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Аннотация
Rebecca Ore�s most recent novel, Gaia�s Toys, was published by Tor in trade paperback last May. Her newest book, The Outlaw School, will be out from Avon sometime next year. Of her latest tale for Asimov�s Ms. Ore says, �A conversation about hantavirus with a researcher at the Virginia Museum of Natural History and fish-smuggling tales from members of the American Killie Association and American Cichlid Association led to this story. Bruce Turner, Ph.D., of Virginia Tech was the science consultant.�
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In the basement of the research institute, Sarafina kept the rainforest killifish that obsessed her. Oh-go-en-say, as the nomenclature police would have it spoken, is an Aphyosemion species or group of almost identical species from the Ogo drainage of Gabon and Congo. African Rift Lake cichlids evolved the fastest of Earth�s fishes, but killifishes in their small disrupted waters were close. Other Aphyosemions presented more interesting material, but Sarafina loved the ogoense.
For five years, Sarafina took her vacation in Africa and smuggled out fish. Customs never bothered her, as she looked small and older than she was, a prematurely middle-aged woman in her early thirties, not yet old enough to have to smuggle to aid desperate finances, not young enough to smuggle for adventure.
Sarafina kept all her collected ogoense in two air-conditioned closets off her main work space. One was set to vary between 68 degrees at night to 72 during the day. The other closet had night and day temperatures 5 degrees higher. Sarafina wondered how domestication would affect ogoense, if more variants would develop in her aquariums.
In the main lab room, Sarafina charted a segment from the fourth chromosome for the Human Genome Project. When the Human Genome Project began, top research scientists had sequenced the DNA themselves. Then, rather than be caught in DNA coils forever, they gave the work over to post-docs, then to senior graduate students and researchers. Sarafina ruefully told herself that her work could have been a small application in military computer code, sequence, and deliver, for all that she ever knew about the final results of it.
I wouldn�t look so middle-aged if I had finished my Ph.D. and had my own lab, she thought as she boarded the plane to Libreville.
Another budget trip to Africa. After landing, Sarafina took a taxi to the bush and found children to catch fish for her. Then she packed through AIDS- and Ebola-stricken villages to a branch of the Ogo that had uncollected stretches in it.
Back at the airport, bagged fish in her luggage among the underwear, her bra underwires replaced by plastic tubing stuffed with fish eggs and siliconed closed at the ends, Sarafina saw the airplane coming to take her away, and sighed in relief.
But the man who�d been checking passports and letting Europeans and Americans go without inspecting their luggage looked down at Sarafina�s passport, frowned, then checked the number against a laminated sheet. Then he said, �Let me see what�s in your luggage.�
When coming through US Customs with Aphyosemion ogoense, Sarafina pronounced all the vowels and didn�t mention the various subspecies to the US Customs agent scrolling through his CITES list of protected animals. Here, she just tensed.
Ogoenese males are blue or yellow with broken red stripes, nose to tail. Some subspecies have red bars in the back third of the body. The females are dotted red on an olive body, sometimes with a pale blue shine. Some subspecies had died for new housing developments before anyone even knew they might be in danger.
The man opened Sarafina�s suitcases, checking the camera number against her US customs certificate, going through her purse first, then through the small over-night case. A woman came up to help him, and wrestled Sarafina�s second suitcase up to the counter and opened it.
Fanatic aquarists had their own species of customs horror stories. Sarafina stood in her sweat and remembered the two Germans she�d met at an International Betta Conference. The year after she�d met them, they�d died in Brunei trying to cross into Borneo with Betta macrostoma, an elongated and less brightly colored kin of the Siamese fighting fish. Betta macrostoma had its charms, the orange-and-black-striped tail, the duller orange body, and its more elaborate sex life with its nuptial embrace, the female catching the falling eggs and spitting them at the male, who then brooded them in his large mouth. A handsome animal, Sarafina thought, but she wouldn�t have chosen to die at the hands of the Royal Brunei Pohce for it.
Still, she empathized with the passion. She�d heard Betta fanciers talk about the route through Borneo into Brunei, then to Kampong Labi, to an elevated lake. The fish, never common, hid in tangles of fallen trees.
�Can you just let me go?� Sarafina asked, tensing. �The plane is ready to take off.�
�We let you come in so we could catch you,� the woman customs agent said, her hands moving aside the clothes covering the fish bags. �You�re stealing from Gabon.�
�No!�
Sarafina suddenly attacked the woman with fingernails and teeth and flailing fists. After a shout, and a moment of confused struggle, the two customs agents wrestled her to the concourse floor, then twisted her arms until she almost fainted. �What are you going to do to me?� she asked, when she could get her breath back.
