      

      Because the stories must be read word-for-word, a degree of self-discipline is required. If, however, you can force yourself to do that (actually, it was terribly difficult for me, when I first became a court reporter, to slow down and read word-for-word to catch transcript typos), you’ve got a pretty good shot at becoming a fan of Candy and her friends. If not, bless you; there are plenty of conventionally constructed stories out there; in fact, I’ve been guilty of several myself—my non-Candyverse stories all employ a more-or-less conventionally grammatical (I do try) sentence structure.

      Back, however, to the “who are we to disagree with so many” vein: It should be noted that, in their respective years, both predicate novellas were nominated for the Hugo and Nebula, as well as the Philip K. Dick award for best new writer, as was the Emergence novel in its first publication year—plus it actually won the Balticon’s Compton Crook award for best first novel. Additionally, both the Seeking novella and the Emergence novel garnered second-place finishes in the worldwide final voting for the Hugo. Finally, both novellas won their category in Analog’s Anlab readers’ poll voting by the largest margins ever seen to that point, so clearly some readers have managed to soldier through them. I hope you’ll be one.

      To reiterate: Don’t skim.
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            VOLUME I: MAYFLY, TROUT, HOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Excerpted from the Journals of Candidia Maria Smith-Foster:

      Day I

      Yes, Posterity; your Humble Historiographer does feel guilty about this—but what was Teacher thinking? What did he expect? What else could I do . . . ?

      Oops, forgetting manners. (There’s a surprise.) Sorry. All right; let’s start over:

      Hi, Posterity; Candy Smith-Foster here again—Plucky Girl Adventurer, Intrepid Girl Aviatrix, Spunky Savior of Our People, etc., etc.—at your service.

      To all appearances (with single, gastrolepidoptrosis-inducing exception), day had begun normally enough—for one of my days . . .

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      F’rinstance, had wakened, as usual, looking forward to almost spiritual fulfillment intrinsic to starting day at chow hall, wrapping self around one of my Adam’s routinely world-class breakfasts.

      (Hmm . . . That sounded possessive, didn’t it. Well, am his “discoverer.” Adam second living human being turned up during post-Armageddon exploration. Plus boy is my favorite proof-of-concept, show-and-tell exhibit for proposition that Y chromosomes can be A Good Thing. And between times, exhibiting no hint of teasing, Adam does refer to me as “my woman.” Not to mention, unblinking gaze, on occasions when holds me close, causes tingly sensations in interesting places.)

      Naturally, not every morsel of food emerging from kitchens actually product of cleverest-boy-genius-in-whole-wide-world’s own incredibly talented hands, but clearly finest of coequals in charge of food preparation these days; ergo, have every confidence will have influenced production, thereby assuring, at minimum, all dishes represent gustatory perfection.

      Plus, under normal circumstances, Adam times culinary duties to make possible spending most meals with me, breakfast included, which never fails to launch day on endorphin high. . . .

      On top of which, being focus of unambiguous love radiating from entire population of recently adopted-into Homo post hominem community, all of whom (tiresome but true) owe Yours Truly their lives, does enhance outlook generally.

      Normally, positive attitude established by breakfast flows seamlessly into day’s real fun—classes: academics (usually one-on-one instruction in college-level math, physics, chem, geology, agronomy, psychology [normal and ab-], etc.), as well as practical mechanics, electronics; regular proficiency-maintenance and/or additional type-rating flight training sessions; plus daily advanced karate instruction (currently honing sixth-degree Black Belt skills; seventh still well beyond horizon) coupled with—probably most entertaining of all—personal tutoring in selected elements from Mossad field agents’ mayhem manual.

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      Apart from routine expectations, however, this morning not remotely normal. Awoke to ominous realization that that vague, recurrent disquiet, which, despite fiercely protective, almost crechelike environment in which have been enveloped since medical discharge (following treatment for side effects stemming from most recent round trip across River Styx) was back in force. Last time awoke to such depths of foreboding was morning of Daddy’s departure for Washington—the day before Khraniteli turned capital, surrounding suburbs, into fine, black, glowing-in-dark ashes drifting in breeze, ending World As We Knew It, as well as reign of H. sapiens.

      Clearly, in retrospect, from moment eyes opened today, chain of events resembled ballistic curve: foreordained progression, leading directly from bed to Teacher’s announcement to Yours Truly’s reluctant but immutable decision—thence to current AWOL status.

      Well, a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s . . . etc.

      As turned out, however, anarchic decision, subsequent obviously proscribed actions, took healthy bite out of unease dogging heels since morning’s first awareness. Perhaps qualms more function of psychic feedback spawned by own upcoming brash actions echoing back up timeline rather than intangible warning of yet another impending doomy threat.

      In any event, Posterity, been some time since our last travelogue, hasn’t it. Truthfully, though, hadn’t expected—certainly never intended—ever again to do another travel, much less logue.

