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One of the saddest parts of old age is seeing old loves die and recede into the past. And when you�re really old, that picks up a whole new level of meaning�
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You cannot step twice in the same river, for fresh waters are Pever flowing upon you.
Heraclitus
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At the time the two neutron stars were first spotted, when humanity was young, they were far apart.
Now, four hundred and thirty million years later, the dense spheroids of matter almost touched, and humanity was old.
Ashley, standing in the clear dome room that served as his bridge, looked at an airborne hologram of Felicity�s starship: a circle of spheres attached to a superconducting ring that generated a powerful magnetic field. Nearly two astronomical units ahead of Ashley, Felicity raced toward the neutron stars at near c, under the constant acceleration of a powerful mass beam that pushed against her magnetic field.
Felicity�s determination to stop the merger left a frown on his face. She�d be killed in the collision. If he had the authentic body of one of his long ago ancestors�people who had little control of their emotions�he guessed he would have balled his fists in frustration by now, or done something more dramatic. There was little he could do to prevent Felicity from succeeding, standing isolated in his own starship, Zephyr, riding on another mass beam with a vector that would take him past the two dense stars. And even if he could stop Felicity by force, he�d probably still lose his longest love, for he�d be violating her personal freedom, and he doubted their relationship would survive that emotional cataclysm.
Zephyr�s AI told him much about neutron stars during the long transit from his last stop. The tiny pair of suns, originally designated PSR B1913+16, was now called Spindown. Spindown completed almost two galactic orbits since it was first identified from ancient Earth. During Spindown�s long revolutions, as the stars radiated their last heat�residual energy from the supemovae that formed them�and dimmed to blackness, the Earth�s land masses crunched into a supercontinent, and fragmented again. Geological processes also erased most signs of the primitive civilization that had existed during Spindown�s discovery. Even the classes of plants and animals that lived during the dawn of humanity were gone, replaced by a whole new cast that emerged from the ashes of a neutron star merger two hundred and thirty-eight million years after Spindown had been detected. That violent stellar collision happened thirteen hundred light-years from the Earth, yet the planet was bathed in enough high energy cosmic rays to produce a lethal flux of muons at the surface, deep under water, and even underground, causing the largest extinction since the Permian. Now it was Spin-down�s turn for such brilliance.
�How much time have we got?� Ashley asked Zephyr as he sat down in the room�s central chair.
�She�ll hit the less massive neutron star in twenty-five minutes,� Zephyr reported.
�Felicity,� he called to the ceiling, a half-sphere of transparent composite looking out into the blackness of space, a familiar blank dark from many near light-speed voyages. Felicity refused to show her hologram. He filled in the blankness by imagining the body Felicity �wore� when they first met, back when she called herself Sage. With the mindlink, he could have made his own hologram, based on his memory of Felicity, but he respected her decision not to be seen. �Felicity,� he repeated, �you don�t need to do this.� How many times had he said those words over the hundreds of light-years they had traveled?
He sat silently as the light-speed message covered the distance between them. Even with distance dilation reducing the separation between Felicity and him to about a tenth of an AU in his reference frame, the wait seemed to last forever. Would she even respond?
�Yes, Trajan�� Felicity stumbled on one of his old names, one he discarded millions of years ago for a title randomly selected from the computer database, �Ashley. Anclaje�s only two hundred light-years away from the neutron stars. Those creatures we found when we first met, they�ve reached sentience now. There are cities growing on Medio! You saw them!�
He expected the answer. He was sure that she anticipated his reply. �It is not our purpose to interfere with the cycles of Nature.�
He quickly regretted the lecturing, and had a minute and a half to let himself feel bad as his message went out to and her reply came back.
Felicity�s reply finally arrived. �Those people have been here for just a few million years! Give them a chance!�
�They�ve had their chance, Felicity. Now they must pass on. A new generation of organisms more capable of surviving this kind of calamity will arise, and maybe live for the next hundred million.� �But they�re so beautiful, so fresh, new.�
With his hand, he brushed back his hair in frustration: he allowed the emotion, deciding that maybe it could help. It didn�t.
