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“Scientists have today confirmed that one of the onega clouds is indeed
approaching Earth. First, | want to reassure everyone that it poses no danger
tous. It is not expected to arrive in our vicinity for alnmost a thousand
years. So neither we, nor our children, nor our children’s children, need be
fearful

“However, we are now aware that these objects have visited the Earth in the
past, at intervals of approximately eight thousand years. Apparently, they
destroy cities and will attack other kinds of construction. No one knows why.
No one knows whether they are natural objects or the results of a perverted
sci ence.

“Qur generation faces only one danger, that we m ght say to ourselves this is

not our problem and that we will pass it off to the distant future. That we
m ght shrug and say to ourselves that a thousand years is a long tine. That we
wi || become conpl acent and conclude that this problemw |l take care of

itself.

“But | say to you, we should take no satisfaction in the fact that we

oursel ves are in no physical danger. This is a hazard to our world, to
everything we hope to pass on to future generations. And it is clear that we
shoul d act now, while we have the tine.

“Therefore, | amdirecting that the full resources of the Council of Nations
be brought to bear. W will learn how this cloud operates, and we will shut it
down.”

—MARGARET | SHI RO, GENERAL SECRETARY, WCN
SEPTEMBER 9, 2213

Pr ol ogue

On the surface at Brinkmann IV (“Monlight”), in | C4756, 1300 |ight-years from
Eart h.
Autum 2230.

IT WAS THE npst nmmjestic series of structures David Collingdal e had ever seen
St eepl es and dones and pol ygons rose out of ice and snow. Wl kways soared
anong the towers, or their remants. Many had col | apsed. There were pyram ds
and open squares that m ght once have been parks or courtyards. An obelisk
anchored the center of the city. It was a place out of time, frozen, preserved
for the ages, a | andscape that night have been conposed by Mntelet. A place
of crystal and glass, and, in a kinder age, of flowering trees and shaped
hedges and beckoning forest. Catch it at the right tine, when its giant noon,
hal f again as big as Luna, was in the sky, and one mi ght have thought that



here was the celestial city, Valhalla, Argolis, El Dorado by night.

It |ooked too ethereal to have actually served as a hone for a thriving
popul ati on. Rather, Collingdale could not get away fromthe sense that it had
been intended by its builders as a work of art, to remain unused, to stand as
a nmonurent rather than a city. Several of the towers had col | apsed, broken
fragnments rising out of a thick carpet of snow. Its name was unknown, so they
called it Monlight, the city and the world and the sense of sonething |ost.

A bl eak wi nd how ed down the enpty streets, chilling himeven in the e-suit,
whi ch was apparently not functioning properly. He'd see to getting it adjusted
when he got back to the dome. Wuldn't want to have it fail out here at twenty
bel ow.

The sun was struggling to get above a flat mountain range. Several thousand
years ago, sonething had gone wong with it. Abrams had explained it to him a
surfeit of metals or some such thing. Just tenporary, he' d insisted. Be back
to normal, he expected, in another few thousand years. Not that it would
matter.

He was at the equator, where the remants of the once-global civilization had
fled. There were other cities, npbst in areas that had once been equatori al
sone buried in snowfields, still others frozen behind walls of ice.

He and his teamknew little yet about the race that had |lived here, except
that they were a long tinme dead, and their architecture rival ed anythi ng man
had produced. Crystal bridges thrown across mghty rivers, hyperbolic dones,
broad wal kways in the sky. Al frozen now, the bridges as well as the rivers,
the crystal as well as the spirit.

It was perhaps a hard irony that Monlight, which had thrived and di ed about
the tinme humans were rolling stones out of quarries to build the first

pyram ds, woul d probably have remai ned undi scovered indefinitely had it not
been that it was about to receive an unwel cone visitor. A survey ship, the
Harry Coker, had been watching an onega, one of the monstrous clouds that
drifted in waves out of the galactic core, and which seemed bent on destroying
any civilization in their path. The Coker was anxious to see how the cloud
woul d fare in the conplex gravity field of a planetary system when it spotted
evi dence of cities on the fourth planet.

Col l'ingdal e squinted into the hard gray sky. The cloud was visible fromlate
afternoon until shortly after mdnight. It was up there now, partially
obscured in the glare of the sunset. In the daytinme it | ooked utterly

harm ess, a large dark thunderstorm perhaps, like a mllion others he had
seen in his lifetime. But this one rose and set with the sky beyond the

at nosphere. It always described the same path across the heavens and it kept
getting bigger.

The omega cl ouds were ol d news. They’'d been di scovered a quarter century
earlier. Although no one had ever seen themattack a city, they were tied to
massi ve destruction in ancient times on Quraqua, Beta Pacifica |11, and two
other worlds. Cbjects with a wide range of geonetric shapes had been fl oated
in front of the onmegas, and humans now knew beyond any question that designs
not found in nature could expect to draw |ightning bolts.

Nobody understood how or why. No one knew where they came from And few seened
to feel it was likely we would ever find out.

Until now, no one had seen a cloud change course and glide into a planetary
system No one had seen a city under attack



It was fortunate nobody |ived on Monlight. The inhabitants had obviously been
overwhel med by the ice age brought on by the instability of their sun. Best
estimates were that there’d been no one there for about two thousand years.

COLLI NGDALE HAD GROMWN up in Boston with an al coholic nother and a m ssing
father, who, his nother insisted until the day of her sodden teary death, had
gone west on business and woul d be back any day. He'd spent two years in an
or phanage, been adopted by a pair of religious fanatics, run away so nany
times they' d eventually inplanted a tracker, and—despite everythi ng—won a
schol arship fromthe University of Massachusetts. He'd taken a degree in
archeol ogy, taken private flying |l essons on a whim and, as he liked to think
of it, never again touched ground. Eventually he’'d decided that flights

bet ween Chi cago and Boston were too confining. He'd learned to pilot the
superlum nal s, had taken the command seat for several major corporations and
t he Acadeny, had gotten bored hauling people and supplies back and forth

t hrough the void, gone back to school, and specialized in a discipline that,
at that tinme, |acked subject nmatter: xenol ogy.

In the nmeantinme he’d attended the funerals of both his foster parents, who' d
died a year apart, the one unable to live without the other. They' d refused
| ongevity treatments on the grounds they were not God’s plan. They' d never
given up on him even though they di sapproved of the directions his |life had
taken. He'd stopped going hone during the | ast years of their |lives because
they kept telling himthey forgave himand were sure God would as well.

He didn’t know why they intruded on his thoughts while he gazed across the
city. He would have liked themto see Monlight. Surely they woul d have been
caught up in its majesty, and they mi ght have understood what his life was
about .

THE OVEGAS ROUTI NELY hurled lightning bolts at perpendi cul ars. Any object
designed with right angles, or sharp departures fromnature's natural arcs,
coul d expect to becone a target.

It had seemed an old wives’ tale when the stories first came back. Collingdal e
recalled that the scientific comunity, alnost to a person, had scoffed at the
reports. The notion that clouds could sonehow navigate on their own seened
absurd. That they could bunp up to high velocities nore absurd still. Mbst had
not accepted the idea until the one approachi ng Moonlight, the Brinkmann

O oud, had changed course, begun to slow down, and headed insystem That was
four years ago

The cl ai ms had been so outl andi sh that nobody who cared about his reputation
had even tested them But once the Brinkmann showed its ability to navigate,
researchers had cone, and an attenpt to explain the inpossible had begun. It
had begun with the discovery of nanos in sanples taken fromthe onega.

Were the clouds natural objects? O artificial? Did the universe di sapprove of
intelligent life? O was there a psychotic force in existence sonewhere? O,
as his parents had thought, was God sendi ng a warni ng?

“You com ng, Dave?”

They’' d cut their way into the base of the northeastern tower, and Jerry Riley
was standi ng aside, |leaving for Dave the honor of being first person to enter
the structure. He clapped a few shoul ders, strode down between banks of dugout

snow, paused at the entrance, put his head in, and flashed his [ anp around.

The interior was as large as New York’s main terminal. The ceiling soared



several stories. Benches were scattered throughout the area. Sleek netal
col ums supported bal conies and galleries. Al coves that m ght once have been
shops were set into the walls. And there was a statue.

He took a few steps inside, scarcely daring to breathe. They knew what the
natives | ooked |ike because they'd found remains. But they’ d never seen any
depictions of them No scul ptures, no graphics, no engravings. How odd it had
seened that a species so given to art had given themno copies of its own

i mage.

The others filed in and spread out around him all enanored of the statue.
Jerry raised his lanp slowy, alnost reverently, and played the |ight across
it. It was a feline. Caws were replaced by mani pul ative digits, but the snout
and fangs renmai ned. Narrow eyes, in front. A predator. But it wore a hat,
rather like an artist’s beret, angled down over one eye. It was decked out in
trousers, a shirt with long fluffy sleeves, and a jacket that would not have

| ooked out of place in Boston. A bandanna was tied around its neck. And it
sported a cane.

One of the wonen giggl ed.

Col lingdal e couldn’t suppress a smile hinmself, and yet despite its conic
aspect, the creature displayed a substantial degree of dignity.

There was an inscription on the base, a single line of characters, executed in
a style renmniscent of Ad English. It was probably a single word. “Its nane?”
someone suggest ed.

Col l'i ngdal e wonder ed what the subject had done. A Washington? A Churchill? A
Franci s Bacon? Perhaps a Mdzart.

“The architect,” said Riley, short and generally cynical. “This is the guy who
built the place.” Riley didn't |ike being out here, but needed this |ast

m ssion to establish his bona fides with the University of Sonething-or-Q her
back honme. He'd be an inspiration to the students.

It was odd how the intangibles carried over fromspecies to species. Dignity.
Maj esty. Power. \Whether it was seen in an avian or a nonkey, or something
between, it always had the sanme | ook

H s conmmink vibrated against his wist. It was Al exandra, who'd arrived two
days before on the al-Jahani with a cargo of nukes, which she’d been
instructed to use in an effort to bl ow away the cloud. Nobody believed it
coul d be done, but no other course of action offered itself. The cloud was
simply too big, thirty-four thousand kil oneters in dianeter. A few nukes woul d
have no effect.

“Yes, Al ex. What've you got?”
“It’s still slowing down, Dave. And it's still on target.”
H(]<ay.”

“It’s coming in on your side of the world. Looks as if it’s homed in on your
city. W're going to set the bonbs off tonight. In about six hours.”