      And not without justification: Even briefest reflection upon Yours Truly’s conspicuously absent vital signs, to say nothing of generally bent, broken, and/or toasted medical condition by conclusion of events chronicled in most recent volumes of The Journals of the Life & Times of Candy Smith-Foster, Plucky Girl Adventurer (This is a reference to Volume III, Part III, Finale, from the first collection of Candy Smith-Foster’s journals, which have been assembled under the overall title, Emergence.), should motivate thickest observer toward sober deliberation regarding wisdom of such endeavors.

      Take, for instance, side effects of saving Adam from wrecked, flaming automobile: Psilly pseudo Walter Mitty had achieved spectacular crash while indulging racedriver fantasies on deserted downtown Baltimore city streets. Ultimately, hysterical strength overuse required to extricate comatose boy from four-wheeled pyre, carry him at a dead run draped over shoulder to van, remain conscious long enough thereafter to suture young idiot’s sliced femoral artery, resulted in your Humble Historiographer’s heart joining ranks of flatlined.

      Granted, own willful disregard of onrushing metabolic burnout symptoms spotlight descriptive limitations of reckless. Still, extra effort seemed warranted at the time: Had reason to fear lad might be sole other surviving human being on Planet Earth.

      Happily, wasn’t. Quite.

      However, barely recovered from physiological deficits incurred during that girlish prank before found self in spacesuit, flambéing like lobster while being battered to pulp by unyielding interior structural members of decidedly non-passenger-rated, End of Days-bomb-carrying, Khraniteli winged missile during programmed-in, high-g, evasive acrobatics portion of incandescent atmospheric reentry. This event, too, capped by cessation of Plucky Girl Adventurer’s cardiac functions.

      Clearly, campaigns offering such potential direness not to be undertaken lightly. Odds too high that Closing Credits may have to be superimposed over marker under which bones have taken up residence at Our Lady of Perpetual Dandelions Memorial Landfill—or, more likely, just strewn willy-nilly across terrain, wherever carrion-disposal fauna lose interest.

      In any event, none of those experiences ranks high amongst memories back upon which your Humble Historiographer looks most fondly—or has any difficulty not raising hand, joyously carolling “Again . . . !”

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      But damn, Posterity! Really—what was Teacher thinking . . . ? I mean, right after breakfast, even before leaving chow hall, practically skipped up, beaming ear-to-ear, gave me big, happy hug, and, straight out of blue, announced, “Candy, the Urals scouting expedition got in last night . . .”

      Okay, I knew that. Actually, everybody knew that: Hominem community, slowly growing around Mt. Palomar blast/earthquake shelter, still in no danger of challenging New York, Moscow, Beijing for title of World’s Majorest Metropolis (even after H. sapiens’ effectively total extinction). As spin-off benefit of settlement’s cozy dimensions, airstrip located practically next-door—where seismic-level thrust-reverser sound effects from pair of C-17 Globemaster IIIs (aviation’s answer to Monster Trucks) braking to stop just after sundown not that readily overlooked.

      So standing alone, beloved pedagogue’s breathless proclamation hardly qualified as news, let alone bombshell. Still, enthusiasm level suggested other shoe already in pattern, probably on final, if not actually preparing for touchdown . . .

      And indeed was. Radiating what, for him, equated to gleeful intensity of Olde Tyme TV game-show host introducing prize lineup, Teacher continued, “And while they were there, they acquired information suggesting that your father probably is still alive, as well as where the Khraniteli may be holding him.”

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      All right, Posterity; that part exceeded “bombshell” threshold . . . !

      In fact, as joyous revelation’s universe-reshuffling internal echoes faded, Terry expressed concern from habitual perch on big sister’s shoulder by swinging head around to front, turning cranium upside down, peering one-eyed up my nose.

      Fortunately, however, this time retarded adopted twin brother limited comment to wolf whistle’s long, low, closing diminuendo—as opposed to customary practice of sharing sapient sibling’s innermost cerebral contents with world at window-rattling volume.

      Shushed silly symbiont by reaching up, gently stroking tiny soft feathers on head, cheeks, upper neck area just under huge clamshell beak.

      And focused ki flow into effort required to maintain calm thoughts, serene, interested expression as world rocked, spun around me—and abruptly, cause of, solution to, morning’s amorphous disquiet snapped into sharpest focus. . . .

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      Even if Terry hadn’t felt elder sister turn to stone, Posterity, I knew featherheaded twin unfooled. Birdbrain alone, out of planet’s entire remaining population (okay, arguably Lisa, too), equipped fully to appreciate shock Teacher’s announcement had delivered. No one doubts anymore: Foster twins share one-way telepathic rapport. Despite being Anodorhynchus hyacinthinus (i.e., Hyacinthine Macaw), Terry can read my mind—and from quite a distance: last count, 32,500 miles; geosynchronous orbit height plus Earth’s full diameter.