He stared at his palm and contemplated his recent decision to have a human body again. He�d taken many different forms during his sixty-million-year life�granted most of that time was aboard galaxyships traveling near c, so he hadn�t experienced all those years subjectively, but he�d certainly had enough time to alternate between human, robot, xenopod, what-have-you on thousands of occasions. He was human when he met Felicity for the first time, as was she. It seemed appropriate to live out what seemed like her last moments in a similar fashion.
�Yes,� Ashley finally said to her, �but change is the only constant in the universe�� He let the words trail, for he knew she knew that. Why, Felicity? Why go rogue? The answer, he finally admitted to himself, was there even when they met some fifteen million years ago, back when he called himself Trajan, and he knew Felicity as Sage�

The starship�s observation room was beginning to feel a bit stuffy to Trajan. One more look, and he�d leave, find somewhere with few people. He stepped through the energetic crowd, some of whom danced to a strange song older than a geologic epoch. He glanced out the room�s huge window, and studied three blue-white half disks hanging among the stars. They were the watery, life-bearing moons of Anclaje, a banded Jovian world given a name from a language that he�d never heard of, one that almost certainly hadn�t been used regularly since humanity�s first interstellar journeys. The mindlink had informed him that the name meant �anchorage.�
Gentle flashing out of the corner of his eye caught his attention, and he glanced to his right to see that it was the light of the moons glittering in someone�s eyes. A woman. In the dim illumination, he made out waist-length dark hair, with eyes to match, a lean figure, but with enough womanly curves to draw out his look. He�d had his share of women-friends in his long life, and wasn�t in the mood to deal with any kind of relationship at the moment, even if it ended up being a simple friendly conversation.
He turned to leave, but something about her made him hesitate. She seemed to be studying the moons, wearing a slight frown on her face, as if she were contemplating something about them that saddened her.
She glanced at him, and looked quickly away, back to the moons of Anclaje.
I�ve been spotted now, he thought. No more excuses. He walked past some swinging couples, and said, �Hello, my name�s Trajan.�
Looking up at him�he was a good quarter meter taller than she�she said, �I�m Sage.� She looked away again, at her feet. Shy.
Deciding that a little bit of humor might put her at ease, he said, �Let me guess: those moons brought you on this trip, right?�
She gave him a slight smile. Her eyes gleamed under the moonlight. �Th-that�s not a difficult deduction. It�s why we�re all here!�
�True. The first Jovian found with three moons supporting complex terrestrial ecologies. It�s rare that I get to see something new anymore.� The words were a half-truth. Nature worked in repetitive cycles, but each was different in fine detail�time moved in a crooked spiral, instead of a circle. The human tendency to generalize things was one of the big challenges of living for megallennia. People become connoisseurs of Nature�s intricacy and subtlety, or suffered eternal boredom. Some responded to this by having their �memories� erased from their life data recorders. Trajan had never done this, for it just wouldn�t be the same as actually perceiving megallennia.
�Same here. In thirty-two million years, a person can�t help but see a lot.�
�Forty-five for me.�
She nodded. �S-still young to some.�
�Yes.� He paused. Talking age was boring. All the years merged into a meaningless mass after awhile anyway. Thirty million, forty million�what �s the difference, especially with relativity altering everyone�s perception of time?
She looked at the moons, and, briefly, he saw that frown again, a slight down-curling of her narrow lips.
�If I may ask,� Trajan said, �is there something more about the moons than their unique similarity that brought you here?�
She studied him. �Maybe. And if so, why should I tell you?�
�Ah� because it�s something that I�d be interested in hearing.�
She grinned. �You�ll have to do better than that.� She hesitated, as if afraid to say more, and then added, �W-why don�t we go down there, to the middle moon, Medio? See what it�s really like. Maybe then I�ll see something in you that says I can tell you.�
He was taken aback by her sudden aggressiveness, and lifted his eyebrows in surprise. How could someone who was so shy be so suddenly bold? Of course, no one had to be shy, and she might have shut off the tendency. But he wasn�t quite sure�she seemed to be exhibiting emotions as if they were not controlled consciously, just like the humans of old. Occasionally, some people chose to live like the primitives. He wanted to find out more about this unusual person. Regaining his composure, he said, �If you don�t?�
�I guess that�s the way the Universe works.�
�I see.� He gestured to an exit that consisted of a broad, circular door. �Let�s find a shuttle.�

�I�ve lived longer than they have,� said Felicity. �Surely my life is less important than theirs.�
Trying to formulate a response, he looked at the holographic projection of her starship, studying the large ring of spheres. One contained her bridge and living quarters. The others held supplies, enough for far more people than just Felicity. Most people didn�t fly a starship as big as hers�apparently she wanted the extra mass to impart more momentum onto her target star, and slow, or stop, its relentless spiral into its neighbor.
