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The shadows had already grown long and purplish by the time Cather Hargreaves left the fire station for home. The atmosphere matched his mood – which was odd, given it had been a good day.

In his line of work, that meant no horrific wrecks on I-15, no industrial accidents at any of the various warehouses and factories, no heartbreaking scenes of a child spread out on a pool deck and a parent pleading "just breathe for me, baby" while squeezing water from the little one's lungs. You called it a good day if it was all routine runs like taking nursing-home patients in for doctors' appointments, or following the firefighters in case something went wrong for them.

Was it just the short days and early sunsets of winter? The post-holiday slog toward spring always got to people, and the pattern of calls reflected it. Why should EMT's be exempt from the human body's response to this time of the year?

Cather hadn't felt this glum since he was in high school, when a routine physical had revealed a minor heart abnormality. Most people would've shrugged it off, but it forever foreclosed his dreams of becoming a naval aviator like the man from whom he'd been cloned. When Cather pointed out that his ur-brother didn't have it, the doctor answered that it was one of those things that happened sometimes, probably related to the Cold War black-project origins of human cloning.

Deep in thought, Cather nearly missed the Energy Wars memorial. Normally he'd make a point of slowing down a little as he went past it, to pay his respects even if he didn't actually stop to read the names inscribed on the slab-sided pylon of gray stone, not dissimilar to an Egyptian obelisk.

Today he really didn't need that reminder of a time in which police, firefighters and first responders here at home were as much on the front lines as the military personnel who'd shipped off to distant countries. On the other hand, when he went by it, he knew he was almost home.

The coach lights flanking the garage door had already come on. Backing into the garage had become automatic. As he did with the ambulance at the fire station, he could pull right out and be on the road if he were to get an emergency call.

It goes to show how deeply our lines of work mold our lives. Like Toni insisted on wiring the entire house for Ethernet as soon as we bought it, because she's a software engineer and needed to have her computers networked – although now most of them have wireless cards and all those RJ-45 jacks are as obsolete as the RJ-11 jacks now that both of us have cellphones.

Even in the garage he could smell the rich scent of the pot roast that had spent all day simmering in the slow cooker. When he opened the door and walked into the kitchen, it filled the air with a well-nigh physical presence that made his mouth water.

At least Jase and Ronnie were playing quietly in the living room. Toni was probably in the computer room, finishing a project that needed more horsepower than her laptop could provide.

Within fifteen minutes the whole family was sitting around the table, enjoying a hearty supper. It was always a good day when he could be home for a meal with his family – something not guaranteed in his line of work.

They were almost finished when Jase piped up, "By the way, I've got a five-page essay on the Energy Wars due next week."

Cather set down his fork. "That's a mighty big topic, son. I think you'd better narrow it down some."

"OK, how about the Summer of Fear?"

Cather looked at Toni, then back to their son. "That's still a whole three months, and a lot was going on. That's how it got that name, because the terrorist attacks were pretty much non-stop all summer long. If they weren't hitting here in the US, they were attacking the UK, the Russian Empire, Israel, you name it. They were even blowing up each other for not being fanatical enough to suit them."

Although a little downcast, Jase would not be daunted. "How about the NASA Massacre? I know Uncle Braden was there—"

"Right now he's on a mission. Besides, I really don't think he would want to talk about it. He lost a good friend in that attack, and he's got a lot of survivor guilt because he was pinned down where he couldn't do anything about it."

Jase's cheeks reddened. "Oh, I didn't know."

"It was before your time. I was in high school then, but I still remember how scary it was to turn on the TV and not know whether I'd get to watch reruns of My Other Car Is a Space Shuttle or wall-to-wall coverage of the latest atrocity. Now your mom was up at Stanford by then." Cather looked back to his wife. "Didn't you see some stuff?"

Toni spread her hands. "Everybody thought Stanford would get hit because of all the defense research, so we had security turned up to eleventy the whole summer. But we were too far south to see the TransAmerica Tower burn, or the other big attacks in the Bay Area. Biggest thing for me was having to detour because the whole street in front of the campus Islamic center was full of cop cars. They even had the sidewalks closed. It never reopened, and I heard all kinds of rumors, but not a peep in the media. Last I knew, the place was a Zen center."