      All of which demonstrated conclusively a few months ago when Intrepid Girl Astronaut found self trapped in orbit aboard crippled space shuttle (while saving all that remained of Humanity, she tossed in casually). On that occasion, thoughts apparently passed through planet’s substance as if so much vacuum.

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      In any event, notwithstanding id’s smarty-mouthed internal sarcasm, Teacher now had Plucky Girl Savior of Our People’s undivided attention. But then, with typical clueless preoccupation borne of Overlapping Deep Thoughts, complicated by Weight of Responsibilities, dear old thing continued blithely, “And at this point, it looks as if it won’t take much more than another six months to put together an expedition back into the area to check into it. . . .”

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      Really now, Posterity.

      As long as Teacher’s known me (what?—almost whole life?), could not have expected favorite (known to be impulse-control-challenged) student to hear that, then just sit around, waiting patiently while Daddy languishes in Khraniteli dungeon, no doubt being tortured, probably scheduled for execution—for another six solid months . . . ?

      Received news with enthusiasm of hungry trout rising to fat mayfly—and reached decision even before Teacher completed recital.

      But. While Yours Truly may not be sharpest bulb in quiver (or is that brightest pencil in drawer?), have managed, during short, busy lifetime, to identify certain fundamentally human behavioral principles every bit as applicable to H. post hominems as H. sapiens; key among which: Objecting, arguing—even begging—adults to reverse what they regard as well-thought-out decisions generally has single practical effect: Spills beans concerning own intentions; opens door for inconvenient advice—potentially, even, orders: “Don’t do that.”

      Clearly, last thing Plucky Girl Adventurer needed at this point was to trigger suspicions.

      What was called for, however, was factual, mission-specific information: “intel,” if you will. So smiled beatifically, hugged, thanked Teacher fervently—then, moment sweet man out of sight, switched on stalker mode, tracked down Danya Feinberg, AAs’ number two special-operations reconnaissance/infiltration/intelligence-gathering/sniper.

      Prior to Mankind’s End, Danya had been top Mossad field operative; specialty, “proactive threat elimination”—euphemism for assassination. All too appropriately, since given name translates to Judgment of God.

      (Which has always bothered me: How could parents have known? I mean, really, so soon after birth, to look down at freshly hatched, sweet-faced baby girl happily blowing bubbles against mother’s breast, announce to world, with perfectly straight face, “This child will grow up to become the instrument of the Judgment of God . . .”)

      Moot question, of course. Did. And now, with other AAs, Danya works for Teacher.

      Incidentally, number two ranking amongst AA spooks mostly result of coin toss. Wallace Griffin (describes himself as out-of-work Navy Seal) unabashedly admits his field skills fall short of hers, but even Danni agrees Wallace’s gift for strategy unrivaled among hominem ranks. (In fact, with apparent seriosity, Number Two says world missed unmatched opportunity to experience Genghis Khan redux when Wallace opted not to focus talents on Dark Side.) In any event, according to Teacher, even in pseudomilitary structure, someone has to be in charge.

      As suspected, caught up with Danya at base showers. Following return from three-week, living-off-land, intel-gathering recon in Urals, existing mostly as solo marauder/gleaner, Momma Spook spending substantial portion of first morning home reveling in leisurely, luxurious, catch-up soak under virtually inexhaustible, solar-heated, steaming hot water.

      Parked Terry on adjacent showerhead feeder gooseneck, turned on water. Manic twin promptly launched into joyous series of upside-down, furiously flapping bathing gymnastics; continuing objective: Spread as much water as widely as possible, without actually coming into contact with any, except very tip of bill.

      Shucked off own clothing, stepped under shower, then paused to regard Danni with usual carefully concealed resentment . . .

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      Visualize stereotypical barbarian warrior princess from vintage, heroic, Boris Vallejo cover painting for epic Thud & Blunder novel: long, flowing, glowingly dark hair. Supermodel’s face, with flawless brow, cheekbones, chin; perfect, gleaming white teeth. Eyes so blue, they seem to catch, amplify, reflect light across darkened rooms. Technically, only five-five but tall nonetheless, with almost rangy frame boasting deceptively sleek, well-developed musculature, marathoner’s utterly dimple/jiggle-free, hard little glutei maximi, all wrapped in golden, line-free suntan. Presentation capped by secondary curves whose firmly assertive proportions sneer at Newton’s second law. . . .

      Total effect (according to Adam) “reduces men to idiots”; from own experience, inspires less well-assembled females to engage in thoughtful deliberation regarding pros, cons of pacts with devil. (Eternal damnation . . . hey, how bad could it be . . . ?)

      Eighth Degree Black Belt, unmitigated death in bare feet, since my arrival Danya has taken me under wing; have become, in fact, her favorite pseudo-Mossad apprentice. And few aspects of life these days deliver more sheer fun than training under Danni’s supervision: Very most advanced levels of hand-to-hand combat; nonstandard weapons; plus special-operations skills (infiltration, silently taking out sentries, sniping); undercover work; interrogation; etc.