The omega was sl owing down by firing jets of dust and hydrogen forward. Riley
thought it mght also be twisting gravity, but there was no evi dence yet to
support that idea. The only thing that mattered was that, however it was
managi ng things, the cloud was going to arrive right on top of Moonlight.



THEY WANDERED FOR hours through the underground. There was a network of
smal | er chanbers connected to the |arge area. They found an endl ess nunber of
chairs, bows, radios, nonitors, plunbing fixtures, conference tables.
Artifacts they couldn’t identify. Mich of it was in surprisingly good
condition. There were boxes of plastic disks, undoubtedly nenory storage
units. But electronic records were fragile. Early civilizations carved their
history onto clay tablets, which lasted virtually forever. Mre advanced
groups went for paper, which had a reasonable shelf life, provided it was
stored in a dry place and not m shandl ed. But electronic data had no staying
power. They had not yet been able to recover a single electronic record.

There were some books, which had not been stored properly. Neverthel ess, they
gathered theminto plastic containers. They' d been in the area several weeks,
but there was a special urgency about this visit. The cloud was com ng

Anyt hing they did not carry off today m ght not survive.

The walls were covered with engravings. Collingdal e assigned one of his people
to record as many of them as she could. Some of it was synbolic, nuch was
graphic, usually with bucolic thenes, |eaves and stens and branches, all of

whi ch, when the sun cane back, might grow on this world again.

Stai rways and shafts rose high into the structure and descended to | ower
floors, which were encased in ice. “But that mi ght be a huge piece of good
luck,” Collingdale told Ava MacAvoy, who | ooked unusually attractive in the
reflected light. “It should survive the cloud, whatever happens to the rest of
the city.”

They went back outside. It was tine to | eave, but Collingdal e del ayed, taking
nore pictures, recording everything. Ava and Riley and the others had to pul
hi m anay.

The cl oud was setting by then, and Collingdale wished it was possible to halt
the planet on its axis, keep the other side between the onega and the towers.
H de the city.

Damm you.
He stood facing it, as if he would have held it off by sheer will.
Ava took his arm “Cone on, Dave,” she said. “It’s getting late.”

THEY RETREATED TO t he dome, which had served as their base for the better part
of a month. A lander waited beside it. The done was snmall, cranped,
unconfortabl e. They’'d brought out too many people, and could in fact have
brought several shiploads nore. Everyone had wanted to come to Moonlight. The
Acadeny, under time pressure, had tried to accommpdate the requests as best it
could. It should have said no. That was partly Collingdale s owmn fault for not
demandi ng they cut things off.

They’' d filled the done with artifacts and shipped themtopside to the

al - Jahani, which now carried a treasure trove of rmugs and plates and table

| anps and el ectronic gear, and materials far nore esoteric, objects whose
function defied analysis. Ot her pieces were now being | oaded. There was nore
than the | ander could handle, but they’ d stacked the rest in the dome, hoping
that it would be safe there.

Collingdale waited until everybody el se was on board-there were seven of them
excluding the pilot—+took a |last |ook around, and clinbed in. The onega was
al nrost down. Only a black ridge of clouds was visible in the west, and a few



st reaked plunes soared above the horizon. The pilot started the engi nes, and
t he | ander rose. Nobody said nuch.

Jerry comented how scary it was, and Collingdale couldn’'t restrain a snile
He hinself was of the old school. He'd started his archeol ogi cal career in
Iraq, had been shot at, threatened, deported. Wen archeol ogy went
interstellar, as it had a half century ago, it had becone, curiously enough
safer. There were no deranged | ocal popul ati ons defendi ng sacred tonbs, no
warl ords for whomthe security paynment mnight be insufficient, no nationa
governments waiting to collapse with dire consequences to the researchers, who
m ght be jailed, beaten, even killed. There were still hazards, but they
tended to be |l ess unpredictable, and nore within the control of the

i ndividual. Don’t take foolish chances, and you won’t get burned. Don’t stay
too long in the subnerged tenple, as had fanmously happened to Richard Wald
twenty-sone years earlier, when you know the tidal wave's coning

So Collingdale was getting his people out in plenty of time. But it didn't
prevent them fromthinking they were having a narrow escape from sonet hi ng
dire. In fact, of course, at no tine were they in danger

He was | ooking down at the receding city when the pilot informed himhe had an
i ncom ng transm ssion fromthe al-Jahani. He opened the channel, turning up
the volume so everybody coul d hear. Al exandra s blond features appeared
on-screen. “W’ve launched, Dave,” she said. “All twelve running true.
Detonation in thirty-eight mnutes.”

The missiles were cluster weapons, each carrying sixteen nukes. |If the plan
wor ked, the missiles would penetrate two thousand kil oneters into the cloud
and jettison their weapons, which woul d expl ode sinultaneously. O they would
expl ode when their electronics failed. The latter provision arose fromthe
inability of researchers to sink probes nore than a few kilonmeters into the

cl ouds. Once inside, everything tended to shut down. Early on, a few ships had
been | ost.

“CGood luck, Alex,” he said. “Gve it hell.”

The | ander, powered by its spike technol ogy, ascended quickly, traveling west.
The cl oud began to rise also. The flight had been planned to allow the
occupants a view of the omega when the missiles reached the target.

Col l'i ngdal e ached for a success. There was nothing in his life, no award, no
i ntell ectual breakthrough, no woman, he had ever wanted as passionately as he
wanted to see Alexandra' s m ssiles blow the son of a bitch to hell.

They clinmbed into orbit and passed into sunlight. Everyone sat quietly, not

tal king much. Riley and Ava pretended to be exam ning an el ectronic device
they’ d brought up, trying to figure out what it was. Jerry was | ooking through
his notes. Even Collingdale, who prided hinself on total honesty, gazed
steadfastly at a recently recorded London conference on new Egyptian finds.

The cloud filled the sky again.
“Three mnutes,” said Al ex.

THEY COULDN T SEE the al -Jahani directly. It was too far, and it was | ost
somewhere in the enornous plumes that fountained off the cloud s surface |ike
so many tendrils reaching toward Monlight. But its position was known, and
Bill, the ship’s artificial intelligence, had put a marker on the screen. They
could see the cloud, of course, and the positions of the mssiles were also
mar ked. Twel ve blinking Iights closing on the oversize gasbag. Collingdale



anused hi msel f by counting the weapons.

“Thirty seconds to inpact,” said the pilot.

Collingdale let his head fall back. He wondered whether one coul d achieve
i mpact with a cloud.

Ava wat ched the time, and her |ips were noving, counting down the seconds.

“They’'re in,” she said. Soneone’s hand touched his shoulder. Gipped it. Good
[ uck.

Ri | ey adjusted his harness.

Col l'i ngdal e, knowi ng his foster parents woul d have been proud, nuttered a
prayer.

“They’ ve gone off.” Al exandra’'s voice. “Too soon.”

There were a few glimerings along the surface of the cloud. But he saw no
sign of disruption

“I't mght take a while before we can really see anything,” said Riley,
hopeful | y.

The hand on his shoul der let go.

“You're right,” said one of the others. “I mean, the cloud is so big.”

“The bonbs had to do sone damage. How coul d they not?”

“Maybe just screw up the steering nechanism Hell, that woul d be enough.”

The glimrering got brighter. Collingdale thought he saw an expl osi on. Yes,
there was no doubt of it. And there. Over there was a second eruption of sone
ki nd. They wat ched several patches grow nore incandescent. Watched the cloud
pass overhead. Watched it begin to sink toward the rimof the world.

The expl osi ve pat ches darkened.

On a second orbit, they were still visible, snoldering scars on the otherw se
pacific surface of the onega.

“I don't think it’s going to work,” said the pilot.
ON THE THIRD orbit, they rendezvoused with the Quagnor, the vessel that had

transported themto the system The npbod on the ship was dark, and everybody
was maeki ng comments about having made a good effort. Just so nmuch we can do.

Al exandra reported that the omega was still on course for Monlight. “W
didn’t get nmuch penetration. There's still a chance we m ght have done sone
damage that just doesn’t show | nmean, if we blew up the internal skunk works,

how woul d we know? So don’t give up, Doc.”

He didn’t. But the view was unsettling. The jets reached out, arcing as if to
encircle the planet. The onega was a malignant force, a thing out of religious
nmyth, an agency beyond under st andi ng.

The al -Jahani nmaneuvered around the fringes of the cloud, trying to record as
much of the event as it could. Collingdale went to his quarters, slept, got



up, slept some nore. The cloud closed and, as the city rotated into position
made contact directly above. Wnds how ed. Lightning ripped through the skies.
Tor nadoes formed.

It was just after sunset.

Col lingdal e could hardly bring himself to watch. Electrical discharges had
been growing in the cloud, had becone nore intense as it drew nearer. The
storm gat hered force, but the towers stood, and the planet rotated, noving the
city directly to ground zero and then past. And for a while he hoped it would
get clear. But without warning a gigantic bolt tore though the cloud and
hamrered the city. The chess-piece structures seened to nelt and bl acken and
sink into the ice. Sprays of pebbles rattled against them and sonething

bl asted into the base of one of the corner towers. The tower shuddered and
began to |l ean precipitously. Qher buildings collapsed or were bl own away.
Once, twice, they lost the picture as satellites were neutralized. Lightning
ri pped out of the night, scorched the dianond steeples and the crysta

pol ygons. Hurricane-force wi nds hurled black dust across the snowscape. A few
rocks fell fromthe sky, plowing into glass and crystal. It needed only a few
m nutes, and when it was over, a ground blizzard buried everything.

Col lingdal e was hardly a violent or even a confrontational man. He hadn’t been
in a loud argument as far back as he could renenber. But in those nonents he
woul d have killed. Rage spilled out of his soul, sheer fury driven to excess
by hi s hel pl essness.

The cl oud wapped itself around the world, around Monlight, and it found the
other cities. It struck themin a display of sheet |ightning, forked
lightning, chain lightning, and fireballs. Collingdale couldn’t get away from
it. He wandered through the ship, downing glasses of rum extreme behavior for
a man who sel dom drank. He couldn’t stop moving, fromthe bridge to the

nm ssion center to the common roomto his cabin to Riley’s quarters. (“Hey,
Dave, | ook at what this dammed thing is doing in the north.”) It fed his rage
to watch, and for reasons he woul d never understand, it gave hima tw sted

pl easure to hate so fiercely.