�What do you think we�re going to do to you?� the woman customs agent asked. Blood streamed from the marks Sarafina�s nails had left on her face as she pulled the plastic bags full of fish out of the suitcase. �What are these things in your luggage? We were told to search for the plastic bags of a smuggler.�
�Fish,� Sarafina answered. The customs agents laughed. Sarafina wondered how many illegal fish collectors they caught in a month. She�d been a fool, she realized; fighting wouldn�t help the fish. She stopped struggling. The customs agents pulled all the bags of fish out of Sarafina�s clothes, but didn�t seem to notice the airline tubing that Sarafina used to replace her bras� underwires. The tubes were full of ogoense eggs, siliconed at each pair of ends. As Sarafina looked away from her bras, two guards came up and politely took her to the lieutenant.
As she walked back with her guards, Sarafina thought again about the German Betta smugglers. Odd to think of Gregor and Hans dead for patriarchal fish. (When she�d read the brooding classification systems as an eight-year-old, Sarafina had wondered, Did this make the human family system matriarchal because the females tended the young?). Had someone informed on them? Had the fish been in plastic bags taped to their bodies? Had the fish been shot, too?
Sarafina had been a graduate student until her funding was eliminated, when society decided it was cruel to train more Ph.D.�s than could get jobs in their fields. Year after year, she charted chromosomal segments. She knew she wasn�t the only ex-graduate student working out bits of human-building information. Somewhere in the National Institute of Science, other workers compiled the results, eyes on split screens, fingers calling up the files that clerks loaded on their hard drives at night.
Now she was busted in Africa.
What benefit does this research have to the private sector? the congressmen reviewing grants had asked. Sarafina�s work didn�t qualify. No one wanted an Aphyosemion ogoense genome project. But if the human genome was mastered, the private sector could build better people. Rapid evolution in other vertebrates was a political liability when Fundamentalists held the swing votes.
What would the Africans think? The guards brought her through cinderblock halls behind the main concourse to an office door leaking cool air along the bottom. The guards knocked. A voice said, �Awntrey,� no, entrez, French. Sarafina felt her bush French evaporate.
Only two people knew about her collecting trips, her graduate director, who�d known about them for years, and Thomas, who worked on the top floor in environmental education. Sarafina had thought that Thomas would be sympathetic to saving species from drainages damaged by paved roads and clear-cuts, but�
We�ve mingled blood, Sarafina realized as she touched her fingertips to her own cuts. She hoped Gabonese customs agents got frequent AIDS exams.
The guards let her into the office. A Gabonese lieutenant with a nameplate in front of him sat behind a steel desk in the small cement block office, an air conditioner whining in a blocked-up window.
�I don�t speak French,� Sarafina said. His first name was Joseph, but the family name was African.
�Oh, but I can interrogate in English,� the lieutenant replied in crisp British English. He leaned across the steel desk to show her a fax. Thomas, the environmental educator, had faxed Sarafina�s photo and passport number to the Gabonese border guards.
Her heart pounded. Bruised from the beating she�d taken from the customs agents, Sarafina felt stupid, physically chastised, as though she were a child. The lieutenant said, �You speak bush French? But just enough to get children to bring you fish. I understand people who collect fish. I lived in England. What are they?�
�Oh go en say��the syllables tripped over her tongue like a nonsense poem, Latinization of an African river name, Ogo. Sarafina wondered why the lieutenant had showed her the fax of the photograph sent under the museum�s letterhead? Why would Thomas have risked killing her by informing on her? In front of the lieutenant, her bloody nose and aching arms embarrassed her more than hurt her.
Old Olaf, the grand Swedish killie fancier, had spent two years in Mexican jails when the border guards found plastic bags of Megupsilon aporus taped to his body. He�d been warned not to take fish over the border that way. Border guards might not care about their endangered species, but they knew no one carried anything legal in plastic bags taped under the armpits. Olaf had stayed in jail until his friends found a Mexican official who�d believed that the fish hadn�t been loaded with some illegal drug. Sarafina hoped that this African border guard would understand.
She felt the silence that was stretched between the lieutenant and herself and said, �Why did Thomas send you that fax? These ogoense are just going to die out as subspecies unless I breed them at home.�
�You know the man who sent this fax?�
Sarafina said, �I never thought Thomas took his principles that seriously.� But surely Thomas had never expected Sarafina to be beaten, arrested, her fish confiscated. He must have hoped she�d be forbidden entrance at the airport, sent home before she could collect her fish. Or had he sent the fax after she�d arrived in Gabon, setting her up for this?
�A Green,� said the lieutenant, whose name Sarafina couldn�t remember. �I met Greens in Europe.� Sarafina realized that his accent wasn�t quite college-bred. She wondered how the lieutenant had gotten to England, what it had been like for him, why he�d left? Had he been an illegal?
Sarafina said, �I�m a Green. I do arking. I�m preserving as many varieties of Aphyosemion ogoense as I can.� No point in mentioning the rapid evolution.