The collision would make a tremendous explosion, and probably send an eruption of hot matter spewing in two relativistic jets that followed the system�s magnetic field lines, but it would be small compared to a neutron star merger. And that�s what she wanted: to give tiny, distant Medio a few million years to drift away from its danger.
Even with four hundred million years of technological development backing him, he couldn�t stop her. Personal freedom was the most protected aspect of humanity. She could do whatever she wanted�unless her behavior threatened others. Not a problem in this age, because of the safety devices utilized. If he chose to crash his ship into a populated world, a global satellite network would stop or destroy him before he succeeded; without a whole host of such safety systems, most people would be killed by accidents long before they reached their millionth year.
He had already searched his last Collective Mind information upload and could not find anyone who was threatened by Felicity�s actions. Not a surprise. As an increasing amount of people added themselves to collective computer consciousnesses, and the desire to reproduce decreased out of the lack of necessity, the human physical population had grown small. At best a few score billion people were scattered throughout the Milky Way. No one knew for sure how many existed in the other galaxies, but they were of no concern. The closest human-populated world was about nine thousand light years away, with a few in-transit starships nearer, but well clear of danger.
Even though he knew the answer, he asked Zephyr, �Can we destroy the mass beam accelerators?�
�No. And it would be impractical. Ten have been placed around the system during the megallennia. We couldn�t get them all in time. And that�s if we could demonstrate a good reason for terminating them; others use the beams. Besides, Felicity�s got enough velocity to achieve her ends.�
Had this been another almost forgotten time, he might have been able to point out that the Spindown merger would destroy the mass beam drivers and use that fact to persuade Zephyr to destroy them. But in this age, they were shielded, and sufficiently far away even to endure a flux of neutrinos on the scale of a Type II supernova. A neutron star merger didn�t produce that many neutrinos.
�Felicity, why take your life? Why not send send something inanimate into the star?�
There was a long pause. �I guess I�ve seen enough, lived enough. Besides, my actions will be frowned upon by others when they�re discovered. Don�t need to live with that for the next hundred million years.�
�I won�t tell anyone.�
The moments passed painfully as he waited. Precious few communications remained before she reached Spindown.
�People�ll find out. A big explosion in a neutron star binary about to merge�and then to see the stars still there afterward, where a black hole should be. It�d draw attention.�
�Why not just build a shield around Medio?�
Pause.
�That would be detectable. Besides, there�s no time for it now.�
Murfle! he thought. Felicity was evading the real answer: she didn�t want to live anymore, and was giving her death a sense of purpose by stopping the merger. What can I do to convince her not to?
�The stars are eight hundred kilometers apart,� reported Zephyr. �They�ll collide in less than fifteen minutes.�
�Projection, please.�
An image of the tiny blue-white suns appeared next to Felicity�s ship, one that compensated for the visible distortion created by his near luminal velocity�the light of the galaxy�s suns was shoved into a bright white point straight ahead. The neutron stars were bathed in a starkly glowing accretion disk: he and Felicity were being pounded with high energy radiation produced as the disk matter fell onto the surfaces of the stars, but the magnetic fields around their ships protected them. Even with an eight-hundred-kilometer spread, the neutron stars� distorted, egg-shaped spheres were moving around their barycenter visibly�so fast that the dim disks were a blur, and it seemed fake.
Felicity couldn�t have timed her Spin-down-slowing collision much closer. Was she hinting at something in her decision to wait to the last moment? Was there a part of her that did not want to die?

Panting hard, Sage said, �Murfle. I need a rest.� She looked at the fallen tree that lay in their uphill path. Its massive trunk was broken in several places by the fall.