When finally the cloud grew dormant, pieces of it broke off and began to drift
away, as if there were no gravity near the planet to hold on to them The
ski es began to clear.

The cities were charred and wecked, weathed in black snoke. Ava was in
tears. Mbst of the others were in a state of shock. The devastati on was nore
conpl ete than anything they had i magi ned.

Col l'i ngdal e was drinking black coffee, trying to clear his head, when a couple
of the technicians created a conmtion. “Look,” one of them said, pointing at
a screen.

At a city. Intact.

Unt ouched.

Its towers still stood tall. Its hangi ng wal kways still connected rooftops. A
monurrent was down, and, on its southern flank, a mnaret had col |l apsed.

O herwi se, it had escaped.

It was hal fway around the globe fromwhere the intersection with the cloud had

happened. The safest possible place. But that al one woul dn’t have been enough
O her cities, equally distant, had been | evel ed.



They went back and | ooked at the record.

Collingdale saw it right away: snow. The surviving city had been experiencing
a blizzard when the cloud hit.

“I't never saw this place,” said Ava.
FI ELD REPORT: Mbonl i ght

The only aspects of this civilization that survive are the city that suffered
atinely blizzard, and the bases the inhabitants had established on the noon
and on the third planet. And in the artifacts that we’ve managed to haul away.

The loss is incalculable. And | hope that soneone, somewhere, will realize
that it is time to devise a defense against the onegas. Not to wait until our
turn comes, when it nmight be too late. But to do it now, before the next
Moonl i ght happens.

—bavi d Col |ingdal e
Prelimnary Post-onega Report
Decenber 11, 2230

PART ONE - Hedgehogs

** Chapter 1

Arlington
Tuesday, February 18, 2234.

HAROLD TEVKSBURY WCKE from one of those curious disjointed dreanms in which he
was wandering down endl ess corridors while his heart fluttered and he had
troubl e breat hing. Damed thing woul dn’t go away anynore.

The doctors wanted to give hima synthetic heart. But he was over a hundred
years old, and even if they could fix things so his body wouldn't be tired, he
was. His wife was |long dead, his kids had grown up sixty years ago. Sonehow
he’ d been too busy for his famly, and he’'d allowed hinmself to get separated
from his grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Now none of them knew him

The conm i nk was chim ng, and he heard Rhonda’ s soft voice. “Harold,” she was
saying. “The lab.” Rhonda was the house Al. “I don't like waking you for these
calls, and | think you should let ne deal with them”

“Can’t, Rhonda. Just patch it through.”

“At the very least, you should take your nmedication first. Are you all right?”
“Yes,” he said, pushing up to a sitting position. “I’'mfine. Just alittle
short of breath.” He dunped a pill into his hand and swallowed it. And felt
better al nmost immediately.

It was 3:17 A M

“Put themon,” he said. And he knew, of course, why they were calling. The
only reason they ever called at this hour except the tine that Josephi ne had
tri pped over a runpl ed carpet, broken an arm and had to be taken off to the
hospi t al



“Harol d.” Charlie’'s voice.

“Yes, Charlie? It happened agai n?”

“Yes, sir.
“Sane as the others?”

“Right. No record there was ever a star there anywhere.”

“Same signature?”

“W don’t quite have the details down yet, but it |ooks like it.”

A nova. But not really. Not the right intensity. Not the right spectroscopic
readi ng. And no evidence of a star having been in the nei ghborhood. He shook
his head. Can’t have a nova without a star. “Were?”

“Near the Col den Crescent.”

“On aline with the others?”

“ YES. ”

And that was what really chilled him There had been three earlier events. On
aline, as if something were marching through the sky.

“Did we catch it at the beginning? O was it runni ng when the package opened
up?”

“At the beginning, Harold.”
“Ckay. Pipe it through.”

He rearranged his pillows. A starfield wi nked on. The Gol den Crescent, nursery
to a thousand newborn stars, floated over his dresser. To his left, great
snoky walls fell away to infinity. The Mogul, a small, dimclass-G was close
enough to illumnate the clock. And the Iong armof the MIky Way passed

t hrough the center of the room

“Fi ve seconds,” said a recorded voi ce.

He pushed hinmsel f higher and watched a dazzling |ight appear over the dresser
Brilliant and blinding, it overwhel ned everything else in the sky.

It |ooked like a nova. Behaved like a nova. But it was sonething el se.

He ran it a few nore tinmes before closing the record. They had this one from
the beginning. If it was |like the others, the light would sustain itself for
si xty-one days before shutting down.

THROUGH HHS WNDOWthe Iights of the Washi ngton Monunent were a distant bl ur
The White Eagle Hotel, usually a bright beacon in the night, had been
swal | owed by an unseasonable fog. He sat quietly, allowing full rein to a rush
of sheer pleasure. He was caught up in one of the great mysteries of the age,
had no clue what was happeni ng, suspected there would not be a reasonable

expl anation during his lifetinme. And he could not have been happier. The

uni verse, it seened, was smart enough to keep them all guessing. Wich was as
it should be.



They’' d started trying to sell Watherman fifteen years ago. The idea was to
use their FTL capability to put automated observati on packages in strategic

| ocations. They'd presented the programas a neans for observing onega cl ouds,
finding out what they were, and possibly |earning how to conbat them Fifteen
years earlier that had been a very big deal. The clouds had still been
relatively new The news that one was headed toward Earth, even though it

woul dn’t arrive for roughly nine hundred years, had scared the pants off the
general public. But that fear had | ong since subsided.

The technol ogy had never been right; the programwas expensive, and
superlum nal s were needed to make the deliveries. Then there had been a huge
pi ece of luck: the discovery of an alien vehicle at the Twins a few years
bef ore provi ded new technol ogy: a way to build conmpact self-contained FTL
engines and install themas part of the observation package. Push a button
and the Weatherman was on its way.

It had been a long time getting there, but it was on the job at |ast.

A month ago, the first |ong-range Wat hernman package had arrived in the

nei ghbor hood of M58, a globular cluster thirty-one thousand |ight-years away.

Since then, several dozen units had unfurled their sails and powered up scopes
and sensors and hyperlight transmtters. Mre units were en route to hundreds
of sites.

The first pictures had cone in, and they d popped the chanpagne. Sylvia
Virgil, the director of operations, had come down and gotten wobbly. But that
ni ght nobody cared. They'd stood around | ooking at a sky filled with dusty
clouds like great walls, vast star nurseries that rose forever. It was eerie,
got hic, om nous, illum nated by occasional snears of light, |ike the Mnument
and the Wite Eagle. The “walls” were, of course, thousands of |ight-years
across. And they’' d watched everything through the eye of the Wathernman. Soon
he’d told hinself, they would be everywhere.

MOST OF HAROLD S col | eagues had been bl asé about the kind of results they
expected. At the tinme they thought they understood everything, knew how
gal axies forned, had a lock on the life cycles of suns, grasped the genera
nature of the beasts that haunted the dark reaches between the stars. But
right out of the box they’'d gotten a surprise.

The first phase of the Wathernman Project consisted of the sinmultaneous |aunch
of nmore than six hundred probes. When they all arrived at their stations, the
Acadeny woul d have coverage of sites ranging fromw thin two thousand
light-years of the core all the way out to the rim fromEa Carina to the
Lagoon, fromthe Ring Nebula to the M5 cluster. They woul d take the
tenmperature of dust clouds and nebul as, track down gravitational anonalies,
and provide pictures of the controlled chaos around the supernassive bl ack
hole at the center of the galaxy. Wth luck, it would all happen during
Harold' s lifetine.

Actual ly, there’ d been several surprises, fromblack jets to the galactic

wi nd. But the great anonmaly was the quasi nova. Behind his back, his people
were already calling themtewks. Starlike explosions, eruptions of enornous
energy in places where there were no stars. And alnost in a line. Not quite,
but alnost. It nmade his hair stand on end.

There was no use trying to go back to sleep. He disentangled hinself fromthe
sheets, wandered into the kitchen, got out two pieces of farm bread, and
sl ugged some strawberry jelly on them One of his many guilty pleasures.



The expl osi ons, though they were | ess than nova force, were neverthel ess of
sufficient intensity to be visible across tens of thousands of |ight-years.
Probably all the way out to Andromeda. They were far away, and for that he
felt grateful. Explosions of their magnitude, for which one couldn’t account,
wer e di squi eting.

Light fromthe four events would reach Earth toward the end of the m |l ennium
They woul d be visible in the southern hem sphere, where they’'d bl aze across
the sky, in Libra and Scorpius, not quite lining up. But close.

THI' S WAS PRI SCI LLA Hutchins’s second tour in the Acadeny bureaucracy. She'd
served two years as transport chief, gotten bored, returned to piloting,
gotten married, and accepted a tenpting offer: assistant director of
operations. She was at |ast content to | eave the superlum nals behind, to get
away fromthe |long voyages, to get out of the ships with their virtual beaches
and their virtual nountainscapes and their virtual everything-else. The oceans
and the breezes and the sand were real now. She had a man who | oved her, and a
daughter, and a house in the suburbs, and |ife was good.

But Sylvia Virgil was leaving for a lucrative position in private industry.
She was effectively gone, and Hutch had found herself assigned as Acting D. O
Wth an inside shot at getting a pernanent appointnent.

But the view fromthe top was turning out to be a bit nore conplicated than
she’ d expected. The days in which she nade deci sions of no consequence to
anyone, invested countless hours fornulating policy for the record, attended
conferences at establishments with conveni ent golf courses, reviewed reports
fromthe field, and took extraordinarily |ong |unches abruptly ended.

Hut ch was now responsi bl e for coordinating the nmovenents of all Acadeny
vessel s, for deciding who piloted those vessels, and for determ ning passenger
transportation. That sounded sinple enough. In the old days, when Professor
Hoski nson wanted to bunp Dr. O Leary froma flight to Pinnacle, Hutch had
sinmply passed the issue along and let Sylvia nmake the call. Now she was in the
m ddl e of every food fight, and she had di scovered that her clients, for the
nost part, owned substantial egos and were not above bringing to bear whatever
pressure they could manage. Because they were inevitably the top people in
their respective fields, the pressure they could bring was considerable.