The lieutenant had no specialized knowledge of fish. His face went blank, then he said, �A very European thing to do. Break up the world and keep the components in boxes.�
Sarafina almost said, but I�m not European, then she realized that to the lieutenant, Europe was a culture, not a tribe. �But the fish are being exterminated here. By logging operations, road pavings, oil drilling. Not that I�m opposed to your industrial development, but shouldn�t something be saved?� She wished all industrial humans could be moved out of the rainforests, so that it would be left to people who could live gently off what the forest could sustainably provide.
�It�s illegal to take fish without proper permits.�
Sarafina said, �The fish aren�t on the CITES list, and their habitats aren�t being protected in this country.�
The lieutenant looked back at her, catching her eyes. Sarafina noticed that his eyes were bloodshot. �Is this an adventure to you? You throw fists at my people when they find your plastic bags. You�ve been beaten. You don�t even seem frightened. Isn�t Africa real to you?�
Before she could think, Sarafina said, �I�m angry.�
�What right have you to be angry? You�re stealing my country�s fish! A poacher, not paying the proper fees.�
�I can�t believe Thomas would turn me in.�
�Ah, Thomas. You rejected this man?�
�We just don�t like each other. He says keeping fish in tanks is cruel, says we ought to work to save habitat, not fool ourselves about arking.� In this African room, what Thomas believed or what she believed seemed silly. Fish and bat evolutionary tricks couldn�t work as fast as human technological change, so now seemed accidents without intentions. Don�t go teleological on me, Sarafina�s advisor had warned her. The universe has no intentions.
The lieutenant�s eyes, his fleshy eyelids, the broad nostrils flared in perpetual astonishment and disdain, the tribal amulet hanging down over the pseudo-European uniform�all this made worry about cruelty to fish, even worry about saving fish, seem ridiculous. The rainforest was dying. Africans were dying. Sarafina said, �I�ve seen the dead in the villages.� She said that to prove she was compassionate.
�Yes, the dead in the villages. Was it just AIDS, or one of our exotic African viruses? I understand you have endemic Ebola in Reston, Virginia, but it only kills monkeys.� He looked down at her passport. �Could you tend your fish in your Chicago if people were dying all around you? I hope not.�
Sarafina felt ridiculous for a second, then she thought about it. �If my community was dying around me, I�d find comfort in my routines.� She had no funding for her research project on killie evolution.
�As I do,� the lieutenant said. He smiled slightly. �I arrest smugglers.� Sarafina hoped he would confiscate the fish and let her go on to America, perhaps with a fine. She smiled back at him. He said, �Why did you attack the customs agents? Are we missing something? A microdot? A computer virus on a small strip of metallic tape? Or a vial of Ebola?�
Sarafina expected more beatings. Or she�d disappear forever into an African prison. She had attacked like a cornered animal because she was, after all, in Africa. But now this lieutenant seemed civilized and suspicious along technological lines. She suspected he�d be more upset if she offered him a bribe than any African in her imagination. �I was afraid they�d kill my fish.�
�You stole the fish. We�re confiscating your reverse osmosis filter. My wife will be happy to have it. We�ll have clean water without burning fuel.�
Sarafina said, �I would be happy to ship some over to your men, too, if you like.� She saw the lieutenant�s face shift, the smile gone, semiotics of skin and muscle unreadable. But you lived in England, she wanted to tell him. You speak English, you must think like I do. But he said something in an African language, muttered thoughts sprung from a different cognitive thicket. She asked, �What do you want?�
�I have a wager with my men. They don�t believe that you�d fuck as well as fight for your fish. I said that they are your passion, and you will.� Sarafina asked, �Do you have any diseases?� She shocked herself. But she was responsible for keeping the fish alive once she�d netted them.
�I will let you take all your fish back to America for this.�
�The fish aren�t that valuable,� Sarafina said.
�We could bust you for trafficking in endangered species. I could be promoted. Gabon will improve its reputation with French and German Greens.�
�You�ll give me the fish if I sleep with you?�
�We Africans can be such liars. But what choice do you have?�
Sarafina said, �Do they want to watch?�
�Pubic hair would suffice.�
�I could just snip it off.�
The skin and face muscles shifted into something that looked like a smile again. �No.�
�Why not?�
�The passions of Europeans are most curious.�
�It�s an odd proposition.�
�Do you want to see your fish? Before you cooperate with me.�
Sarafina thought that would give her time. �Yes.� Postpone this, refuse if the fish are dead.
The smile cut deeper into the lieutenant�s face. �Very good. You�re entertaining the notion.� The accent here seemed subtly different, as though he were quoting an American he might have propositioned in such a manner over some other sort of smuggling.
When Sarafina rose from the metal chair, she felt more battered than she had when the border guards had first thrust her into the lieutenant�s office. The bruised muscles seemed to have glued themselves into cramped positions. She knew that her face was dirty, and could feel the blood crusted around her nose. I need to see if my nose is broken.
