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As far as my compatriots are concerned, I am a proud citizen of our glorious L5 Republic. I am happy to be so. I am more than happy. It is my joy to live in our forward-looking and heroic age. We stand on our own. We are resolute. We are indomitable. We are no one’s lackies. We are the sole and united mongers of our matchless future.

Our fervor fills each of our days, but this day, this particular day, had already turned out to be a special day.

It was 15 January, and it was to live with me for far longer than I had ever imagined it would.

The date itself marked the anniversary of the day upon which the L5 habitats, acting in fraternity and solidarity, won their independence from the Union of Lunar and Planetary Democracies and established the L5 Republic. My habitat, Ehrlich’s World, marched in the forefront of this victorious struggle.

Locally, throughout Lagrange Point 5, this historic date was celebrated as L5 Day.

Elsewhere in the Sol System, this historic date was conspicuously ignored or quietly regretted. Now and then, historical retrospectives were broadcast. They condemned the traitors, separatists, Balkanizers, Bonapartists, opportunists, and careerists who’d led the struggle, but they always ended with an invitation to the so-called breakaway habitats to rejoin the Union. Their revanchism and desperate clinging to a bygone reality was clear for all to see, as clear as was the horizon from the middle of a prairie in Kansas.

L5 isn’t rejoining anything. We are marching forward. Let them rejoin us! Huzzah!

This specific 15 January, this one-and-only day in the endless unrolling of eternity, was also the day upon which my grandfather died.

Now, the death of one old man, however much beloved or hated by his family, is of no great social consequence. And rightly so.

However, my grandfather had passed away down on the surface of the Earth. De died alone, the very last surviving resident of that vastly wronged planet. He was the absolute last of his eccentric and wrongheaded kind, the last of the environmental freebooters, the last of the parasites.

Well . . .

Well, so be it, and good riddance.

Many years ago, our Republic’s dedicated and inspired leadership, the courageous vanguard of our society, determined—together with a free, fair, and autonomous vote of the Republic’s citizens—that the best way for us to celebrate our hard-won independence on 15 January was to stay at our posts during working hours and to celebrate during our free time.

So it was that on this 15 January I was at work. I sat at my L5-issue metal desk, and I consumed my L5-grown gourmet coffee, and I drank it from my L5-manufactured ceramic mug.

And what a thing of beauty that mug was!

It was white and decorated with an image of the L5 Republic’s great seal and, on the opposite side, an image of Ehrlick’s World’s great seal.

The seal shows a depiction of that triumphant epoch toward the close of the 20th century when progressive elements from around the globe united and overthrew the self-serving forces of reaction, imperialism, and bourgeois industrialism.

The population bomb had been defused!

Humanity had been liberated from the threat of extinction!

Wage slavery was at an end!

Abundance reigned supreme in an environmental paradise!

The seal depicted this transcendental event with an image of the Sun, radiantly shining throughout the entire solar system.

Mug in hand, I sat in my colony-issue swivel chair, and I breathed colony-manufactured air.

The air had no noticeable scent: not of fir trees, not of the ocean, not of the beach, not of newly turned topsoil, not of recently mown hay, not of deserts, not of new-sawn lumber, not of freshly poured concrete—none of the smells I grew up with.

Rather, the air smelled, very faintly, of compressors, blowers, filters, warn electronics, fumigants, disinfectants, synthetic plastics, distribution ducts, and luxury.

The air was perfectly safe to breathe, and it was boon to our physical and mental health, but Granddad would have disapproved of it. He would have said that it reeked of death.

The clock said that it was still the morning of 15 January and that I was two hours into my workday. The weather reports said that it was snowing outside. Our habitat, by the way, is so large that it makes its own weather.

And why wouldn’t it? After all, Paul Ehrlick made his own political weather.

My office had off-white walls, beige carpeting, and a large window. My desk was crowded with holographic engineering displays, a workstation, and other must-have tools of engineering and design. A variety of physical mockups of the colony's next-generation cupboard-door hinges sat on my worktable.

None of these proposed designs had been approved for manufacture, distribution, installation, or export, but they had been printed from the designs worked up by the team I coordinated.