Trajan couldn�t blame her. Finding purchase on the steep, loamy slope was difficult. His feet constantly slipped on the fluffy soil, dry leaf litter, and loose twigs. And now they had to walk around a log that was over a hundred meters long. Dense shrubs covered both ends.
They could have had physical enhancement, or used powered suits that augmented their muscles, or a hovercraft, or any number of technical means, and not been so bothered by the climb. Both he and Sage had chosen not to do so for the same reason: boring. A common interest that set Sage more at ease with him, and gave them something to talk about while they descended to Medio�s ragged Tierra Aspera, the name of the vast, mountain-covered continent they landed on.
While studying the sky through the dense canopy overhead, Sage said, �The sun�s nearing the horizon. How much farther do you think we have to go to reach the mountain top?�
Trajan queried the satellite network with his mindlink. A person named Persephone�some people who chose to have their minds dumped to computer enjoyed disseminating information for people still in the flesh�replied with a cheerful voice, Two hundred seven point six three five meters.
�Oh, about two hundred eight meters gain left.�
Sage laughed. �I�I was asking your opinion, not one based on a satellite measurement.�
He asked about her stuttering on the flight down, and had his suspicions answered�she was in a body that did not offer the usual easy control of emotions. Like humans of old, she did have some level of adaptability. He noticed that her stuttering was slowly diminishing as she became more comfortable with him, but it still showed up in times when she was most unsure of herself. �Well, I�m not that good at judging those kinds of things.�
�I can see why.�
He chuckled. �Come on, let�s find a way around this log. And I won�t use the mindlink. I promise!� He reached out for her hand.
She briefly studied his offering, and then placed her small hand into his palm. Her touch was damp from sweat, but warm and comfortable.
He led her to the right, enjoying the springy soil beneath his feet, the musty, yet fresh smell of the air, and all the tiny squeaks, pops, yips and chirps of the abundant wildlife.
�So,� Trajan asked, �what have you been doing professionally?�
�Early in my years, I flew out to Andromeda, and got involved in the Galaxy Project.�
Trajan could have accessed the information via the mindlink, but deferred. �That�s the new galaxy being built in orbit around Andromeda, right? Called Rebirth.�
�Yes,� she said with a quiet, almost sad voice. �I spent a lot of time aboard galaxyships, scooping up the rarefied matter in intergalactic space and carrying it to Rebirth�s location, a position about three hundred thousand light years from Andromeda. Most of this was being done by robots, with a few people like me overseeing the project. I controlled an entire armada!� The excitement seemed a little forced. She paused, apparently reliving the experience in her mind. �I spent millions of years collecting and moving matter.� She fell silent, save for several deep breaths.
�I recall hearing that there was some worry about the disruptive nature of such a large project.�
�Yeah, there are some weak gravitational perturbations in Andromeda, but nothing of major importance. Andromeda has already been influenced by other satellite galaxies. We felt that the end result, millions of new worlds, offset any minor effects the Rebirth would produce on its neighbors.�
Trajan nodded. �What happened after you moved all that matter?�
Sage walked quietly for a moment and brushed her hair from her lace. She said, �After creating a large black hole to serve as Rebirth�s center, and after enough matter had been placed in orbit around the massive object, we let Nature take over. In a few million years, stars formed, some huge and bright, ripping away the artificial nebulas with powerful UV fluxes and brilliant supernovae, exposing many developing stars. I thought the new red dwarfs were the most beautiful. They would last hundreds of billions of years, demonstrating that our creation would have a longevity that no person has yet seen. Some red dwarfs were protected from the bright stars� erosive emissions by dense curtains of nebulosity. They had protoplanets orbiting them when I left.� She sighed sorrowfully, looking up at the sky.