She had al so becone responsible, within nonetary constraints, for deternining
whi ch projects the Acadeny pushed and which it neglected, and for establishing
their priority, and the level of resources to be devoted to each. Al, of
course, controlled by guidelines fromthe comr ssioner. She had a staff of
scientific advisors, but the decisions tended nore often than not to be based
on political considerations. Wio had clout with Congress? Who had been
supportive of the Acadeny during the previous fiscal year? Wiomdid Asquith

i ke?

M chael Asquith was the Acadeny comm ssioner, her boss, and a nan who believed
that scientific considerations were necessarily secondary to rewardi ng the
Acadeny’ s supporters and punishing its critics. He called it taking the |ong
view “We have to give preference to our friends,” he told her in strictest
secrecy, as if it weren't a transparent policy. “If a little science doesn't
get done as a consequence, that's a price we're willing to pay. But we have to
keep the Acadeny in business and well funded, and there’s only one way to do
that.”

The result was that when a programthat deserved support on its own nerits
didn't get it, Hutch took the heat. Wen a popular initiative went through and
provi ded serious results, the conm ssioner got the credit. During the three



nmont hs since she’d accepted the assignment, she’d been bullied, threatened,
harassed, and hectored by a substantial representation of the scientific
conmunity. Many of them seened to believe they could take her job. Ohers

prom sed reprisals, and there'd even been a couple of death threats. Her once
beni gn vi ew of academics, forned over nore than two decades of hauling them
around the Orion Arm had gone downhill. Now, when they contacted her, she had
to make a conscious effort not to get hostile.

She’ d had a nodi cum of vengeance agai nst Jim Al bright, who'd called her to

t hreaten and conpl ain when his turn at one of the Weatherman units had been
set back. She’'d responded by indiscreetly nmentioning the incident to G egory
MacAl lister, an editor who'd made a | ong and happy career of attacking
academ cs, noralists, politicians, and crusaders. MacAllister had gone after
Al bright with a bludgeon, depicting himas a chanpion of trivial causes and
his program as “one nore exanpl e of squandering the taxpayers’ noney counting
stars.” He hadn’t mentioned Hutch, but Al bright knew.

That didn’t matter, because the bottomline was that she didn't hear from
Al bri ght again, although she learned later that he’d tried to have her

term nated. Asquith understood what had happened, though, and warned her to
call off the big dog. “If it cones out that we're behind any of that, we'll
all be out on the street,” he told her. He was right, and Hutch was careful
not to use the MacAllister weapon again. But she’d enjoyed watching Al bright
go to ground.

She was in the mddle of trying to decide how to persuade Al an Ki nbel, who was
currently at Serenity doing research on stellar jets, that he could not stay
beyond the original timetable and would have to cone home. Kinbel had appeal ed
to her on the ground that there’ d been a breakthrough di scovery, and he and
his team needed a few nore weeks. Please. The man had been alnpost in tears.

The problem was that it happened all the tinme. Space on the outlying stations
was scarce, and there were already people en route and nore in line.

Ext ensi ons coul d be granted under certain conditions, and her advisors had
told her that Kinmbel was correct in his assessnent. But if she granted the
extension, she’d have to tell another group already a week into their m ssion
that, when they arrived at Serenity, they wouldn't be able to stay. She
couldn’t very well do that. And the only alternative was to cut soneone el se
short. She'd | ooked at the possibilities and, for various reasons, there was
no easy pick. In the end, she’d denied the request.

She was recording a response to Ki nbel when her |ink chimed. Harold Tewksbury
on the circuit.

Harol d was the senior nenber of the astrophysics staff. He'd been with the
Acadeny when Hutch had toured the place as a high school senior. He was an
organi zation freak, a fussy little man with a penchant for order and

procedure. His reputation in the field wasn’'t good. Hi s col |l eagues t hought him
guarrel sonme and unconmuni cative, but no one seened to doubt his capabilities.
And he was al ways nice to Hutch.

“Yes, Harold,” she said. “What are you up to this norning?”
“You busy at the nmonent?”

She had a hatful of problenms. “It isn't like the old days,” she said. “But I
can make tinme.”

“Good. When you can, stop by the lab.”



SHE FOUND HHM sitting at his desk staring out into the courtyard. He shook his
head when he saw her, signaling bew | dernent. But he al so managed a smile
“Somet hing odd’ s going on,” he said.

She thought he was tal ki ng about equi prrent. There had been recent problens
with spectrometers. Replacing themwould have been expensive, so they d gone
wi th upgrades. Harold didn’'t |ike upgrades, didn’t |ike not having the
top-of-the-line. “Spend all this nbney to send out packages,” he'd grunbled to
her just a few days earlier, “and then skinp on the retrieval -and-anal ysis
gear.”

But he surprised her. “You know about the quasi novas,” he said.

The tewks. She knew, nore or less. It seened a bit esoteric to her, events a

t housand |ight-years away. Hardly a matter of concern for any but the
speci al i sts.

He | eaned toward her. His white hair was plunped up and one wing of his collar
stuck out sideways. He presented the classic image of a researcher. H s bl ue
eyes becane unfocused rather easily; he frequently lost his train of thought:
and he was inclined often to stop in the mddle of a sentence when sone new

i dea occurred to him In the bright mdday sunlight, he | ooked like an

ultimate innocent, a nman for whom physical |aw and mat hematics were the only
realities. Two cups of coffee arrived

”

“They’'re alnost in a line,” he said.

“And the significance of that is—=2"

“I't shouldn’t happen naturally.”

She just didn't know where to go with it. “Wat are you telling me, Harol d?”
“I don't really know, Hutch. But it scares ne.”

“You're sure they' re not novas?”

“Positive.” He tried his coffee, exam ned the cup, sighed. “Anong other
things, there’s too nmuch energy in the visible spectrum not enough in the
X-ray and gamma.”

“Whi ch neans—=2"

“You get nore visible light for the ambunt of energy expended. A ton nore.
It’s brighter. By a lot.”

“Alightbulb.”
“You coul d al nbst say that.”
“All right,” she said. “I'Il pass it on. You recommend any action?”

He shook his head. “1’'d give quite a lot to have a Watherman in place the
next time one goes off.”

“Can we do that? Can you predict the next one?”
Now he was | ooking at the spoon. “Unfortunately not. | can take a stab.”

“A stab? What are the odds?”



“Not good.”

“Harold, let's do this: Let’s watch for a while. If you reach a point where we
know an event is coming, where you can give ne a target with a reasonable
degree of certainty, we’'ll take a serious |ook. Ckay?”

IT WASN T SOMETHI NG she coul d get excited about. She nmade a nental note to
suggest that Eric Sanuels, the public relations director, get in touch with
Harol d to see whether the Acadeny couldn’t squeeze some publicity out of it.
Meanti ne, she was | ooking at a busy afternoon

She had lunch with the president of the SPA, the Superlum nal Pilots’
Associ ati on. They wanted nore nobney, a better retirement system better career
opportunities, you name it. She knew Ben Zal otski well, from her own days on
the bridge. Ben was a decent guy, and a hard charger for the pilots. The
probl em was that he had no conpuncti ons about taking advantage of their [ong
association to get what he wanted. In reality, it wasn't even Hutch's area of
responsibility. Jill Watkin in Personnel was supposed to handle all this
stuff, but Ben had franed the hour as an opportunity for old friends to get
toget her. She’d known what was com ng, but couldn’t very easily refuse to see
him She m ght have sinply gotten busy, but she didn’t |ike being devious. In
the end she had to tell himshe couldn’t help, refused even to concede that
she synpat hized with his objectives, even though she did. But she was part of
t he managenment team and her loyalties lay in a different direction. Ben quoted
some of her past comments back at her, the pilots are overworked, they can't
keep their famlies together, and nobody gives a damm for them They' re just
glorified bus drivers and that’s the way they get treated. He all owed hinself
to | ook disappointed, and even inplied that she'd turned her back on her old
conr ades.

So she returned to her office in a foul nmood, listened to an appeal from
Hol I i s Gunderson, “speaking for the University of the Netherlands,” to have
his pet project put on the docket. The project was a hunt for a white hole,

whi ch Hutch's scientific team had advised her didn’t exist, couldn t exist,
and woul d be a waste of resources. @underson had gotten past the appointnents
secretary by cl ainming someone had m sunderstood his intentions. Hutch had nmade
time to talk with him on the assunption it was easier to see himwhile he was
here than to call back and cancel him Anyhow, there was sonething to be said
for not maki ng enem es unnecessarily. Her nowretiring boss, Sylvia Virgil

had commented on Priscilla’ s nost recent evaluation that she had a tendency to
put off confrontations. She’'d suggested Hutch was too tim d. Hutch had
wonder ed how Virgil would have done on Deepsix, but let it go

She heard Gunderson out and concl uded the “m sunderstandi ng” to which he'd
referred was semantic rather than substantive. Call it by any other name, he
still wanted to go looking for a white hole. She told himthat, to have the
proj ect even considered, he’'d have to provide a witten statenent supporting
his views fromtwo of the thirteen physicists certified by the Acadeny to rule
on such matters. “Until you can satisfy two of them Professor,” she said,
“I"'mafraid we can’t help you.”

A young man had a conpl ai nt concerning one of the pilots. He'd been gruff, he
said, and rude and generally not very talkative. Al the way back from

Qut post. Did Hutch have any idea what it was like to ride for weeks with a
ship’s captain who kept to hinmsel f? He was tal king about Adrian Bel nont, whom
she’d like to get rid of because there were always complaints, but the SPA
woul d cone down hard on the Acadeny if she terminated him Better to hire a
hit man. d eaner.



In any case, it wasn’'t an operational matter. “lI’mterribly sorry,” she told
him “You should be aware that the pilots frequently nake those voyages al one.

Sone of them have sinply learned to get along without a social life. W ask
t he passengers to be understanding. But if you really want to press the
matter, I’mafraid you have the wong departnment. You'll want Personnel. End

of the corridor, turn right, thank you very much.”

She gave an interview to a journalist working on a book about Moonlight,
arranged special transportation to Paradi se for Abel Kotanik, who d been
requested by the field team juggled shipping schedules to get a | oad of

nmedi cal supplies (which had been m stakenly dropped and | eft on the pier at
Serenity) forwarded to the Twins, and decided to fire the chief engineer at
Pinnacle for sins of conm ssion and om ssion that stretched back three years.