The lieutenant walked Sarafina though the modernistic airport, filled with fruit vendors and weavers selling kente cloth to African Americans, then outside to a long cinder block building covered with galvanized steel. The roof had been painted lumpy with many coats of silver paint. Two soldiers guarded the entrance, but smiled and stepped aside when they saw the lieutenant. He unlocked the door and snapped on an electric light. The Aphyosemion ogoense pyrophore in the plastic shipping bags seemed heat-stressed, gills flaring as they hung at the water surface. But alive.
�Let�s get them back to your office where it�s cooler,� Sarafina said, wincing at her tone as soon as she spoke, senior lab researcher to glassware washer. She didn�t know if she planned to comply to save the fish or to save herself from being even more brutally raped. The sex to come would still be a rape, no matter how much she cooperated, inevitable whether the lieutenant let her and her fish live or not.
�Certainly,� the lieutenant said. �And we can change the water. I haven�t sent the reverse osmosis filter to my wife yet.�
�Doesn�t she live in Libreville?�
�I would not have my wife live in a city,� he said.
�Not even a European city?�
�Especially not a European city,� the lieutenant said.
And she would never spread her legs to save some silly fish seemed to be the subtext. Sarafina said, �Libreville seems more like a European city than I�d expected. Can I wash my face?�
�Yes, we now have air conditioners, fax machines, and criminal gangs without tribal affiliations who control the drug trade. Don�t you want to help your fish first?�
�Your crew must have thought they�d caught a drug smuggler at first when they found the bags in my luggage. Were they disappointed?�
�No, they thought you were a drug smuggler when you attacked them. Can I help you change the water on your fish?�
Sarafina knew he wanted her to quit stalling. Her hands trembled as she filled the R/O tank, pressurized it. �It will take a while for the water to come through.� She checked the fish again. They seemed less sluggish in the air-conditioned room.
�What happens to you in Africa isn�t real, is it? You will go home, and our bush life will be a colorful part of your African adventure that our progress has contaminated. Did you attack my people because you wanted to be beaten? Or because Africa is hot colors, passion, and corrupt police?�
He was embarrassingly right. �I didn�t want anything to happen to my fish. You can keep all the money I have. Just let me keep fifty dollars to pay for the cab from the airport.�
The lieutenant found her purse among the items that his men had brought in, opened her wallet and pulled out her gold card. �We also have automatic teller machines in Librevillle.�
�What do you really want? To humiliate an American?�
�Seduce me into letting you keep your fish.�
�You won�t be satisfied with me just lying down and spreading my legs, will you? I need to wash my face.�
�I�ll wash your face first, then you will seduce me.�
�I thought we�d agreed that if I let you fuck me, you�d let me take the fish back with me.�
His English seemed tainted more by skinhead than by any African dialect. �I won�t be fooled by a fish whore.�
At that, Sarafina knew that she had to kill Thomas when she got home. But whatever she did to Thomas in the future, if she lived, the lieutenant had absolute power over her now. Or was that her fantasy? Perhaps this African lieutenant was merely making sport on a boring day with a silly white woman obsessed with fish too tiny to eat.
�Bring me some liquor,� she said.
Unsmiling, he opened his drawer and pulled out a half-filled bottle of a single malt scotch, poured her a large shot in a chipped water glass.
Sarafina said, �That�s a cruel abuse of Glenfidditch.�
The lieutenant said, �I got it cheap,� meaning probably that he�d confiscated it from some tourist too confused to realize he wasn�t in an Islamic county and too scared to ask why he was losing his bottle. The lieutenant pulled out a single malt tasting glass, for his own shot. He said, �You think you�re special? Fucking a white woman is like fucking plastic-wrapped meat.�
�I�m a science researcher,� Sarafina said, putting a semiotic distance between herself and all that was coming. She gulped the glass of whiskey, shuddered.
�Pity I don�t have access to some of our more exotic drugs. We have one that is reputed to be quite the aphrodisiac.� He poured some of the reverse osmosis water on a paper towel and wiped away the blood under her nostrils.
�Yohimbe, I think,� Sarafina said when he pulled the towel back. �Is my nose broken?�
�No. Aphrodisiacs are mostly placebo effect,� the lieutenant said. He put the bottle and the single malt glass back in the drawer and locked it. He watched her.
�I need to go to the bathroom.�
�Do you need any of your things?� the lieutenant asked.
�No.� Condoms. Sarafina wondered if she dared ask. She could squeeze with her vaginal muscles, fake orgasm.
He followed her to the bathroom at the end of the corridor. His men watched both of them. Sarafina closed the bathroom door, but there was nothing in the bathroom, not a window, not a mirror. He could be lying about her nose not being broken. She thought for a second of drowning herself in the toilet, but that seemed extreme for the situation. She was no virgin, and could fake orgasm with the best of women.