�I�m tempted to go there myself. Why did you leave such a magnificent creation?�
�My job was done, I guess. I wanted to do more. So I got involved with the Milky Way star-mapping project. Racing to various stellar nurseries and keeping tabs on the new additions to the galactic population was more exciting, anyway. At least for awhile.� She looked at him with an expressionless face. �That�s enough of me. What about you?�
Sage seemed a little down when reliving her experiences, but he wasn�t about to press personal issues with someone he had just met. �Taking my cue from the methodical survey robots, I�ve spent most of my time adding to the Encyclopedia Intergalactica. Surveying worlds. Especially life-bearing ones. I�ve been through the Milky Way, the Magellanic Clouds, and twice to M33. M33�s an interesting place�its irregular spiral arms are maintained by expanding series of self-perpetuating supernovae. Lots of violent activity, and yet we found life everywhere. During my journeys, I befriended many intergalactic Collective Minds as we downloaded our data to them. Had some fascinating discussions, and I got to see the results of other surveys like mine. One CM just received a long-distance update on M51. I might go there one day.�
�Sounds interesting. I might have to try it for a time.�
�Yes, do so. I�ve seen some wonderful things. Biology is one of Nature�s most varied creations.� With his free hand, he pushed through the leafy shrubs that grew near the log�s tip. His fingers started burning, and he jerked his arm back. �Ouch!�
�What is it?� Releasing her grip, Sage grabbed his wounded hand and studied it.
He felt embarrassed. How could I have done something so stupid? And right when I was talking about my subject. But then, the plant was no threat. Just a little nuisance. �I got stung by this shrub. Probably some kind of acid or base.�
She reached for the medkit on her belt.
�No, don�t worry. It�s not a major thing.�
�But the pain��
�I don�t get to feel that very often. I�m OK. It�s already fading.� He looked at the shrub�s stem and saw a dense fuzz of tiny needles. �I bet that hair is a bunch of tiny hypodermic needles.� The little acid injectors wouldn�t go through their jumpsuits� fabric, but they weren�t wearing full body suits, and had exposed flesh.
The fallen trunk was still too thick to climb over, even this close to its end. �I guess we�ll have to cut through.� He palmed a little multipurpose robot attached to his belt. The semisentient device would clear the shrubs away quickly.
�Oh, murfle!� Sage looked stressed by something.
Trajan asked, �What�s wrong?�
�P-please don�t cut the shrubs. They�re so pretty.�
�In a few decades, they�ll be gone anyway.�
She gave him a placating grin. �I know. But they�re here now, and so am I. Let�s walk around.�
Wearing a frown, Trajan glanced down the hill. They�d have to descend many hard-earned meters to get to the base of the shrubbery. But she was right�there was an implied minimum interference policy when visiting alien worlds in person. Leave things as they were for others to enjoy�even if the next visitors wouldn�t arrive for a half million years. One never knew.
�OK,� he said. He reached for her hand. �Let�s keep each other from sliding.�
She smiled as she grabbed his hand. Her dark eyes glittered cheerfully under the diffuse light penetrating the green canopy, offering a promise of what could be, and leaving him feeling warm inside. He longed for much more.

�Why wait until the stars are about to collide? Your job would have been easier, say three hundred thousand years ago, when they were further apart.� He allowed a tone of urgency in his voice.
During the message delay, Ashley rubbed his eyes, ruminating over Felicity�s state of mind. Why would she procrastinate her end? For me?
A fair number of people went rogue, some sooner, even as young as a thousand years, while others lasted much longer. Rogue: a loss of purpose, a loss of hope. That dreadful realization that people of great age must face constantly: how alone one is in the vast Universe, how little humanity meant to it, and how little difference one can make in the grand scheme of Nature�even making a galaxy was tiny compared to the totality of all creation. Well, maybe for some.
The reasons for going rogue were unique to the individual. Most often, it seemed rogue was purely a conscious decision to end one�s own existence. With use of retroviruses, and other techniques, all emotions could be controlled. And in some forms, humans had no emotions. He felt love for Felicity because he chose to. He could stop the emotion any time he wanted. However, even if he did so, he�d still sense a loss. Felicity and he had grown together on a purely intellectual level over the megallennia. She had become a facet of his mind, and he hers.
He sighed, realizing that this situation had been building for quite some time. He�d known she�d gone rogue many megallennia ago, but had not been willing to admit it to himself until recently, when faced with his last few moments talking to the person he had loved for so long. Sure they�d drifted apart from time to time over the megallennia as they changed forms, traded sexes, and explored many other new things, but they always came back together, always found each other again. No one else that he�d loved had been that way.
�I� I don�t want to hurt you, Ashley. I�ve given you as much time as I can. But I can�t stay around any longer. My time to go has arrived.�
There was a chance here, he was sure. �Felicity, your life is important to me. Isn�t that enough to keep living?�
The pause seemed longer than normal.