Her final neeting of the day was with Dr. Alva K Enerson. It was another
exanpl e of granting an interview she would have liked to hand off to soneone
el se. Anyone else. Hutch didn't intimdate easily, but she was willing to nake
an exception on this occasion

Alva Enerson was an MD., well into her eighties, and one of the great figures
of the age. She had founded and led the Children’'s Alliance, which had brought
nodern nmedi cal care to hundreds of thousands of kids worldw de during the past
forty years. She’d nobilized the wealthy nations, gotten |egislation passed by
the World Council and in sixty countries around the gl obe to provide care for
the forgotten peoples of the Earth. Wile we reach for the stars, she' d said
in her celebrated remarks twenty years before at the Sudan Menorial, a third
of our children cannot reach for a sandwi ch. The comment was engraved in stone
over the entrance to Alliance Headquarters in Lisbon

The worl d loved her. Political |eaders were terrified of her. Everywhere she
went, good things happened. Hospitals rose, doctors poured in, corporate
donations swelled the coffers. (No one wanted to be perceived as stingy or
mean-spirited when Dr. Alva came knocking.) She was credited with saving
mllions. She’d won the Peace Prize and the Anericus, was on first-nane terns
with the pope and the president of the NAU, and had stopped a civil war in
Argentina sinply by putting her body in the way. And there she was to see

Hut ch. Not the comm ssioner. Not Asquith. But Priscilla Hutchins. By nane.

Asqui th had asked her why, but Hutch had no idea.

“What ever she wants,” Asquith had instructed her, “don’t commt the Acadeny to
anything. Tell her we’'ll take it under advi senent.”

He didn't offer to sit in.

HUTCH HAD SEEN Dr. Alva numerous tines, of course. Everyone had. Wo could
forget the bl ood-soaked i nages of her kneeling over a dying girl during the
aft ershocks of the Peruvian earthquake of '21? O |eading the Counsel or

hi nsel f through the weckage of Bellaconda after the Peacekeepers finally put
down the rebel s? O charging out of the flyer in plague-ridden South Africa?

But when she cane through the door, Hutch would not have recogni zed her. She
seemed smal |l er somehow. The wi ndbl own hair was under control. There was no
sign of the no-nonsense attitude that was such a large part of the | egend. She
was reserved, polite, alnost subm ssive. A woman, perhaps, headed out

shoppi ng.

“Dr. Emerson,” said Hutch, rising to greet her, “it’'s a privilege to neet
you.” Her voice went a few decibels higher than normal.



“Priscilla?” Alva stretched out her hand. “It’s ny pleasure.”

Hutch directed her to a wing chair and sat down beside her. “I hope you didn't
have any trouble finding the office.”

Alva wore a pleated navy skirt and a light blue blouse beneath a frayed
velomr jacket. Part of the image. Her hair had gone white, “in the service of

the unfortunate,” as Gregory MacAllister had once put it. She was probably the
only public figure for whom MacAl lister had ever found a kind word.

“None at all, thank you.” She arranged hersel f, glanced around the office, and
sm |l ed approvingly. It was decorated with several of Tor’s sketches, inmages of
the Twins and of the Refuge at Vertical, of the illum nated Menphis gliding

t hrough starlight, of Hutch herself in an antique Phillies uniform She sniled
at that one, and her eyes settled on Hutch. They were dark and penetrating.
Sensors, peering through the objects in the room This was not a worman to be
jollied al ong.

“What can | do for you, Doctor?” she asked.

“Priscilla, | need your help.”

Hutch wanted to shift her weight. Mwve it around a bit. Force herself to
rel ax. But she sat quite still. “In what way?”

“W need to do something about the onega.”

At first Hutch thought she’d m sunderstood. Alva was of course talking about
t he one headed toward Earth. Wen people said the omega, that was al ways the
one they neant. “It won't become a problemfor alnost a thousand years,” she
sai d uneasily. “Wre you suggesti ng—="

“lI was suggesting we find a way to stop it.”

That was easy to say. “W’ve been doing sone research.”

“I't’s been nore than twenty years, Priscilla. O is it Hutch?”

“Hutch is good.”

“Hutch.” Her tone softened. “Sonehow, in your case, it is a very fem nine
name. ”

“Thank you, Doctor.”
HAI Va_ ”

Hut ch nodded and tried the name. It was a bit like sitting with Washi ngton and
cal ling him Ceorge.

Al va | eaned forward. “Wat have we | earned so far?”

Hut ch shrugged. “It’s | oaded with nanos. Sone of our people think it can
create gravity fields. To help it navigate.”

“And it doesn't like artificial objects.”
“ Yes. ”

“Anyt hi ng el se?”



“There’s a |l ot of dust and hydrogen. The clouds vary in size by a factor of
about 30 percent. They coast along at a pretty good clip. In the range of 20
mllion klicks an hour.”

“That’s how fast it’s conmi ng? Qur cloud?”

“Yes.” Hutch thought for a minute. “Ch, and they seemto come in waves. W
don’t know how wi de the waves are because we can’'t see the end of them The

| ocal waves are 160 light-years apart, give or take, and one of themrolls

t hrough the sol ar system approxi mately every ei ght thousand years.”

“But they’'re not always the sane distance apart? The waves?”

“No. It's pretty erratic. At the beginning, we assunmed that the | ocal pattern
hel d everywhere, and that there were literally mllions of clouds drifting

t hroughout the Orion Arm But of course that’'s not true. Fortunately.”

“Anyt hi ng el se?”

“The waves are arcing outward in the general direction that the galaxy is
turning. Joining the flow, | suppose.”

“And that’'s it?”
“Pretty nuch.”
“I't strikes ne there’s not nmuch we didn’t know twenty years ago. As to the

guestions that conme to ny nmind, we don't know where they come from O why
t hey behave the way they do. We don’t even know if they’'re natural objects.

“That’'s correct.”
“Or how to disable them?™”

Hut ch got up. She could feel energy radiating out of the woman. “They’re not
easy to penetrate,” she said.

Alva snmled. “Like a virgin.”
Hutch didn't reply.

For a | ong nonent, neither spoke. The comrink blinked a couple of tines, then
shut off. Incomng traffic. Hyperlight from Broadside, personal for her

Alva snmiled politely and fixed Hutch with those dark eyes. The woman | ooked
si mul t aneously anmused and annoyed. “Are we making a serious effort?”

“Well,” said Hutch. “OF course.”
“But we’'ve nothing to show After twenty years. Thirty years, actually.”

“W’re working on it.” She was floundering.
Al va nodded. “W have to do better.”

“Alva— She had to struggle to say the word. “There’s no hurry. | nean, the
thing’s a thousand years away.”

Al va nodded again. But it wasn't a concession, an acknow edgnment that she had



a point. Rather it was a recognition that Hutch was behaving exactly as
expect ed, saying precisely what Al va had known all along she would say. She
strai ghtened her collar. “Hutch, you' ve been to Beta Pac.”

Home of the Monunent-Makers, the | ost race that had left majestic relics of
their passing across several thousand |light-years. Star-travelers while the
Sunerians were |earning to bake bricks. Nothing nore than savages now,

wandering through the ruins of their once-proud cities. “Yes, |’'ve been
there.”

“l have not.” Her eyes clouded. “l’ve seen quite enough deci mati on here at
hone.” Another |ong silence ensued. Then: “I understand the Mnunent- Makers
knew about the onegas. Well in advance of their appearance at Beta Pac.”

“That’s correct. They even tried to divert the things at Quraqua and at Nok
To save the | ocal inhabitants.”

“Wth no success.”

Hut ch saw where this was going. “They cut cube noons and inserted themin
orbit around Nok hoping the cloud would go for theminstead of the cities.”
She shrugged.

“In the end,” said Alva, “they couldn’t even save thensel ves.”

“No. They couldn’t. There’s evidence they packed up a substantial chunk of the
popul ation and cl eared out.”

“Yet they had how I ong to prepare? Two thousand years?”
“Alittle longer, we think.”

She was on her feet now, nmoving to the wi ndow, drawn by the sunlight, but

still not |ooking at anything. “How do you think that could have happened? Are
the clouds so irresistible that even the Mnunent-Mkers, given two nillennia,
couldn’t do somet hi ng?”

“I't’s probably not easy. To stop one of the onegas.”

“Hutch, | woul d suggest to you that two thousand years was too nuch tinme to
get ready. That they probably put it off. Sonebody else’'s problem Get to it
next year. O sonetime during the next century. And they continued del ayi ng
until it becane too late.”

“Maybe it’s too late already,” suggested Hutch. But she knew as soon as the
words were out of her nouth that it had been the wwong thing to say.

Alva was a dimnutive wonman, but her presence filled the office. Overwhel ned
it and left Hutch feeling like an intruder in her own space. “Maybe it is,”
Alva said. “But we’d best not nake that assunption.”

The office grew briefly darker, then brightened again. A cloud passing over
the sun.

“You think,” said Hutch, “we’re going to let the situation get away fromus.”

Alva's eyebrows canme together. “I know we are. What's going to happen is that
peopl e are going to talk and think exactly as you do. And, Hutch, you’ ve seen
these things in action. You know what they do.” Her gaze turned inward.

“Forgive ne. | nean no offense. But the situation calls for honesty. W, too,



are | ooking at the onegas as sonebody el se’s problem But when it cones, it
will be our children who are here.”

She was right, of course. Hutch knew that. Anyone who thought about the issue
knew it.

Al va reached for a pad, scratched something on it, furrowed her brow *“Every
day,” she said, “it advances on us by a half billion kiloneters.”

It was late. It was past five o' clock and it had been a horribly | ong day.
What did this woman want anyhow? “You understand,” Hutch said, “I don't make
Acadeny policy. You should be talking to Dr. Asquith.”

“I wasn't trying to influence Acadeny policy. It's too far down the scale to
worry about, Hutch. Any serious effort to do sonething about the onegas is
going to require political will. That doesn't get generated here.”

“Then | don't see—=2"

“l didn't cone |ooking to get Academy support for this. It’s your support |
want . ”

“ M ne?”

“You're the public face of the Acadeny.”

“No. You' ve got the wong person. Eric Sanuels is our public affairs chief.”
“You, Hutch. You found the first cloud. You and Frank Carson and the others.
Incidentally, soneone told ne you actually did the math. It was you who
figured it all out. Is that true?”

“Yes,” she said.

“And you' re the woman from Deepsi x. The wonan who rescued her husband from
that antique starship, the, what did you call it?”

“The chindi. But he wasn’t my husband then.”