      Danni even managed to introduce element of humor into hysterical strength tap, concerning whose use Yours Truly has become almost phobic (not unreasonably, given death’s recurring prominence in medical history): Persuaded me to replace original cumbersome, four-word, self-hypnotic prompt phrase (“chocolate, cabbage, caterpillar, puck”) with quicker, more classically appropriate, single trigger word: “Sha-zam . . . !”

      Plus, along with other two unofficial sisters, Kim and Gayle, Danni really fun snicker-buddy at whispering/giggling-about-boys get-togethers.

      (Okay, okay—obviously, such gatherings chiefly for my benefit. No, don’t really believe Kim, Gayle, or Danni [older women, all—mid 20s, at least] regard boys as giggleworthy subjects per se. Not even Adam [who really is]. Still . . .)

      Withal, no matter how hard I try on occasion, Danni difficult person to dislike. Except when forced unavoidably to compare her to . . .

      Me: Candy Smith-Foster; months short of 12th birthday; still whole inches shy of five feet tall; hardly more than pro forma female thus far—

      Never mind; among pointless exercises in frustration, self-flagellation over unavoidable surely ranks near list’s apex. . . .

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      No point beating around bush with Danya, Posterity; respected her too much even to make attempt. Plus (not peripheralest of considerations), fact that, while superspook claims not to be actual mindreader, is way too smart for slow-dancing subterfuges; would spot oblique approach in heartbeat. And by this point, not arousing grownup suspicions regarding immediate plans for information’s application had taken on vital importance.

      So got right to it; wide-eyed, unaffectedly enthusiastic as any other kid who’d just learned long-dead father possibly not: “Danni,” I demanded, “Teacher says you guys heard something about Daddy during your recon. Where is he? Who’s got him?”

      Mentor regarded me thoughtfully before replying. Does that a lot. Depending upon circumstances, can generate sensations akin to those no doubt experienced by bird trying to stare down hungry snake.

      “We don’t know that anyone’s actually got him got him,” Danya began eventually; “at least at this point. While scouting Serdtsevina Rasovyi, the base outside their big shelter under the Urals, just north of the Russian/Kazakhstani border, I questioned a Khranitel who admitted to being part of the Bratstvo group who snatched Dr. Foster out of Washington just before they vaporized it.”

      Honest, Posterity, really tried to restrain self, but couldn’t have held tongue at gunpoint: “So he is alive!”

      “He was alive then,” Danya corrected sympathically. “He didn’t die when Washington did; we know that. He—“

      “Did your contact tell you where he is?” I pressed.

      Danni hesitated again; then: “You have to understand,” she temporized, “this was not a contact per se; not a friendly conversation with a helpful local. I made this man disappear from the base in the middle of the night.

      “And he was of course a Khranitel; by definition, a zealot. He did not wish to tell me anything. I had to . . .” paused again, obviously trying to choose words with care, “. . . encourage him . . .” Paused again, eyed me with detectible concern, then finished in rush, “—quite a lot.”

      Yet another pause. “And while I did want to hear more about Dr. Foster, my mission was to learn what I could about the Khraniteli’s current military situation: strategy, assets, technology levels, agent deployment . . .”

      A final pause. “His mention of Dr. Foster occurred early in the questioning. About all this man told me was that they had taken your father back to Serdtsevina Rasovyi. In addition to housing their headquarters, that’s where one of their larger, better-equipped laboratories is located.

      “The Khraniteli wanted to pick his brains. Apparently they’ve come up with the notion of using gene-engineering to try to develop a bug we hominems aren’t immune to. They correctly surmise that, as probably the world’s leading expert in combating biological warfare before the Holocaust, today he’s the only real expert in existence on how one goes about developing such microbes.

      “By the time I was certain I’d gotten everything from this fellow I could pertinent to my mission objectives, it was . . . he was . . .” Danni trailed off tastefully, eyes averted.

      Nodded silently to convey understanding, hint of sympathy for unpleasant necessities. But behind otherwise carefully nonreacting expression, had difficulty not grinding teeth: Whenever so-called grownup topics (e.g., killing, torture, generic mayhem of any description) intrude upon discussions, adults—even Danni, despite ongoing special-ops training’s patently lethal focus!—tend to walk on eggs in my presence; act as if somehow, despite short, blood-soaked history, am still vulnerable innocent, needing to be protected from realities of post-apocalypse life, death.

      Sweet little self-deceptions like this no doubt helpful to adults’ emotional well-being—but damned nuisancy for people who have things to do, places to go, people to rescue. Interferes with efficient information-gathering.

      Delays departure.

      So bit lip; maintained grateful, cheery smile; thanked her effusively. Finished shower; departed at apparent leisure.

      —And immediately set out to track down Wallace Griffin. Happily, found officially number one spook not in shower.