�Y�you�ll find someone else. After all, you�ve got megallennia to look. Please don�t forget that.�
He felt sadness�even with his ability to control the emotion, it seemed appropriate to let it happen. It already seemed like she was gone. His best lead didn�t work. There was little else to do. �If you crash, I�ll fly over and pummel Medio with asteroids.� He couldn�t think of anything better.
Nothing more convincing came to him as he awaited Felicity�s reply.
�Ha! I don�t believe you for a second. You�re not a destroyer of worlds.�
�Listen� please stop and think about this. There�ll be more Medios. More Anclajes. Take some more time to consider your decision�there�s plenty of that. Please.�
He waited.
Twenty-seven million kilometers closer to Spindown, Felicity�s voice arrived. �I�ve thought about it. And I�ve made my decision. Medio�s fate is sealed. It won�t die this time.�
�The neutron stars� orbital velocity has now exceeded ten percent the speed of light,� reported Zephyr.
Feeling helpless, he looked at Spindown�s hologram. The blurred disks now formed a torus, one growing redder on one side, while becoming bluer on the other. It was contracting. The rapid motion set up huge gravity waves, bleeding off the system�s angular momentum, causing the two stars to M together faster with each revolution. With the stars moving at a third the speed of light, the final orbit would last just a millisecond. The resulting explosion would throw part of the star�s mass outward in two thick jets moving at an appreciable velocity of c. The spinning jets would collide with themselves and the disk matter, making huge shock waves and heating to millions of degrees. At the center would reside a single coalesced spheroid, flattened from its high rate of spin, or a black hole if too little mass was thrown by the impact. It�d be a collision that would, for a brief instant in time, generate more energy than all the Universe�s suns. If he convinced Felicity not to crash.

The hill�s angle lessened, and the trees thinned to a few squat, windswept needle-leafed varieties. �We�re almost to the top,� Trajan said, between labored breaths. His exhalations produced puffs of steam in the cool air.
�Borde looks beautiful!� Sage�s voice was full of emotion.
He looked up at the large crescent of the outer moon, seeing swirling white storms, and deep blue seas. It stood out visibly in a sky that graded from pink to cobalt from a setting sun. �Yes, it does. Almost as beautiful as you.�
She smiled at him. �Thank you.� Her eyes carried a happy look.
He heard a rustling noise behind him and turned out of curiosity. It sounded like a large animal, and they�d just seen small ones so far. He saw the oval leaves of a dense crawling shrub underneath a wind sculpted tree.
Sage stepped next to him. Her elbow brushed his arm, leaving a warm, tingling sensation in its wake. �What is it?� she asked.
�I don�t know, but something�s in there.� He stepped closer. Sage followed. Even with the distraction hiding in the shrub, he found her closeness enticing.
He saw motion under a wiry branch, and a brief glint. An eye. Four eyes. He could just make out the shape of the head, a spherical form with a flat face, and a slightly protruding beak for a mouth. Hair hung from its scalp, easily as long as Sage�s; it touched the ground, the creature was so squat. Is it lying down? Yes.
Trajan pointed at the creature. �It�s right there. Appears to be some kind of endoskeletal animal.�
Sage glanced in the direction of his finger, her eyes opened wide in anticipation. �Oh, yes, I see it now.�
The creature hooted several times, a loud sound that echoed off nearby granite cliffs.
�What�s it doing?�
Trajan looked around. �I bet it has friends.�
He was right. In a matter of seconds, several hairy� heads poked up through the underbrush. He got a clear look at one as it walked between bushes, eying him. They had eight limbs spread between two �thoraxes.� Four limbs on the hind-thorax were used for locomotion, while the fore-thorax was carried above the ground, limbs free. The front two of the free limbs were highly atrophied, and carried next to the head, while the other two were long and thin, with equally thin digits at their ends. The creature gripped a broken branch with those fingers.
�Murfle,� mumbled Sage.
�Step back,� said Trajan, though he wasn�t too worried. He�d already contacted Persephone, and she had a satellite maser ready to fire if need be. Though he didn�t really want that. He didn�t enjoy killing, this was the natives� world, and these creatures had no idea what they were up against�about as innocent as anything could be.