“No matter. The point is you' ve been in the public eye for quite sone tine.”
She was back in her seat, leaning toward Hutch, old friends who had been in
conbat together. “Hutch, | need you.”

“ TOJ_”
“—becorme the public persona of the Orega Society.”

Wll, it didn't take a mathematician to figure out what the QOrega Society was
going to be doing. “Wiy don’'t you do it, Alva? You're a bit better known than
I am” She managed a weak smile

“I"mthe wong person.”

“ W]y?”

“Because |'m associated with charities. Wth nmedi cal care. Nobody’'s going to
take me seriously when | start tal ki ng about |ong-range destruction. You

aren’t taking me seriously and yet you know I'’mright and I’'msitting in the
same roomw th you.”



“No, that’s not true,” said Hutch. “I’mtaking you seriously.”

The woman had an infectious smile. She turned it on Hutch, who bathed in its
warnth and suddenly realized the secret of her success. The mental agility,
t he worthiness of her causes, her single-mndedness, none of it would have
mattered without that pure living charm Nobody ever says no to ne. Nobody
turns away. This is the nmonent of decision.

“I"d stay in the background, of course,” she said. “Board of directors stuff.
But 1'd be there if needed. We'd have a couple of major |eague scientific
people out front to direct things, to run the organization. To provide the
nmuscle. But you would be its face. Its voice.”

Alva was right. In a nonment of startling clarity Hutch saw the centuries
slipping away while the cloud drew closer. Not our problem There'll be a

br eakt hrough. Don’t worry. How many times had she heard that already? But
there probably woul dn’t be. Not without a concerted effort. And nmaybe there
was a wi ndow that mght close. There'd been talk of an all-out program when
we' d first |earned about the clouds. But when the initial shock wore off, and
peopl e began thinking how far away the thirty-second century was . . . Well,
it was |like worrying about the sun exhausting its fuel

If she accepted, Hutch would have to give up all claimto being taken
seriously ever again. The few who worried about the omegas, even if they were
backed by Alva, provided the material for |ate-night comedi ans. They were
greeted in academic circles with anused smles and peopl e shaking their heads.
And she’' d be out front.

Al va saw she was reluctant. “Before you answer,” she said, “l want to rem nd
you that the public knows you re a hero. You' ve put yourself at risk on
several occasions, and you' ve saved a few lives. You ve gotten credit for your
acts.” The Acadeny’s Johanssen Award, which she'd received after Deepsix, hung
on one wall. Oher plaques comrenorated her acconplishments at the Twi ns and
in the rescue of her husband. And, of course, there’d been the sim in which
Hut ch had been portrayed by the snoky-voi ced, statuesque Ivy Kramer. “This

time,” Alva continued, “there’ll be no credit and no appl ause. No sim and
probably no books. No one will ever really know what you’ ve acconpli shed,
because you' Il have saved a world that's quite far away. And we do have short

menories. You have a heroic past, Hutch. But this time, there isn't just one
life, or a fewlives, in the balance. Unless people like you come forward and
act, we're all going the same way as the Monunent- Makers.”

The silence between them stretched out. The room seened unsteady. “I’'msorry,”
said Hutch at last. “But | can’t do this. It would involve a conflict of
interest.”

Don't look at ne like that. It’s true.

“My obligations to the Acadeny— can’t take up a cause like this and keep ny
job here. There’s no way | can do it.”

“W have adequate funding, Hutch. |I'’msure you would find the conpensation
sufficient.”

“I really can't do it,” said Hutch. “l have responsibilities here.”

Al va nodded. Sure. O course you do. How could |I not have seen it? Perhaps I
m sj udged you

She gave Hutch tinme to reconsider her decision. Then she rose, and a busi ness



card appeared in her hand. “If you change your mnd,” she said, holding it out
for her.

“I won't,” said Hutch. “But | thank you for asking.” And how holl ow did that
sound?

“l appreciate your hearing nme out. | know you' re a busy wonan.” Her gaze

di ssected Hutch and found her wanting. Not who |I thought you were, it appears.
Then she was gone, l|leaving Hutch with a feeling of rejection as overwhel m ng
as any |over could have engendered.

THE TRANSM SSI ON THAT had cone in during the interview was from Broadsi de, the
newest of the deep-space bases maintained by the Academy. At a distance of
nmore than three thousand light-years, it was three tines as far as Serenity,
whi ch had for years been the nost renpte permanent penetration. Its
operational chief was Vadi m Dol insk, an easygoing former pilot who was past
retirement age but for whom she’d bent the rules because he was the right man
for the job.

Vadi m was seated at his desk, and his usual blasé expression had | engthened
into a frown. “Hutch,” he said, “we’re getting a reading on one of the clouds.
It’s changi ng course.”

Hut ch was suddenly aware of the room O the cone of |ight projecting down
fromthe desk lanp, of the flow of warmair fromthe vents, of soneone
| aughi ng outside in the corridor

Ironic that this would happen on the day that Alva had asked for hel p and
Hut ch had brushed her aside. Even Alva had not seen the real danger, the

i medi ate danger. A few years ago, one of the clouds had drifted through the
Moonl i ght system had spotted the ruins on the fourth world, and had gone
after themlike a tiger after a buck. What woul d have happened had they been
popul ated? M I1ions would have died while the Acadeny watched, appropriately
aghast, unable to help. In the end, they would have shaken their heads, made
some phil osophi cal remarks, and gone back to work.

Wthin the next ten years, clouds would approach seven planetary systens that
t he Acadeny knew about. All were presuned enpty, because virtually all systens
were enpty. But who could be sure? The systems in question were outside the
range of finances rather than technol ogy, so she sinply didn't know.

“Data’ s attached,” Vadimcontinued. “1’ve diverted the Jenkins to take a | ook
They were about to start hone, so they won't be happy. But | think this is too
inmportant to let slide. 1'll notify you when | have nore.

“How s life in Wodbridge these days?”
Not as good as it was an hour ago.

She | ooked at the nunbers. The cloud in question was another five hundred
light-years beyond Broadside. It was approaching a class-G sun known to have
three gas giants, but that was all that was known about the system The star
was | ocated in the direction of the Dunbbell Nebul a.

There were i mages of the cloud, and she recogni zed the streaners expl odi ng
away fromit, trying to continue along the original course while the cloud
turned a few degrees onto a new vector

It had spotted sonething.
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** Chapter 2

On board the Peter Quagnor,
near the Bunbl ebee Nebul a.
Sunday, February 23.

THE ARTI FI Cl AL | NTELLI GENCE in all Acadeny ships had been given the nane Bill.
H s deneanor, and his appearance, tended to change fromvessel to vessel,
depending on his relationship with the captain. Watever seemed to work with a

gi ven personality type, under whatever |ocal circunstances mght prevail. He
could be paternal in the best sense, quarrel some, synpathetic, persistent,
qui et, even noody. Bill was sometines a young and energeti c conpanion,

sometines a gray em nence.

The Quagnor’s version rem nded Terry Drafts of his garrulous and mldly

i neffectual uncle Cete. The Al took everything very seriously, and seened a
bit on the frivolous side. Terry had been asleep when Bill got himup and
asked himto cone to the bridge. Jane was waiting.

“What is it?” Terry Drafts was the nost senior physicist on the Acadeny staff
anong those who had worked actively at trying to solve the various probl ens



associ ated with the onega cl ouds. He had been with the Frank Carson group
during the initial encounter, had watched that first cloud attack the decoy
shapes that Carson had set out for it on the lifeless world now cel ebrated as
Del t a.

Terry had been so entranced by what he’d seen that he had dedicated his life
to the omegas. He’'d appeared before Congress, had done interviews, had witten
the definitive account, Onega, which had caused a brief stir, all in the hope
of rallying public opinion

But the problemwas al nbst a thousand years away, and he’d never been able to
get past that. In the end, he' d given up, and settled for spending his time on
monitoring mssions. It was Terry who' d di scovered that the clouds

i ncor porat ed nanot echnol ogy, who’'d theorized that they manipul ated gravity to
navi gate, that their primary purpose was sonethi ng other than the destruction
of cities. “Horribly inefficient if that’'s what they' re supposed to do,” he'd
argued in Orega. “Ninety-nine point nine percent of the things never see a
civilization. They're sonething el se=~

But what el se, he didn't know.

Terry was tall, quiet, self-effacing. A believer. He was fromthe Ivory Coast,
where they’ d named a high school and a science wing at Abidjan University
after him He' d never married because, he’'d once told an interviewer, he |iked
ever ybody.

At the beginning of his career, he’'d fornulated a series of anbitions, which
awards he hoped to win, what |evel of prestige he hoped to achieve, what he
wanted to acconplish. It had all narrowed down to a single unquenchabl e
desire: to find a way to throttle the cl ouds.

One of themwas currently on the ship’s scanners. As was sonet hing el se.

“I have no idea what it is,” said Jane. It was an object that |ooked vaguely
like an artistically exaggerated thistle, or a hedgehog. It was enornously
| arger than the Quagnor. “Just spotted it a couple mnutes ago.”

Jane Collins was the ship’'s captain, and the only other person on board. She
was one of Terry's favorite people, for reasons he’'d have had trouble putting
into words. She was in her sixties, with grandchildren out there sonmewhere.
Pictures of them decorated the bridge. She was conpetent, he could trust her
and she was good conpany.

“I't looks artificial,” he said. But not |ike any kind of vessel or package
he’ d ever seen. Spines stuck out all over it. They were rectangul ar and
constructed with geonetric precision

“There’ s sonebody el se out here,” said Terry, barely able to contain his
excitement. Soneone el se worryi ng about the onegas.

“I't has a lowlevel magnetic field,” said Bill. “And it is running on the sane
course as the cloud.”

“You're sure, Bill?" asked Jane.
“No question.”
“I's it putting out a signal?”

“Negative,” said Bill. “At least, nothing | can detect.”



“Qdd,” said Jane. “Range to the cloud, Bill?”

“Sixty thousand kiloneters.” In their rear. “Sonething else: It is noving at
the sane velocity as the cloud. O if not, it is very close to it.”

“Pacing it.”
“Yes. It appears so.”

“Somebody’ s keeping an eye on the thing,” said Terry. “Bill, is the cloud
likely to enter any systemin the near future?”

“l have been | ooking. | cannot see that it could pose a near-termthreat to
anyone.”

“How about | ong-tern?”