The news crawl across the bottom of my workstation's screen informed me that it had been snowing for one hour, five minutes, and twelve seconds. It also informed me that the snow was sticking.

Sticking.

It had been a long time since the snow had stuck.

I got up and went over to the window, taking my coffee with me. I opened the blinds.

The snow was falling in huge flakes, but I could still see all the way across the inside of the main ring of our beloved habitat.

I sipped my coffee. It was gritty and tasted as though it had been strained through a sweaty T-shirt. Worst of all, it had gone tepid.

Granddad had used a percolator to make coffee. He'd made it on a woodstove. It had been a massive black thing with ceramic handles. Everybody had said that he ought to sell it for scrap, but he had steadfastly refused. His coffee had tasted like coffee, a joy to drink.

His stove would go cold, and rust, and fall apart. Inevitably, it would do its meager part to heal the Earth.

Looking across the habitat ring, gazing at a right angle to the direction of rotation, was like looking across the inside of a twenty-kilometer-wide, two-kilometer-high tunnel. Both to my left and to my right, the tunnel rose up higher and higher until the interior disappeared beyond the convex sweep.

My mind could accept our inside world with its reversed horizon, but to me, having been born and largely raised on Earth before the emigration, before the exodus out of the Terran biosphere, the whole thing still felt wrong.

I watched the snow, and I drank my coffee, and I tried to understand the enormity of what had happened earlier that day at 02:47:18 hours, L5-coordinated time.

That was the official time of my grandfather's death: 02:47:18 hours. No pluses and no minuses. No allowances for the delays in telemetry. No allowances for the natural uncertainties of death.

02:47:18 hours was impossibly precise, which meant that it was a purely arbitrary number.

But I had let that part of it go. The thing that was important was that he had died, not the exact time at which he had died.

If reporting it as 02:47:18 made our unshakeable leaders happy, then so be it.

I sipped my coffee.

Despite its spontaneity, the snow fell like a social engineer’s idea of the way in which snow ought to fall in order to achieve its maximum comforting effect. It was lovely, and it carpeted the roofs, lawns, walkways, and streets, at least in my immediate vicinity. Yes, indeed, our section of Ehrlick’s World was transforming itself into a winter wonderland.

Those of us who can remember winters on Earth are a dying breed . . .

But what was falling wasn't snow, not real snow. It was crystalized water, a byproduct of the habitat’s thoroughly engineered atmosphere.

The comm on my desk jingle-jangled optimistically. It sounded like a cross between an out-of-tune piano and a dry wheel bearing on an antidepressant. I picked up the receiver.

It was the department's receptionist. “Zoey Rosencrantz is here for your eleven o'clock, Mr. Bradford,” he said. His voice was thoroughly nasal, unabashedly chipper, and stridently alert.

“Please, it’s Karl,” I said.

“Yes, sir,” he said.

Karl Winston Albert Bradford. Saddled with a toffee-nosed name like that, it was no wonder I was designing cupboard hinges. I was lucky to be designing anything.

I finally got around to checking my watch: 1107. I'd been staring out of my window for nearly an hour.

“She's late,” I said, sounding more middle-aged than I felt, more like a petty mechanical engineer than I'd intended to. I was a petty mechanical engineer but I took every opportunity not to sound like one.

After all, people are not purpose-driven machines, and besides, it was snowing outside.

“Do you want me to send her away?” the receptionist asked.

“Did she bring a guy named Guildenstern with her?” I asked.

“No, she came alone.”

I clenched my teeth in order to stop myself from explaining the joke to him. Our habitat was just finishing a Shakespeare revival: every play, a different one each week, performed every night, with family-friendly matinees on Sunday. Professional productions. Professional publicity. Contemporary language. You couldn't go anywhere in the public areas without seeing the Bard of Avon's face. Hamlet had been the revival's latest offering.

The department, I decided, had to hire a new receptionist.

Or maybe he had gotten the joke and didn't want to encourage me. That could be. I could understand that.

“Send her on through,” I said.

Zoey Rosencrantz wanted to interview me about my grandfather, Albert Winston Bradford. We'd made the appointment a few days ago, long before he had died.