      (“Happily”: Though for majority of younger hominems, skinny-dipping down at lovely little creek-fed pond between housing and airfield pretty much routine, Wallace not one of Teacher’s actual AAs; not even of their generation; instead, one of those anomalous older H. post hominems who had emerged previously, differences unnoticed at the time by World at Large. Sweetly old-fashioned in so many ways; and, when too much skin involved, age/gender distinctions tend to distract, possibly even distress him.)

      Found head spook in office, door open, informally closeted with Peter Bell, de facto number two hominem after Teacher.

      Peter also (though don’t think he knows this) subject of dearest leader’s first delicate matchmaking suggestion for me.

      This, of course, prior to my meeting Adam: unrivaled electromechanical genius; world-class pianist; universe-class chef; amateur EMT (who has restarted my heart twice thus far); frighteningly intelligent; side-splittingly funny; ruggedly handsome (for someone who doesn’t shave yet—still sticking to age-18 story [but, sh-h-h, early on I found birth certificate; boy really only 13]); and actually (when not crashing cars), world-class driver; pilot, too . . .

      Sorry, Posterity; yes, have been told I tend to digress.

      Like most fundamentally innocent, older hominem males, Wallace can’t help himself where Yours Truly is concerned: unambiguously dotes upon very ground I tread.

      Usually I go out of my way not to, but this was special occasion: Took shameless advantage of slack grownups all cut me (cute little Selfless Savior of Our People, etc.) to interrupt intelmeister, pump dry: Gleaned everything he’d heard, deduced, divined about Daddy’s purported/potential whereabouts. Got away with interrogating him in far greater depth than would have dared attempt with Danya. Even coaxed him into giving me copies of his, Danni’s field reports.

      Thanked him; hugged ’til eyes popped—

      Went straight home.

      Despite protests, dropped off Terry. Though would miss baby brother desperately, avians, even large ones (actually, especially larger ones), simply too fragile, too vulnerable to impact. Plus birds in general horribly susceptible to even faintest traces of airborne toxins. (Remember coal mine canaries?) Besides, exotic tropical species tend to be cold-sensitive, and nippy conditions definitely in travel forecast. Withal, unnecessary exposure to potentially fraught situations simply not rational.

      (Additionally, in Terry’s case, way too loud for covert enemy stronghold infiltration, recon. . . .)

      However, also had mission-specific reason (selfish sounds so negative): Leaving Terry home ensured that, notwithstanding circumstances, as long as manage to remain more or less conscious, even if just barely, will be able to “phone home” from anywhere on planet. Given destination, not to mention likelihood of encounters with indigines of unrivaled bloodthirstiness, malevolence (those are adversaries’ good qualities), Terrylink communication might well prove vital: for Daddy, if there (if alive), not to mention Intrepid Special-Ops Girl herself.

      Made sure birdbrain’s stand provisioned for day. Unworried about featherheaded sibling’s care, feeding, need for snuggles during projected absence; knew family would love, care for him. Especially Lisa: Adores him; vice-versa. Plus Kim’s baby girl shares my mental connection with him—and thereby is linked to me, though in her case contact seems limited to empathy: sensing emotions, feelings, etc.

      Threw together necessities for trip: weapons, ammo, tools. —Oh, yeah; also food, water, clothing, toiletries, etc. Loaded swag into van.

      Left note: pro forma apology to Adam, Danni, Teacher, Kim, Gayle. Assigned Lisa responsibility for taking care of Terry. Suggested they might consider keeping eye on baby brother; take notes if babbling begins to sound relevant.

      Adjourned thereafter to airfield. Noted, with relief, no one around. Skimmed hurriedly through maintenance logs covering hominems’ small fleet of STOL turboprop Helio Stallions. Identified plane with “youngest” engine; i.e., fewest operating hours since major overhaul. Preflighted ship; everything came up green.

      Transferred duffle, necessities from van. Fired up, lifted off.

      Headed north, bound for Canada, Alaska, Bering Strait, Siberia—Kazakhstani/Russian Urals beyond.

      Six months in-bleeping-deed . . . !

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTERLUDE

          

        

      

    

    
      Archivist’s Note(a)


      This semi-stream-of-consciousness opening passage is typical of the journals kept by young Candidia Maria Smith-Foster, as preserved in the Homo Post Hominem Genesis Library. Typically, when possible in the field, she has updated them at least daily.

      In an earlier volume (informally titled Seeking), Candy indicated a preference (only partially, we suspect, tongue-in-cheek) that her memoirs be accumulated and maintained in an institution to be known one day as the Smith-Foster Post-Armageddon Historical Library and Archives. Obviously, it is too soon in the brief history of our budding species’ civilization to divert those kinds of resources to the construction of a one-person library. However, if her contributions to the survival and perpetuation of our kind continue at the level of her past activities, such an institution is almost inevitable. . . .