She came out, put her arms around the lieutenant�s shoulders, trying to conceal a shudder. Give him this in front of his men. He tried to look into her eyes, but she couldn�t face him directly.
So they went back to his office. Sarafina kissed and stroked the lieutenant, ground her hips against his thigh, fondled his stiffened cock, and felt less and less aroused. The scotch made her muzzy, not erotic. He stripped her, kicked off his pants, put her down on the floor, and forced her legs wide.
Sarafina felt bludgeoned from the inside. When they were done, she closed her eyes against tears. Water hit her, along with wiggling fish bodies. She opened her eyes and saw the lieutenant, fully dressed again, with an empty fish bag in his hand. He�d poured fish all over her body. Sarafina wondered if the knife he�d used to slit the fish bag would slit her throat next.
�You did not have an orgasm. You lose one bag of fish.� Sarafina realized that the heutenant thought that the sight of fish flopping and dying around a naked woman was funny. She scooped as many of them up in her hands as possible, but the lieutenant popped the other fish underfoot like soft cockroaches.
Sarafina put the two fish she�d grabbed in one of the other bags. �Why not confiscate them and send them back to where I collected them? I took good notes.�
�But they�re not endangered. You said so yourself.�
The phone rang then. The lieutenant answered it, spoke in French, listened, answered back. He grimaced at her, nodded at the phone. Sarafina understood enough to know he�d been called off this perverse teasing before he was finished, and was annoyed. Perhaps he�d intended to rape her again. The heutenant said, �Get dressed. I can�t let you have your fish.�
Two men in French suits came in and spoke French to the lieutenant. They pretended not to watch as she got dressed. Sarafina knew that both she and the lieutenant embarrassed them. The two men wrote her a new ticket, through Paris, walked her out of the lieutenant�s office and down the long corridor, and put her on the next jet to France. She had no idea if the Gabonese had confiscated all her fish or had found the eggs hidden in plastic tubing that replaced her bras� underwires.
As the plane began its approach to Orly, the steward brought her a hot towel. Sarafina hardly noticed what American customs did to her luggage fourteen hours after Paris. The Gabonese must have been thorough. Nothing was left.
But, in the taxi going home, Sarafina opened a suitcase and felt one of her bras. The lieutenant, for all his experience with the English, had missed the airline tube fake underwiring. Despite all, something might still be saved.
The bruises from the scuffle still hurt, but the surviving fish eggs needed attention first. Sarafina told the taxi driver to take her to the research institute instead.
Thomas, standing in the lobby as though he was waiting for someone, saw her enter. Sarafina noticed that he looked surprised.
Sarafina stared at him until he looked away. I almost died for these fish, Sarafina thought. He looked surprised to see her, but not surprised by her battered and disheveled appearance. Perhaps he got a fax from Gabon.
Sarafina pushed her bags onto the elevator and decided that she would have been able to deal with him more quickly if all the fish eggs in the tubes had died. But she�d deal with him eventually, regardless. The elevator doors closed.
In the basement, Sarafina lifted the egg-filled tubes to eye level and checked to see what she�d lost to bacteria and fungus. Some eggs were marble white, dead, fungus threads growing into the eggs up the tube from them. Twenty-four tubes�going into Gabon, Customs had suspected Sarafina of planning to sell the bras, but they were all her size. When the customs agent asked, �Why do you have so much underwear?� Sarafina had said, �Because I�m a woman.� Had the customs men been more familiar with that particular brand of bra, they might have felt the airline tubing where underwire should be.
Or had Customs let her bras pass, knowing they�d catch her coming back with the fish?
Now, she snipped the plugged ends off the first tube, put the eggs in a hatching dish, then pipetted out the bad egg. Out of all twenty-four tubes, Sarafina harvested fifteen good eggs, the embryonic eyes showing through the cell membranes already. Two tubes had only dead eggs in them, so she didn�t snip them open. Sarafina put all the empty tubes, the two with dead eggs, and the fungused eggs in a container for hazardous waste. African bio material, even with acraflavin added�well, one never knew. The institute�s waste handlers would incinerate the water and fungused eggs.
Theme and variation, and unstable genes. Sarafina could still do species maintenance.
The fax beeped in the lab. Sarafina retrieved the fax from the computer. Two fish pressing against each other came out digitized, Aphyosemion ogoense pyrophore mating against artificial grass, a stock German shot. No cover sheet. Sarafina knew that the lieutenant had sent the photo.
Or had Thomas sent it from the top floor?
Twelve days later, when the fish eggs hatched, Sarafina faxed a macrophoto of the fish to both Thomas and the customs house in Libreville. She passed Thomas in the cafeteria the next day. He stared at her as though he knew both what the fry were and where they�d come from. Sarafina would never tell anyone how she�d gotten the eggs across the borders.