His death would change the focus of her article, and his death would color what I told her about him, but on the whole, I didn't have anything to tell her that wasn't already public record. Alive or dead, the overwhelming fact of his life was that he had stayed behind.

Hundreds of thousands, perhaps a few million, had, despite the tearful entreaties of their families, the dire warnings of the government, and the direct pressures brought to bear on them by Project Colonizer.

Unlike most of those who'd stayed behind, Granddad had turned out to be a natural solitary.

He had thrived.

He had continued living on his farm. He had hunted, and fished, and trapped. He had tended his crops. He had gathered. He had scrounged.

According to the telemetry, he had never gone hungry, he had never suffered from malnutrition or exposure, and he had never suffered a mental-health crisis.

My private line buzzed.

It was Dad.

“Have you seen the news?” he asked.

“Weather reports. It's snowing. Why?”

“To hell with the snow. It's the health-and-welfare people,” Dad said. “They've released another batch of information about your grandfather. Called me first, though, as a courtesy. I'll give 'em that.” He sounded as though for once in his life he couldn't make up his mind about what to do. “It's telemetry stuff. A couple of recon photos. The press are having a field day.”

“Historic-figure obit,” I said philosophically. “It's bound to sell copy.”

“To hell with copy.”

Just then, a petite young woman with short-cropped blond hair entered my office. She was dressed for the cold: bright colors, long pants, a serious out-of-doors jacket, and a blue-and-white stocking cap perched jauntily on the back of her head. The cap had a pink pompom.

I pointed at my comm receiver.

She nodded and clumped back out into the hallway.

Serious boots, too.

Dad was saying, “. . . could have made it to a hundred and ten, but, oh, no, the selfish old bastard had to have it his way.”

“How'd he die?” I asked.

“What difference does that make?” Dad snapped.

I didn't back down. “All they told me was that he had died. You said they've given you additional information. So? What was it?”

“When he flat-lined, they sent out a recon drone. He was stone cold dead by the time it got to him.”

“Where was he?” The where might lead me to the how, not that the how mattered, not much.

“Close to the barn,” Dad said. “You can remember it, can't you?”

“Yeah, sure I can.”

And I could, too.

It was—or had been sixteen years ago—a large, red structure with white trim and a cupola topped by a weather vane in the shape of a rooster. It was the sort of barn that looked as though it ought to have been featured in a magazine about gracious rural living. Granddad's barn was, or had been, the very thing for the gentleman farmer, which he'd been at the time he'd built it. He'd even had six horses and a dozen cows. Gentle souls the lot of them.

He'd still had one of the horses and one of the cows when we'd left the Earth and he'd stayed behind, marooned on his own planet.

Self-marooned. His choice. Government and Project Colonizer allowed. Government approved. There was no telling how much trouble his type would cause at Lagrange Point 5.

Out of nowhere, I asked, “Can we retrieve his body?”

“They wouldn't even let us talk to him. What in God's name makes you think they'd let us pick him up?”

“I—”

“Besides, by the time we could get down there, the carrion feeders will have gotten rid of him.” The line crackled. “They already have. The minute he couldn't put up a fight anymore, they’d moved in.” A silence, them, “I hope he’d had a gun with him.”

“He couldn’t have fought them off for long.”

“He wouldn’t have tried to,” Dad said. “He would have used it on himself.”

“Oh.”

For an engineer, I could be pretty slow.

The line crackled. I ought to have jumped in, but there wasn't anything I could say.

After a while, Dad said, “Besides, what's happening to him now is what he wanted to have happen. We talked about it once, him dying down there alone—what would happen. I didn't like the idea, but he was all for it. 'Let the animals scatter my bones,' he’d said. It was like his own private mantra. 'Let the animals scatter my bones.'“

I didn't want to talk about mantras. “Any idea how he died?” I asked, for the second time.

“He died alone,” Dad said, and hung up.

I gently returned my receiver to its cradle.

It wasn't as though we hadn't had ample time to get used to the idea. We'd had sixteen years of absolutely no contact other than uplink medical telemetry. It had been strictly one-way: vital signs only, no voice, no video, no emergency calls. No rescue. The authorities had been clear. Dad had been clear. Back then, Dad had worked for Project Colonizer.
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