      Candy has kept her journals in the condensed, cryptic, “pothook” symbols of the once nearly extinct written language known as Pitman shorthand. And though some of us have come to employ it personally nowadays, and its use is spreading, we have translated her original texts into English and typeset them for general consumption.

      For a classically trained archivist, this has not been an entirely comfortable process . . .

      First, Candy’s narration employs a terse, telegraphic-style sentence structure, omitting almost all but the most necessary of pronouns, adjectives, adverbs, and conjunctions, eschewing what she refers to (with perceptible contempt) as “flowery academese.”

      Then, consistent with that compressed-text philosophy, while she does spell out numbers from zero to ten in accordance with conventional stylebook practice, for eleven and above she employs actual numerical digits.

      Worse, she not only overuses et cetera, a lazy, almost sloppy literary device at best, but insists upon using the abbreviated form, etc., rather than spelling out the full Latin phrase.

      Worst of all, with some regularity, she even (heaven help us all) employs actual ampersands when stooping to her own, invariably initial-capped, often sideways fractured variations on customary clichés, such as the “Thud & Blunder” novels mentioned above.

      Now a personal note: As an archivist who, prior to the Holocaust, had obtained his Ph.D. summa cum laude in library science from Yale, a university with generally accepted academic qualifications, I am also accustomed to functioning as a copyeditor, assisting contributors in the production of clear historical records.

      Candy, however, has been quite emphatic that each of her words, her every punctuation mark (or deliberate omission thereof), and even her formatting have been chosen with care: Each sentence, phrase, and/or word, initial capped or lower-case, is the precise assemblage of letters which conveys her exact shade of meaning. The actual wording of her instructions in this regard was devoid of ambiguity: “Don’t mess with my text.”

      By all accounts, Candy Smith-Foster is a sweet, well-mannered, and particularly well-intentioned child. Each of her instructors reports that, in their fields of expertise, she is one of the most attentive, most responsive, and, without exception, fastest learning students they’ve ever had the good fortune to mentor.

      However, in areas in which she herself possesses a demonstrated competence, she does not want for conviction. And she has a history of getting what she wants, despite the quality or quantity of opposition.

      I am an academician. Though a hominem, I do not possess a Belt, black or any other color. Accordingly, I prefer that she not become cross with me. Wherefore, I must include this disclaimer:

      Other than basic translation, transcription, and typesetting of the text from Pitman shorthand into English—and notwithstanding the inherent redundancy of one of her favorite initial-capped, ironic self-descriptive “Plucky Girl Aviatrix” —nothing in this record has been “messed” with. (Archivist’s note: Yes, your archivist did point out to Candy that aviatrix is by definition female. She responded that girl implies youth, and that therefore girl aviatrix, while superficially redundant, is in fact an accurate, if ironic, self-description. Your archivist did not press the issue. . . .)

      

      Now, from a practical standpoint, Candy’s merger of Pitman shorthand with telegraphic-style sentence compression and simplified basic formatting cannot be argued with: The result is a compact, easily transportable, original physical record. More importantly, of course, an expert Pitman writer like Candy can memorialize her thoughts substantially in excess of two hundred words per minute, which encourages detailed journal-keeping, even under the most difficult of field conditions.

      This, of course, typifies how many of her previous journal entries were made: One entire volume, for instance, was written sealed in a spacesuit, in darkness relieved only by a flashlight, while riding in the belly of that earlier-referred-to bomb-carrying missile.

      Now, the reader will note that these journals are replete with what, at first glimpse, appear to be impulsive, almost reckless decisions, but which, as events develop, are revealed to have been as well thought-out as the press of circumstances permitted.

      In this instance, of course, the controlling “circumstances” were that, since Teacher had informed her that it would be another six months before we would be able to mount another expedition into the area where her adopted father was reported to have been held, nothing short of imprisonment, behind actual solid bars, possibly in chains, would have prevented Candy from departing immediately to follow-up on that lead to his whereabouts. And even a cursory review of previous journals would suggest that even that might not suffice to stop her for long.

      Now, for those who may not have had the benefit of earlier volumes, the background basics: We Homo post hominems are the heirs and successors to Homo sapiens. Multiple theories have been offered to explain our abrupt, simultaneous emergence upon the scene at a rate of roughly one of us to every twenty-nine hundred H. sapiens births worldwide.

      It was Soo Kim McDivott, our discoverer (and world-renowned pediatrician, child psychiatrist, and anthropologist; known, of course, as Teacher to every hominem the world over) who proposed the current favorite: Since the great-grandmothers of these children were all born within a two-year span, conceived during the rampage of the great influenza pandemic of 1918-19, the “coincidence” fairly shouts its implications: sweeping genetic recombination due to specific viral invasion, affecting either of the gametes before, or both during, formation of the zygotes which became these great-grandmothers, creating in each half of the matrix which fitted together three generations later to become us.