“Negative. As far forward as | can track with confidence, | see no
intersection with, or close passage past, any star system”

“How far forward,” asked Jane, “can you project? Wth confidence?”
“One point two mllion years.”

Then what was it doing here? In a half century, no one had yet run into any
living creatures with star travel. They’'d hardly run into any living
creatures, period. “Bill, what are we getting fromthe sensors?”

“The exterior is stony with some nickel,” said the Al. “But it’s hollow.” He
put a picture of the object on-screen. The projections were blunted triangles.
There was a wi de range of sizes. They were similar to each other, although of
di fferent designs, sonme narrow, sone wide, all flat on top. The overall effect
was of a hedgehog covered, not with spines, but with scul pted pol ygons.

“Can you tell what’s inside?”

“Not clearly. Seens to be two chanmbers in the base unit. And shafts in the
spi nes. Beyond that | can’t nake out any details.”

“The spines?” asked Jane.

“Sonme of them nmeasure out to a bit over two kiloneters.” Taller than the
world' s tallest skyscraper. “If we consider it as a globe, with the tips of
the I ongest spines marking the limts of the circunference, the dianeter is
six and a half kilonmeters. The central section is about two kiloneters.”
Bill's inmage appeared, seated in a chair. Al though he could sunmon what ever

i keness he wi shed, he usually showed up in his m ddl e-aged country |ord
deneanor. Beige jacket with patched el bows, cool dark eyes, black skin, silver
cane, receding silver hair. “It’s a polyhedron,” he said. “Specifically, a

r honbi cosi dodecahedron.”

“A what ?”
“It has 240 sides.”
“It’s an odd coi nci dence,” he said.

“What is?”



“We know the clouds rain down fire and brinmstone on anything that has right
angl es.”

“ (](ay. ”
Terry pointed an index finger at the image on the screen. “This thing is

| oaded with right angles. That's what it is: An oversize conplex of right
angl es.”

They | ooked at one another. “ls it designed to be a target?” Jane asked. "O
are the clouds intended specifically to kill these things?”
“I'T IS UNDER power, " said Bill. “There’s only a trace, but we're getting an

el ectronic signature.” It was rotating. The spines caught and mani pul at ed
light fromthe Bunbl ebee. “Once every seven minutes and twel ve seconds,” Bil
conti nued hel pful ly.

They had drawn within a hundred meters of the object. The spines turned slowy
past them Bill switched on the navigation lights so they could see better
Terry was reni nded of the puzzles he used to do as a boy, enter here, find
your way through the labyrinth, come out over there.

There were no sharp points anywhere. The tops of all the spines were flat.
Ni nety degrees.

Jane submitted a report to Serenity. Wiile she tal ked, Terry studied the
object. It had no thrusters, no visible conmunication devices, no sign of a
hatch. It had enough dents and chips to suggest it was old. A couple of the
spi nes had been broken off. Qtherw se, the surface was snmooth, as if it had
cone out of a nmold. “Bill,” he said, “train the lights into the notches. Let’s
see what it |ooks |like down there.”

It was a long way. No central surface was visible; the spines seened sinply to
rise out of each other. Jane took themin al nost cl ose enough to touch

The Quagnor was dwarfed
“Still no reaction of any kind, Bill?”
“Negative, Terry.”

They approached the top of one of the spines. It was rectangul ar, about the

di mensi ons of a basketball court, perfectly snooth save for a couple of chunks
gouged out by collisions. The Quagnor passed over it, the ship s navigation
lights sliding across the surface, over the edge and into a chasm Then he was
| ooki ng down the slanted side until the lights |lost thenmselves in the depths,
to reappear nonents later conm ng back up another wall, w der and shorter and
angled differently.

“Bill,” he asked, “do you see any nore of these things in the nei ghborhood?”

“Negative. | haven't been able to do a conplete sweep, but I do not see
anyt hing el se.”

Jane finished recording and sent her nmessage on to Serenity. Then she got up
and stood beside him her hand on his shoulder. “I’ve al ways assumed the
uni verse made sense, Terry,” she said. “I’m beginning to wonder.”

“I"ve been | ooking for a hatch.”



“See anyt hi ng?”
“ mpe. ”

“Just as well. | don’t think 1'd want to go calling. Maybe we should try
talking to it.”

“You serious? Fromthe |ooks of it, there hasn't been anything alive in there
for the last fewmllion years.”

“That’s an interesting estimate. It’'s derived from="
“It looks old.”
“Good. In the end, | can always count on you to fall back on hardheaded

logic.” Her eyes sparkled. “You know, it might be programred to respond to a
signal .”

“I't’s a thought.” He swung around in his chair and gazed up at the Al’s image.
“Bill, we'll use the nultichannel. Audio only.”

“Ready when you are, Terry. The circuit is open.”

“Ckay.” He leaned forward, feeling foolish, and allowed a glib tone to creep
into his voice. “Hello out there. |Is anybody honme?”

Anot her spine rotated past.

“Hello. This is us out here talking to you over there.” He | ooked at Jane.
“Why are you | aughi ng?”

“I was just thinking how you'd react if sonebody answered.”

He hadn’t even considered the possibility. “W getting anything, Bill?”
“There is no response. No reaction of any kind.”

He stayed with it a few m nutes before giving up. The hedgehog sparkl ed and
glowed in the lights of the Quagnmor. His own interstellar artifact. “Going to

have to break in,” he said.

She shook her head. “Not a good idea. Serenity will have the information in a
few hours, and they' Il be sending sonebody right out. Let’s wait for them”

There was no way he was going to be sitting on his rear end when they got
there, and have to confess he didn't know any nore than he and Jane put in the
report. “lI want to see what’'s inside.”

“We don’t know what it is.”

“That’s why I'd like to see the inside.”

“Let’s let the experts do it.”

“You know any experts on interstellar artifacts? Jane, nobody knows anyt hi ng
about this stuff. Nobody's better qualified to open it than you and I|.”

She nade a face. Don’t |ike the idea. Not a good nove. “You know,” she said,
transparently trying to change the subject, “it’s one of the |oveliest things
|’ ve ever seen.”



“You’ re kidding.”
“No. | mean it.”
“Jane, it has all the lines of a porcupine.”

“No.” She was | ooking past him out the viewport at the bizarre | andscape
passing by. “It’s a rhonmbi-whatever. It’s magnificent.” She turned a
synmpathetic smile on him “You really don’t see it, do you?”

“No.” Terry followed her gaze, watched the shadows fromthe navigation |lights

creep up, down, and across the artifact’s planes and angles. “lI don't like the
clouds. And I don’t like these things.” He got out of his chair and headed for
the storage | ocker. “You want to cone al ong?”

THEY STRAPPED ON e-suits, which would project a Flickinger field around them
protecting themfromthe void. The field was flexible, nolded to the body
except for a hard shell that arced over the face, providing breathing space.

They went down to the | aunch bay, picked up |aser cutters and air tanks, and
turned on the suits. Wile the bay depressurized, they did a radi o check and
strapped on wistlanps.

There was no | aunch vehicle in the bay, but it didn't matter because it
woul dn’t have been useful anyhow in the current situation. They pulled
go- packs over their shoul ders, and Terry hung an i mager around his neck
“Bill,” he said, “I'"ll record everything. Transmit live to Serenity.”

“Do you really think it's that dangerous, Terry? Maybe we shoul d reconsi der
what we're doing,” said Bill.

“Just a precaution,” he said.
Bill opened the airlock and adnoni shed themto be careful

They had left Serenity seven nonths earlier and had spent the entire tine
studying the onega. It had a numerical designation, as all the clouds did. But
they’'d gotten into the habit of referring to this one as George. George was
apparently a onetinme boyfriend of Jane's, although she refused to provide
details. But it amused her to ridicule him The cloud, she’ d said, was

i nfl exi ble, windy, and took up a lot of space. And it kept coming. No matter
what you said or did, it kept com ng

CGeorge hung om nously in the background as Terry picked out a spine and
directed Bill to match rotation with it, so that it becane a stable fixture a
few neters fromthe airl ock.

The Quagnor, which was affectionately referred to by al nbst everyone as the
Quagmre, was the first research vessel designed specifically to operate near
the clouds without fear of drawing the lightning. Unlike the polygon object it
was inspecting, it had no right angles. The ship’s hull, her engine nounts,
her antennas, sensing, and navi gation equi pnent, everything, was curved.

They’ d even penetrated George's surface msts, gone a few hundred neters into
the cloud, taken sanples, and tried to listen for the heart of the beast. That
was a joke between them a reaction to the insistence of one school of thought
that the clouds were alive. It was not a view that Terry took seriously. Yet
plunging into it had given himthe eerie sensation that there m ght be sone
truth to the notion. It was a view easily disnm ssed when they' d energed. Like



| aughi ng at ghosts when the sun was high
“Ready?” asked Jane.

“All set.” He was standing at the edge of the airlock trying to decide on a
trajectory. This was the first tine they' d been outside the ship on this run
except for a brief repair job on the forward sensor pods; Terry neverthel ess
had | ong experience working in the void. “There,” he said, pointing.

One of the higher spines. Nice broad top for themto [ and on. Easy spot to
start. Jane shook her head, signifying that she’d done dunber things but was
havi ng troubl e renmenberi ng when. They exchanged | ooks that were supposed to
regi ster confidence, and he pushed out of the | ock, floated across the few
nmeters of space that separated the ship and the spine, and touched down on his
target. But the stone surface was slippery, slippery even for the grip shoes,
and nomentum carried himforward. He slid off the edge, blipped the go-pack
did a 360, and came down snoothly atop the crest.

“Ni ce maneuver, Flash,” said Jane.

“Be careful,” he said
She fl oated over and drifted gently onto the surface, letting himhaul her
down. “It’s all technique,” she said.

Terry rapped on the stone with the handle of the cutter. “Feels solid,” he
sai d. “See any way in?”

She shook her head. No.

He | ooked into the canyon. Smooth rock all the way down, until the beam faded
out. The spine widened as it descended. It |ooked as if they all did.

“Shall we see what's bel ow?” he asked.

She was wearing a dark green pullover and light gray slacks. A bit dressy for
the work. “Sure,” she said. “Lead the way.”

He stepped into the chasm and used the go-pack to start down. Jane foll owed,
and they descended slowy, examning the sheer wall as they went.