Sage grabbed his arm firmly, and together they stepped back, moving up the gradual slope. Rocky soil crunched under their feet.
The strange animals froze and watched.
�I think things are going to be OK,� Trajan whispered. �Just need to give them some room.�
�Yes.�
A light breeze picked up, one that fluttered Sage�s long hair and played it across his back. The gentle patter was alluring.
When they had stepped back about twenty meters, the creature in the shrub stood up. It carried something.
�A baby!� said Sage in a loud whisper, apparently unable to control her excitement.
Trajan decided he�d have to try free emotions again one day.
�How pretty,� Sage continued as she watched the mother and child with an open-mouthed smile.
�Ah, protecting their young. In a group and using crude tools.�
�Yes, Trajan, presentients.�
He looked at her.
She grinned. �I asked Persephone as we were backing away.�
�How you shunned my use of the satellite information!� he chided.
She giggled. �Sometimes I can�t help myself.�
�So, what else did you learn?�
�A robot paleosurvey has revealed that they�re part of a class of animals that has been the dominant terrestrial megafauna for the last hundred and forty million years. Considering their brain size and tool-using capability, the best estimates put them at the equivalent of what our species was some ten million years before the advent of civilization. Maybe about the time of Dryopithecus.�
Holding her baby tightly in her long forelimbs, the mother leaped out of the shrubs and pattered downhill. She mixed with the group, and, after a couple of hoots, they faded from sight.
�We used to care for our babies that way,� Sage mused. �Carrying them with us when we had to travel, exposed to the elements. So long ago.�
Trajan nodded. He wondered what it would be like to have been raised at a time when just about every turn of the trail, or change of the weather, posed a threat. Most children didn�t survive their first year. That kind of childhood was something he would never experience, even with millions of years of life. You only get born and grow up once�unless you chose to have your memories separated from you for a time while you �grew up� again, but that wasn�t quite the same once you had your old memories given back.
�Maybe in several million years,� Trajan said, thinking of Homo sapiens� life-extending technological progress, �these creatures will have their own budding cities, and space travel.� Giving everyone born an opportunity to live a full life, he said to himself.
Sage grinned at the idea. �Yes! Look at what they have to fly to!� She pointed to Borde, which stood out starkly in a rapidly darkening sky. Stars were beginning to show, and a couple of distant planets. �With that kind of incentive, I think they�d move offworld quickly.� She looked into his eyes and said, �What a wonderful encounter!�
�Indeed.� Maybe it was the cheerful gleam in her eyes, or the enticing smile on her lips. He nevertheless kissed her.
After a brief hesitation, she returned the favor, sliding her tongue past his lips. A lovely, fiery sensation grew in his chest, and moved down into other regions of his body.
Sage pulled away. Her face had a childish glow. �C�mon! Let�s find someplace comfortable at the top.� She grabbed his hand and pulled him uphill at a run.

�Felicity�s adjusting her course,� said Zephyr. �She�s timing the collision to strike the neutron star as it moves away from her, to give it a quick shove.�
Ashley watched her ship�s hologram. What else was there to do?
�Fifty seconds to impact.�
Ashley leaped out of his seat. There was just enough time for one last message to reach her. �No! Don�t do this! Please� Sage.� Maybe the old name would remind her of that special time they had together so long ago, and convince her not to crash.
After a pause that was too short for her to have heard his plea, Felicity said, �I appreciate what you�re trying to do, Trajan. We had fun together. Now� it�s time for that to end.�
Was she crying?
Felicity continued, �You talk about change, Ashley. Its permanence. Think about what you�re doing.�
�But�� He stopped, knowing that she wouldn�t be around long enough to hear the message.
�I love y��
�Impact,� said Zephyr calmly.
There was an instant flash�dimmed by Zephyr, who opaqued the dome. Then he was past the suns, moving away at 0.99+c, leaving behind a stellar eruption that would be seen by unaided eyes for hundreds of light years around. Probably even by Medio�s sentients.