      In addition to an apparent complete immunity to the full spectrum of “human” disease, we’re stronger, faster, more resistant to trauma, and possess quicker reflexes. As well, visual, aural, and olfactory functions operate over a broader range and at higher levels of sensitivity than in H. sapiens.

      As with all of us hominems, Candidia Maria was born to normal Homo sapiens parents. Those parents, the Smiths, were killed in a car accident only months later. Before day’s end, she was placed temporarily with Marshall and Megan Foster, who formally moved to adopt her as soon thereafter as the system permitted.

      Candy’s identification as a hominem came about through amusing circumstances: At not quite five years of age, she glanced up and commented that the living-room wall looked “. . . awful hot.” Testing the surface with his hand, Marshall discovered that she was correct; that a wiring fault was on the verge of burning down the house.

      Aware of the newly emergent species from his long friendship and professional association with Soo Kim McDivott, the implications of a child whose vision extended into the fringes of the infrared spectrum could not be missed. They had her tested immediately, and indeed she did prove to be an H. post hominem.

      Regrettably, however, also just before Candy’s fifth birthday, Megan’s long-in-remission leukemia returned with a vengeance. Medical science was unable to stop it, and she soon died. As a result, the child’s bond with Marshall tightened—and vice-versa, we might add: She became, and remains to this day, very much a “Daddy’s girl.”

      Candy’s phenomenal rate of intellectual development remains an anomaly. She was reading entirely on her own by age two. By three she understood basic mathematical relationships, and could add, subtract, multiply, and divide three-, four-, and even five-digit numbers.

      Teacher suspected that the whipsaw effect of Marshall’s original heel-dragging desire to raise a stereotypically sweet, “normal” little girl, “full of sugar and spice,” quietly opposed by Megan’s determination to supply as much information (over or under the table, as necessary) as Candy could absorb on any subject about which she expressed an interest (and apparently she was interested in everything), offers at least a partial explanation of why, according to every benchmark, her progress was well ahead of his experience with members of Teacher’s original AA study population—themselves a substantially accelerated group compared to H. sapiens norms. Accordingly, upon Megan Foster’s death, Teacher moved in next-door and assumed his role as her facilitator, while Marshall continued to pretend to act as the public brake.

      In addition, as one of the few Tenth Degree Black Belt masters of karate on the planet, Teacher also took her on as his personal martial arts pupil. Under his instruction, her progress in this field was as phenomenal as her rate of education: She earned numerous championships in her age/weight group.

      By eleven, her age at the time of the Holocaust, she had acquired the equivalent of an advanced high school education with some college. She had mastered math through calculus, some chemistry, had acquired a strong foundation in physics, and had made a good start on college biology. Her progress in karate had progressed to the limits of Fifth Degree Black Belt advancement; Teacher was in the process of grooming her for Sixth when the Bratstvo struck.

      Candy rode out the bio-nuclear attack that ended the reign of Homo sapiens in the large underground shelter beneath their Wisconsin small-town home, which Doctor Foster had built in secret, both for their protection and as a repository for copies of most of the accumulated science and art of mankind. The attack found her down in the shelter, reading, alone except for Terry, her macaw, whom she regards, again we suspect only partially tongue-in-cheek, as her retarded twin sibling.

      The day prior to the attack, Marshall Foster, publicly a practicing small-town pathologist, but in fact a covert top government biowarfare consultant, had been requested to go to Washington to discuss the deteriorating world situation. Since Washington was one of the few locations on the planet where surface-targeted missiles were used in quantity, Foster was assumed to have been killed outright, along with everyone else within about a thirty-mile radius.

      Learning after the attack that she was herself a Homo post hominem, Candy set out across a depopulated America to find us, the now-grown young adults of Teacher’s AA group.

      At this point it occurs to me that, while I’ve used the term, AA group, several times already, I have yet to clarify what it means.

      As a result of Teacher’s exposure, early in his career, to the mixed results obtained by those attempting to rehabilitate lost children adopted and raised in the wild by animals of various species (real-world examples of Kiplingesque children like Mowgli, the wolf-boy), Teacher found himself drawn into the age-old debate about “nature versus nurture.” He wondered whether ordinary parents, upon producing markedly superior children, might somehow tend to prevent the kids’ development from exceeding their own attainments, and if that occurred, to what extent the child would in fact be limited.

      He began a study directed toward identifying gifted children shortly after birth, before this theoretical environmental retardation could begin to have its effect. Various factors were isolated which, encountered as group, proved intrinsic to potentially superior children.

      Once a sufficient population of them had been identified, the study shifted to phase two. The “positives” were assigned to two of four study groups.

      AAs (positive/advantaged) were potentially gifted children whose parents were subsidized, guided, and assisted in every possible way to provide an optimum learning and developmental environment. The ABs (positive/nonadvantaged) were potential geniuses whose parents weren’t told of their children’s potential: controls, in other words.