She met Cather's gaze. "Weren't you visiting that studio where they were working on the movie version of The Satanic Verses the day the back lot got truck-bombed?"

Cather fought a wince as the memories returned. "Oh, God, that was during the Summer of Fear. Right at the beginning, so there wasn't the level of security yet. Otherwise Mrs. Lowenhertz never could've used her connections with the movie industry to get the tour arranged."

Close his eyes and he could see it like it was yesterday, right down to the quality of the air that terrible day, the smells of sweaty adolescent bodies squeezed into the minibus.

"It was just supposed to be a field trip. I can't say a routine one, because anything that involves special access to backstage areas is never going to be unremarkable. But it certainly wasn't supposed to be what it turned into..."
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EIGHT SEVENTEEN- AND eighteen-year-olds in the school van somehow managed to take up a lot more space than fifteen tweens. Cather hadn't been this excited about a field trip since his fifth-grade class had done the Jet Propulsion Lab tour, and he could tell his classmates were too. Of course they were far too cool to ask when will we get there, but Cather could tell that question was on their mind, just by the chatter they were trying to distract themselves with.

"Is it really safe?" Mike was almost a year younger than Cather, but had been moved up a grade because a private school could be more flexible, and the Montessori tradition was more focused on developing the whole person into a well-rounded, capable adult rather than the sort of widget on legs that public schools seemed to be designed to produce.

Cather considered the question. "Safe in what sense? I really doubt they're going to let us actually walk onto an active set with dangerous stunts. Most likely we're going to be looking at parts of the backlot where famous movies got made, but nothing's happening right now."

"I meant that dude over in Iran."

Cather suppressed a wince. He recalled when the original furor over The Satanic Verses blew up and he'd decided to take his stand for intellectual freedom by reading the book – and bogged down three chapters in.

This trip had been planned for months, and now the new religious leader in Iran went on a tear because the movie deal on The Satanic Verses had moved into actual production. Two of Cather's classmates' parents had withdrawn their permission for the trip, and those kids were staying back at school, probably doing research papers on film production, as if that made up for the loss.

Better to move the discussion into a parking orbit, as his ur-brother would say. "We're going to the backlots, not the Chinese Theater or the Music Center."

Except Cather could tell his classmates weren't buying it. Why could he say the same thing Admiral Chaffee did to close down a stupid conversation like this, and instead it seemed to make everybody more determined to dig in and keep going?

How did his ur-brother deal with someone who resisted a conversation closer, when he couldn't invoke the authority of an admiral of the US Navy? "Think about it. What do terrorists go after?"

Give them a moment to consider the incidents of the past year, both here and in the Russian Empire. If his classmates didn't get it, point out how much more media mileage a terrorist would get from destroying a major theme park or a landmark hotel than a bunch of old sets and boring offices.

"What about the Hollywood sign?" That was Linmei, the sharpest girl in the class.

Who hadn't seen the video of the Hollywood sign wreathed in flames, sometime after midnight on an April weekend, shortly before the colleges had gotten out? "Nobody's ever proved it was terrorism, and not drunken frat boys."

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he felt bad about saying that. His ur-brother had belonged to a fraternity at Purdue. On the other hand, back in the 1950's, fraternity brothers' role models weren't John Belushi's Animal House antics.

Dave chimed in, "Besides, they're already rebuilding the Hollywood sign. It's a bunch of sheet steel on frames, so it's not as hard as an actual building."

"But it's still iconic." Linmei was not ready to concede her point. "Think of all the postcards and all the establishing shots in movies." She said that last very carefully, proud of knowing that technical term from cinematography.

Although Cather was glad the heat was off him, he remained unsettled that he'd gotten this argument started. But then Mrs. Lowenhertz pulled the school van up to a big steel gate with a little guard shack. Voices went down
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