He fell to his knees, feeling weak, sick to his stomach, shedding tears, things he hadn�t experienced in a long, long time, but things that seemed right to let happen. Memories welled up. Felicity�s mysterious frown as she stared at Anclaje�s moons. Her talking quietly about Rebirth. Saying �Murfle� in frustration as he was about to cut away the stinging shrub. The cheerful, glowing look on her face after he had kissed her for the first time.
Zephyr reported, �The calculation�s rough now, but the stricken star seems to have been shifted into a highly elliptical orbit, one that will last for several million years.�
Ashley rubbed the tears from his eyes and mumbled, �Take me back to Medio.�
�Sending commands to alter course. The first in a series of mass beams that can shove us in the right direction is thirty-eight light years away. We�ll arrive in several millennia, Medio�s frame of reference.�
He nodded, unable to vocally respond to the words. All he wanted to do was remember the person he loved�

A cool wind shuffled fingery tree branches, making them wave across a dense peppering of stars that glittered overhead. The breeze carried a sharp pinelike scent. Bordo�s crescent hung low and looked smaller than it had previously, having drifted away in its slower orbit.
The gentle heat from a portable mattress placed on the rocky peak kept Trajan comfortable. Nevertheless, he held Sage close, savoring her naked warmth.
�Now, about that question I asked when we first met.�
She looked into his eyes. �Oh, about the moons� meaning to me.� She glanced away, and he saw that tiny intriguing frown on her lips again. She took a deep breath.
�These moons� they remind me�� she let the words trail off as she stared at the star filled sky.
An animal called from a nearby tree. The somber song reminded him of distant, gray, rainy lands.
�Of?� he urged.
�I heard about a planet,� Sage said slowly, almost sadly, �a world called Bode.�
�The one that had those incredibly fast seasons?�
�Yes. It�s dead now. Its orbit decayed, and now Bode is a sun-baked rock. Nothing seems to last, does it?�
He shook his head.
�And another world,� she said, continuing her sad tone, �Goliath, where ecosystems dependent on meteor impacts once lived. That world�s dead too. Finally had a large enough strike to boil its oceans.�
�I met someone,who witnessed several of the larger impacts on Goliath. Said he was there for fifteen million years. Sorry to see the world go, but that�s how Nature works. Constant change.�
�I don�t like it.�
�Ah, you�re worried that these moons will fade one day, like those other worlds.�
She nodded solemnly.
�I�m sure that when the dinosaurs roamed Earth�s surface, it was a beautiful place. Then Nature took that away. Each instant in time is like a note to a song, I guess, with all the worlds making one grand concert.�
Sage nodded. She didn�t look very happy. �I don�t like it when a song ends.�
�It hasn�t ended. Nature will make more worlds. Surely there�s another Goliath out there somewhere, and another Bode. Maybe not in this galaxy, but elsewhere.�
She stared into his eyes. �Nature won�t make worlds forever. That changes too.�
He rolled onto his side and propped his head on his hand, elbow to ground. Giving her a serious look, he said, �But that�s a long long ways away, even for us.�
�I don�t know. When I was young, thirty� million years seemed like a long time. I couldn�t comprehend people living for so long, even with them around me. Now��
He nodded, and said, �Now we�ve lived longer than most species do, and are faced with the undeniable truth that everything changes, no matter how grand.�
She looked at him. �How can you accept it so easily? Isn�t there anything you want to last forever?�
He smiled at her. �Yes. This time I�ve had with you.�
She grinned. �Be serious!�
�I am.�

Medio�s sentients had just begun to study their neighboring worlds with crude telescopes when Ashley arrived. He locked into a polar orbit around Anclaje, a position that gave him a good vantage in which to watch the Medions. With their primitive technology, they wouldn�t be able to spot him for some time, and until then, he wanted to be close.
The Medions were going to fly to the stars. If an incoming asteroid threatened their world, he�d deflect it. If their sun produced a vast flare, he�d block it. If the Medions decided to nuke themselves back into the stick age, he�d stop it. His versatile fleet of self-replicating robots, some as small as a gnat, would see to all those problems and many more.
The Medions would never know that he had intervened. They were going to learn about the Universe and think they had done it all on their own. And for the most part, that assumption would be true.
He was going to watch the Medions grow, grow into a race every bit as grand as humanity. Just as Felicity would have done.
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