      At the other end of the scale were the BA (negative/advantaged) group: ordinary babies whose parents were encouraged to believe their offspring were geniuses. They, too, received the benefits of AA-type parental support and coaching—but of course the study was double-blind: none of the coaches knew whether they were dealing with AA or BA children.

      And, of course, the fourth group were the BBs (negative/nonadvantaged), the true controls: ordinary babies raised by ordinary parents, without interference.

      As expected, the AAs did well in school; their progress tended to triple national norms. Further, AA children were well-adjusted, with happy, well integrated personalities.

      The BAs did well, too; however, they exceeded national figures by only fifteen percent. Most were happy, but isolated individuals demonstrated behavioral symptoms suggesting they might be being pushed close to or even beyond their capabilities.

      Perhaps more intriguing were the ABs, who produced very spotty results: The best of them were extremely good, equaling AAs’ figures in certain cases. However, the worst were very bad: The ABs had the highest proportion of academic failures, behavioral problems, and patently maladjusted personalities. Apparently conventional upbringing and education reduced many of them to pathological levels of boredom.

      The BBs, of course, showed no variation at all from national curves; they were “just kids.”

      Thereafter, from the AAs and ABs, we Homo post hominems were identified.

      Ultimately, following a series of vague clues, Candy located us AAs, ostensibly by “coincidence”: having managed to place herself in a location where, when she heard the sonic boom and glanced up, she saw the contrail of one of the few air expeditions to have been sent out, which led her straight to us.

      As an aside, during subsequent testing Candy has demonstrated a much higher percentage of successful “coincidental” trackings-down of hidden people and/or objects than mere luck would explain. This has led Teacher to postulate the existence of a “tracker” gene. Given the largely unknown commodity which we represent at this point, that probably is as good an explanation as any. In any event, when Candy refers to switching on her “stalker mode,” once again, she’s probably only about half kidding.

      Following that contrail, she found us all gathered at the Vandenberg space shuttle complex, feverishly working to launch the Nathan Hale, one of H. sapiens’ space shuttles, which we had renamed to reflect the tone of its mission.

      We had learned that the Holocaust had been a product of Russian-based nested conspiracies:

      First, the Bratstvo, or Brotherhood, whose devastatingly successful plot to use the Russian military’s bionuclear capabilities to wipe out all Homo sapiens other than their own membership—as a mere collateral benefit of the nearly successful effort to eliminate us Homo post hominems before our new species could get a toehold and emerge from its endangered status.

      Then the Khraniteli, or Guardians: a group of suicidally fanatical Homo sapiens, “true human beings,” of whose existence we had never had a clue until Candy uncovered them and warned us, dedicated to the proposition that, not only were hominems not to be permitted to supplant H. sapiens, but only humans of the Khraniteli’s own ideologically pure membership would be allowed to survive. Concealed and working within Bratstvo organization, the Khraniteli subtly misdirected their puppets’ efforts, leaked their locations, and ensured that the United States’ thermonuclear response to the initial attack would eliminate every Bratstvo installation and operative.

      This left the Earth to the tender mercies of the Khraniteli’s own, much more sweeping follow-up purge: Operating through the Bratsvos, they had left a doomsday device in orbit—an unprecedentedly powerful strontium-90 bomb, programmed to commence reentry upon failing to receive a periodic coded signal, the next of which, according to intelligence reports, was due eleven days from then. Unfortunately, it seemed, the contents and radio frequencies were known only to the long-dead fanatics who had triggered the Holocaust in the first place.

      The Hale had been modified extensively in order to reach geosynchronous orbit, twenty-two thousand five hundred miles above the Earth—seventy-five times higher than it had been designed for. The changes left it unable to return to Earth. The crew would reach the missile, disarm the bomb, and thereafter die. Hence the renaming: Nathan Hale—“My only regret is that I have but one life . . .”

      At almost the last moment, however, it was discovered that the small, powerful, home-grown robot handler which we had been developing to penetrate the missile and disarm the bomb was not up to the challenge. And because the missile’s nine-by-fourteen-inch internal hatches were too small to permit an adult in a spacesuit to reach the detonator and disarm it, suddenly it appeared that our species was destined to join the dinosaurs almost before it had emerged.

      At that point, however, Candy stunned us all by volunteering to go on the suicide mission. She demonstrated that her diminutive stature allowed her effortless access to the warhead and that her mastery of hysterical strength, gained during Teacher’s karate training, would enable her to disarm it.

      Obviously, there was a chorus of protests over the notion of sending a child on a suicide mission, but even more obviously, if our species were to survive, there was no alternative.

      Mission personnel totaled three: Besides Candy, there was NASA astronaut Harris Gilbert, the mission commander, and Kyril Svetlanov, a Russian Bratstvo defector. Having participated in the design and construction of the bomb, Svetlanov had apparently experienced a change of heart. He was going up to help disarm it, thereafter to die—a most persuasive gesture of atonement.
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