Three weeks later, Sarafina vomited as soon as she woke up, and thought for a terrible hour that the lieutenant had impregnated her. She noted that the vomitus wasn�t bloody, flushed the toilet, and went to her drugstore for a pregnancy test. The test was negative.
A virus. Viruses filled the world. Organelles in her cells were parasites that adapted perfectly. Every multi-celled organism was part colony. Sarafina remembered hearing the fish pop under the lieutenant�s feet.
Sarafina vomited for three days and stopped before she went to her HMO. She was afraid to ask for an AIDS test there, so went down to a confidential clinic and paid in cash.
No AIDS.
Months later, she faxed both Thomas and the Libreville customs people photos of the Gabonese ogoense breeding. She�d been at a conference for human genome project workers in Washington then, and thought about going to the Gabonese consulate to see if she could find out who the lieutenant was and try to make trouble for him. But she�d just sent the fax the day before. Could the Gabonese arrest her in their consulate for smuggling she�d done months earlier? She knew that she was verging on crazy behavior that wasn�t even particularly smart.
Back at her lab was a new photo fax, in color, of a new ogoense, perhaps a new species, perhaps not an ogoense at all. A black hand cupped it against the photo tank glass to hold it in focus.
Sarafina took the elevator up to Thomas�s office and asked, �Why did you fax my photo to the Gabonese?�
�I didn�t send your photograph to the Gabonese,� Thomas said calmly.
�I saw the fax.�
�Faxes can be faked. Letterhead can be stolen.�
Sarafina said, �How would they know what letterhead to fake? Whose signature to forge?�
Thomas just looked at her from behind his desk, his beard trembling slightly. �They aren�t savages. They read journals.�
�Why would they do that? How would they know I smuggle out fish?� Sarafina was outraged that Thomas could try to shift the moral ground so. He was a liar. She�d only told him about her fish-collecting trips because she thought he�d sympathize. She added, �The man who arrested me killed the fish.�
�You killed the fish. Why didn�t you apply for a proper export permit?�
�All the subspecies haven�t been identified. I�m not a certified icthyologist.�
�Right. You�ve been hired as a technician for the Human Genome Project.�
�You weren�t hired to inform for Gabonese customs!�
�I said it was faked. Did you bring a copy back with you?�
Sarafina knew where this would go. She almost told Thomas that he�d gotten her raped, but realized that she couldn�t prove that either. All the evidence was back in Africa. �I got some fish out anyway.�
�An environmentally destructive hobby.�
�Not at all. We give ornamental fish-exporting nations a reason to leave forest strips around rivers.�
�Fish collecting is a by-product of the logging industry. Fish started coming from the Rio Xingu only after the logging crews arrived. The environment is raped when the fish come out of it.�
�Thomas, the man who arrested me said that we don�t see the world outside the United States as real. I don�t think you see the world outside your head as real.�
�Too many humans to get concerned over one. And you�re being hysterical. I�m asking you to leave. Now.�
Sarafina knew that the Director of Environmental Education had more clout than she did, not because he helped the private sector, but because he was some industrialist�s son. �The man who arrested me did show me your fax,� she said as she stood up.
�He must have been suspicious of your earlier border crossings and faked a fax from me. The Gabonese have been manipulating the French and the World Bank for decades. Why not manipulate us, too? You are leaving now, aren�t you?�
Sarafina nodded, and took the elevator back down to her fish. For the rest of the day, she picked eggs off the spawning mops, rinsed them in clean water, and put them in petri dishes to incubate at room temperature. Finally calm, she pulled out a meal cake saved from her last hideous field trip and ate the stale thing, then washed the taste away with reverse osmosis water, totally demineralized. She needed another field R/O unit before she went back to Africa. She�d go to Zaire this time, find someone who could tell her about the Gabonese lieutenant. The men who�d escorted her to the plane hadn�t approved of the lieutenant. He�d taken advantage of a situation. If she�d only have protested then. Oh well, she hadn�t, too much shock.
Before Sarafina could get her visa, the research institute transferred her to the L-4 biohazard unit. She lost her vacation time. Others had unraveled the secrets of the DNA she�d been working on. Her supervisor, who�d left her to her work for years, said, �We need someone who knows how to handle bio material precisely. You know the drill.�
Congress approved biohazard projects without knowing precisely how the material was shuffled between labs to justify the grants. Sarafina knew that vast collections of Hantavirus Giles County and Gardiner�s Island, Ebola Reston and Ebola Zaire, and various strains of AIDS and staphylococcus, moved in secure bottle trucks between the remaining universities and the new research institutes to justify these grants. Turning the bacteria and viruses loose would harm the private sector, so keeping them contained and studied helped it. Sarafina saw it as a larger-scale and twisted version of the extortion the lieutenant had practiced on her.
�I know the drill,� Sarafina said. Nobody could be nuts enough to turn loose those lethal protein crystals, those tiny fungi kin.
�We�ll need you to move your fish, since you won�t be using this lab anymore. We�ll give you the tank stands if you don�t have stands at your apartment.�
�I can�t control the temperature where I live,� Sarafina said. She had one room in a technicians� building.
�We need the space.�
Thomas was taking her space. Human overpopulation had robbed her of a Ph.D., was paving her fish�s water shed, and was now pushing her arked species out of the two closets where she�d kept them. She couldn�t both go to Africa on her vacations and rent a larger apartment.
�Give me a few days.�
Her supervisor nodded. Sarafina locked herself in the warmer closet and cried for her fish, for her lost Ph.D. She wondered, I have so little. How can they take away what little I have and put me in a L-4 unit?
She called friends in the American Killie Association and found homes in Oregon, Washington State, and Colorado for the cold-water variants, then shipped them using her savings money, days out of her postponed vacation. The warmth-tolerant fish she squeezed into her apartment.
I doubt I could have collected any more without permits in any case. I�m probably on the list offish smugglers. Or, if the lieutenant�s treatment of her had overly embarrassed the suited men who�d escorted her onto the plane, maybe she wasn�t on the list. No, she couldn�t trust that. She had to live as though she was on the bio-smugglers list.
Years before, when Sarafina had been in graduate school, a house painter who wrote poetry between gigs told her that scientists would end up as marginal as artists. �No, we can always make bombs,� Sarafina had told that cynical older woman.
Why should we train Ph.D.�s the economy can�t absorb? Isn�t tenure just another form of welfare?
Going into the L-4 lab was like living through the horrors of Africa without the pleasures, isolated not by language but by the suits, the air hoses, the monkeys howling in their cages. Each virus had its own genome project�short viral genetic material unraveled, sometimes rebuilt, injected into tissue cultures or live animals to see if the gene tweak affected the virulence.
As research jobs went, L-4 lab work was secure. Sarafina found the daily protocol in her box each morning. She never went into the unit alone. After showers, gloves, suits, helmets, sweat and claustrophobia, Sarafina found herself reduced to a mammal in a transport bag, her partner reduced to eyes and a voice. Each day unwound in distorted reverse: showering in the suit, then stripping off the helmet and suit, take another shower, take off the gloves, take another shower. Air blowers dried her. After she got home, Sarafina felt as though she�d disembarked from a long airplane ride: dehydrated, tired from holding her body in fixed positions. In a plane, she could move her arms freely at least. But in the L-4 lab, each movement had to be considered. Sharps, partners, monkeys, proprioceptors in the muscles at the body�s rim the brain�s constant focus.
And the monkeys, unless they were too sick, threw shit at her. On injection days, Sarafina found she had additional partners. She never knew from one day to the next precisely which L-4 lab she�d be in, what she�d be doing. Security.
At night, Sarafina fed her fish, changed the water, pipetted out dead eggs, fed brine shrimp. She called the people who�d taken her surplus populations, found that few people were quite as obsessed with Aphyosemion ogoense as she was.
Thomas was responsible for exterminating the lines other aquarists lost.

Confront the problem directly, Sarafina decided. She�d apply for a Gabonese fish collecting permit, do it legally this time. If she was on a fish smuggling list, they�d turn her down. Or they�d turn her down because they didn�t want eco-tourists checking out the logging damage. But still, she wanted to go back to Gabon, collect where she�d collected in the past, before the lieutenant.
The officials at the embassy told her that, as an amateur, she�d need to book with a fish collection group tour. Her fish would be exported under the expedition�s license.
Both the British Killie Association and the German killie club publications advertised tours into Gabon. On-line in the killie area, Sarafina learned that the expedition firm, run by German and American Greens, watched its charges quite carefully.
But Sarafina couldn�t afford the trip this year. So she spent her vacation working with the ogoense variations she did have: tying new spawning mops around cork floats, sterilizing egg containers, selecting new broodstock, rebuilding her air-compressor, boiling peat moss.
The L-4 lab was twice as terrible when she came back. Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta sent the institute samples of hantavirus Gardiner�s Island and cages of grey squirrels. Hantaviruses had been a surprise back in the 1990s, when they killed over thirty people in the West, one boy on Gardiner�s Island off Long Island, and half-killed an Australian hiker who�d picked up the virus somewhere along the Appalachian Trail between Springer Mountain, Georgia, and Chambersberg, Pennsylvania, where he showed up with damaged lungs and kidneys. Trip of a lifetime, doing the whole Appalachian Trail: not this year, sucker, but you will make medical history. CDC personnel in moonsuits trapped deer mice and astonished late-season hikers during the winter, but failed that year to isolate the particular virus. Of approximately two hundred biologists who�d worked for years with small rodents, only one turned up positive for hantavirus.
CDC did, however, get a good supply of Gardiner�s Island. The perpetual project was testing Gardiner�s Island on new hosts to see if it evolved rapidly, as did the AIDS virus, or if it was relatively stable. CDC investigators in the 1990s had found hantavirus in a wide variety of mammals, from urban mice to squirrels, circumpolar, Asia, America, Europe. It was an old virus, generally sub-lethal. Possibly, hantavirus had caused the past�s obscure diseases: galloping consumption, idiopathic kidney failure.
Gardiner�s Island killed once while the Centers for Disease Control were watching for hanta. It now replicated in lab animals.
Sarafina wondered if the Australian had taken hantavirus back with him, and if it would adapt to marsupials as well as the exotic rodents who�d smuggled themselves in with the humans. Or had the marsupials been a firebreak for hanta in Australia? She wondered if an L-4 technician should research her materials, but that joy got stomped well before her smuggled fish.
But if it showed up in Thomas� well, hantavirus wasn�t an exotic, was it? She�d let Africa and those suited men take care of the lieutenant.
�Do you think we can possibly stay sane working in these conditions?� her trainee asked her as they left the decontamination showers.
�At least squirrels don�t throw shit,� Sarafina said, preoccupied. She was trying to think of a way to get the hantavirus out of the lab without infecting herself.
Two weeks later, the squirrels began dying. Sarafina knew that would be no guarantee that the virus would be as lethal to Thomas. She wondered why, if he was such a Green, he hadn�t called the animal rights people down on the lab.
He must be a hypocrite.
Sleight of hand. Syringe of squirrel sputum into tubing between two layers of glove, then she sealed the tubing in another tube. Her trainee didn�t know enough about procedures to question what she was doing. Then into her left ear through the showers.
For a horrible moment, Sarafina wondered how she could return the virus-riddled sputum to the L-4 lab. This is insane. But the Centers for Disease Control should know if hantavirus Gardiners Island was as lethal as the Arizona strain.
She decided that Thomas would probably live through it. The weeks of isolation in the CDC danger ward would be punishment enough. If hanta spread like crazy, we�d all be dead by now. She should have collected urine and blood, too. But how would she infect him? She put the tube of hanta-contaminated materials in her freezer over the frozen fish food and sat watching a scenario generate itself in her brain.
Once upon a time, I used to be an intelligent, goal-oriented woman, but the Universe doesn�t support teleology. Sarafina thought about attacking Thomas in the cafeteria. In the confusion, she could squeeze the squirrel matter into his food. She visualized him eating like a shocked automaton as security guards dragged her off.
Relief. They�ll never put me back in the L-4 lab if I do something so crazy.
But Sarafina knew that her scenario would go sour. The guards would call Sarafina�s HMO and wait for the psychiatric team to show up with pyschotrophic drugs and restraints.
She could tell them, �I used to be a Ph.D. candidate.�
Then the psych team member holding the needle in his hand would look at the guards, as though they�d know if Sarafina was delusional or not.
Perhaps, she hoped, they�ll give me crazy checks and let me live alone with my fish. Of course, they�d never tell her what happened to Thomas.
No, that�s too crazy. Sarafina wanted to know what happened to Thomas.
A week later, Sarafina found a squirrel�s nest out on the institute�s campus. She thawed the tube of virus matter in her gloved hands and injected one baby squirrel. She took it up to Thomas, saying, �It fell out of the nest. Can you help it?�
Thomas said, �Do you know where the nest is?�
�On the grounds, but I don�t know what one. Why don�t you raise it yourself?�
Thomas looked at her as though he wondered if she�d smuggled it from the diseased squirrel colony in the L-4 lab, but she and he both knew that was impossible. She put the squirrel baby in Thomas�s bare hands. It wiggled, looking for a teat.
In three weeks, Sarafina�s lungs began to go, but Thomas was sick, too. She went to her HMO, but as soon as she tested positive for hanta, the HMO shipped her to the L-4 isolation facility. Thomas came in two days later, looking sick and old, but still mobile. He said through the intercom between units, �Why?�
�You got me raped.� Her breath rasped as she struggled for enough of it to talk. �You killed my fish.�
�I put the squirrel back in its nest,� Thomas said. �Thousands of people have come down with hanta. CDC is torching everything mammalian for miles. They�ve finally got their Big One.�
�Didn�t mean for you to do that,� Sarafina said. The hanta strain must have been more virulent than anyone had thought. Her death would kill her remaining fish. How many other creatures would die? Maybe the disease would spread all the way around the world to Africa, and kill her jesting lieutenant too.
Thomas said, �Pity about the other squirrels. But a major die-back for humans wouldn�t be that bad.� He coughed wetly, blood flecking his lips. �Hope I live to see it.�
Wish, Sarafina wanted to say. But she no longer had the breath.�
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tales from members of the American Killie Association 4
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