Pl ai n rock. Snoother than on the roof, because the | ower areas took fewer
hits. But there was nothing exceptional, all the way to the bottom

Bl LL MANEUVERED THE Quagmire directly overhead, |eaving the spotlights off
because they woul d have been a distraction. But the navigation lights were on

There was nothing in Terry's experience to which he could conpare the place.
The spines did indeed grow out of one another. There was no flat or curved
surface at the center of the object that could have been descri bed as housing
the core. It was dark, surreal, the Quagmire no nore than a few lights
overhead, and the rest of the world walled out.

Terry felt |ight-headed. Even in the vacuum he was accustoned to having a
flat space underfoot, a nmoonscape, a ship’'s hull, sonething. Sonmething to
relate to. Here, there was no up or down, and everything was at an angle. “You
okay?” she asked.

“I"'mfine,” he said.



He took the cutter out of his harness. “There’'s a chance,” he said, “that this
thing is under pressure. I'mgoing to cut a narrow hole to find out. But stand
cl ear anyhow. Just to be safe.”

She nodded and backed off a few meters. Told himto be careful. Not to stand
in front of it.

Terry grinned. How could he make the cut standing over to one side? He pressed
the activator and watched the amber | anp cone on, felt the unit vibrate as it
powered up. “Big nonment,” he said. The lanp turned a bright crinmson. He
punched the button, and a | ong red beam of Iight blinked on. He touched it to
the wal |

It cut in. He knewnot to lean on it, but sinply held it steady while it went
deeper.

Jane advanced a few steps. “How s it goi ng?”

He was about to suggest she try a little patience when it broke through
“Bi ngo,” he said.

Sonmewher e deep in the hedgehog, he sensed novenent, as if an engi ne had
started. Then the ground nurnmured. It trenbled. Rose. Shook violently. He told
Jane to get out, for God s sake get out, and he stabbed at the go-pack and the
thrusters ignited and began to take himup

And the world went dark.
ARCHI VE

Sky, we | ost contact with the Quagmre nonents ago. Divert. Find out what
happened. Render assistance. Report as soon as you have sonet hi ng.

—Audrey D Al l esandro
Hyperlight transm ssion to the Patrick Heffernan

** Chapter 3

Arlington
Monday, February 24.

THE CHI NDI HAD finally begun giving up its secrets. The gigantic alien
starship, apparently fully automated, continued its serene slower-than-Iight
voyage toward a cl ass-F star whose catal og number Hutch coul d never renenber.
It had taken a major effort, because of its velocity, to get researchers on
board. But the Acadeny had begun to get a good look at its contents, artifacts
from hundreds of cultures. And live visual recordings over a span of tens of

t housands of years. The ship itself was thought to be nore than a quarter
mllion years ol d.

Its pictures of lost civilizations were opening up whol e new areas of

know edge. The vast distances that separated sentient species tended to create
the illusion that civilizations were extrenely rare. It now appeared they were
simply scattered, in tinme and in space. And, disconcertingly, they did not
seemto |ast |ong.

They were sonetinmes suicidal. They were often destroyed by econonic,
political, or religious fanaticisms; by the selfishness and corruption of
| eaders; by an inability to stop ever-nore-deadly wars. They sonetines sinply



behaved in stupid ways. Sone that had avoi ded the nore obvious pitfalls were
swept away by sonething that should not have been there: the clouds.

Hutch had always felt a special kinship with the Mnument-Mkers, who' d roaned
this section of the galaxy for thousands of years, who'd tried to save others
fromthe omegas. She had been to their hone world, and had seen the remants
of a race reduced to savagery, unaware of their proud history. They' d been on
her mnd recently because the chindi had, a week ago, provided a record of
anot her denol i shed culture. She'd sat during the course of a bleak wintry day
| ooki ng at pictures of smashed buildings and ruined cities. And she’'d

recogni zed sone of the inmages. It was the hone of the Hawks, the race that had
cone to the rescue centuries ago on Deepsi x when the inhabitants of that

unl ucky world had faced a brutal ice age.

The i mages haunted her, the broken columms, the brave synbols scrolled across
monurrent s and public buildings, the overgrown roads, the shattered towers, the
cities given over to forest. And perhaps nost conpelling, the starship found
adrift in a solar orbit.

The Hawks and the Monunent - Makers. And the human race. It was hard not to
dwell on what m ght have been, had they been allowed to sit down together, to
pool their know edge and their specul ations. To cooperate for the genera
good. To becone allies in the great adventure.

As has happened with the Monument - Makers, a few individual Hawks had survived.
But their civilization was gone. Their racial nenory consisted only of a cycle
of myths.

Kellie Collier had been there, had been first to board the Hawk starship, and
had conpl ained later to Hutch about the cost inposed by the existence of the
cl ouds. There had been tears in her eyes when she described what she’d seen

KELLI E AND THE broken cities and the clouds were never far from Hutch’s nind
The chilling possibility that they were about to experience another w peout
had kept her awake these last two nights. It would be the nost painful of
ironies if they had finally found a living civilization, someone other than
the Noks, that they could actually talk to, just in tinme to say good-bye.

The cloud in question was at a substantial distance, nore than thirty-one
hundred |ight-years. Nine nonths away. The Bill Jenkins was enroute, diverted
fromits survey mission by the station at Broadside. But they' d need a nonth
to get there. Add another week for the report to reach her. It would be Apri
bef ore she knew whet her she had a probl em

Prudence, and experience, suggested she expect the worst.

She arrived at the Acadeny bleary-eyed and in a foul mobod. She' d tal ked it
over at home with Tor, but all he could think of was to suggest she ease the
pressure on herself by quitting. We can live confortably on ny incone, he'd
suggested. He was a conmercial artist, and the noney was decent, although they
weren’t going to wind up with a chalet in the Rockies and a beach home on Sea
I sl and.

She needed to talk to sonmebody. The conmmi ssioner wasn’'t the right person
either, so she put in a call to Harold as soon as she arrived at her desk. He
wasn't in yet, his watch officer explained, but they would contact him Five
mnutes later he was on the circuit. Just |eaving hone.

“Harol d,” she asked, “have you had breakfast yet?”



“No,” he said. “l usually eat in the Canteen.”

“How about eating with ne this norning? My treat.”

“I's there a problen?” he asked cauti ously.

“l need your advice.”

“Ckay. What did you have in mnd?”

“Meet me at Ceary’'s,” she said. “Twenty m nutes okay?”

CLEARY' S WAS THE smal I, posh coffee shop overlooking the Refuge, the alien

habi tat that had been hauled in fromthe Twins and reconstructed on a platform
at the edge of the Potonmac in Pentagon Park. The sun was warm and bright, and
the sky full of lazy clouds. Wen Harold wal ked in, Hutch was sitting in a
corner booth, stirring coffee and staring out the wi ndow, her mind gone for a
gallop. She didn't see himuntil he slid in across from her

“This is a pleasant surprise, Priscilla.” He smled shyly.

She knew that she intimdated him but didn't know why. She'd noticed it years
bef ore when she’d provided transportation for himon a couple of occasions. It
didn't seemto be all wonmen, just her. “It’s always good to get away for a
bit,” she said. She asked him a few questions about \Watherman, and the tewks,
to put himat ease.

Cleary’'s used human waiters. A young wonan brought nore coffee, and sone
orange j ui ce.

“So what did you actually want to talk to ne about?” he asked.

She told himabout the report from Broadside that a cloud was changi ng course.
Headi ng i nsystem

H s eyes dropped to the table. “That’s unsettling.” He picked up his spoon
fiddled with it, put it back down, gazed out at the Potomac. “Well,” he said
finally, “with any kind of luck, it’ll be a false alarm”

She | ooked at him

“Priscilla,” he said, “it doesn't natter. \Whatever it turns out to be,
there’ |l be nothing you can do.”

“There m ght be sonebody out there.”

“—+n its path. | understand that.” He tasted his coffee, patted his lips with
a napkin, shrugged. “If there is someone there, they' Il have to | ook out for
t hensel ves.”

He was trying to be detached, but she heard the resignation in his voice. “To
be honest, Hutch,” he continued, “it’s not worth worrying about. Not if we
can’t intervene. Anyway, at nost it will probably turn out to be nore ruins.
That’'s all they ever find out there anyhow ” The waitress was back. “Bacon and
eggs,” he said. “Home fries and toast.”

She’ d heard that he was supposed to be on a diet, egg whites and bran fl akes,
that sort of thing. But she said nothing, and ordered French toast. \Wat the
hel I .



When the waitress was gone, he sat back and nade hinmsel f confortable. She
liked Harold. He got the job done, never conpl ained, and on Fanily Day had
made a big fuss over Maureen. “Is that why you asked ne here?” he said. “The
onega?”

Hut ch nodded. “Assune the worst happens. Sonebody’s in the way. |Is there
really nothing we can do to disable this thing? Blow it up? Scatter it?
Sonet hi ng?”

It was a lovely norning, crisp and clear. The Potomac, which had risen

consi derably during the |last century, and was still rising, was not unlike a
smal |l inland sea. The Capitol, the White House, nost of the nonunents, were

i sl ands now. Hutch had been around | ong enough to remenber when Rock Creek
Park coul d be reached on foot, when you didn’'t need a boat to get to the
Washi ngt on Monument. You coul d stand out there now on one of the piers, and
watch the river, and | ook out toward Sagitta, which was where the |ocal cloud
was, the one with Arlington’s nunber on it, and you got a sense that despite
everything, despite the extended life spans and the superlum nals and the
virtual disappearance of organized violence on the planet, civilization was
still |osing ground.

“I'f it had a physical core of some sort,” Harold was saying, “a vital part,
then yes. We could go after it. Take a hanmer to it. But it seenms to be
holistic. Throw as many nukes at it as we like and it sinply seens to pul
itself back together.”

“W don’'t know how it does that?”

Hs jaws worked. “lIt’s not ny field. But no, as far as |I’m aware, we have no

i dea. The technology is well beyond anything we know about. It uses nanos, but
we haven’t been able to figure out how they work, what they do, even how they
guide the cloud.” He took a long sip of orange juice. “I |ook at what those
things can do, and | look at the fact they seemto be only dust and hydrogen
and | feel as if | should be sitting off somewhere beating a drum It’s a
whol e new | evel of technol ogy.”

Their food came. Harold dunped a substantial anobunt of catsup on his potatoes.

“OfF course,” he continued, “the real problemis that we can't seemto
penetrate the cloud. Ships don't come back. Probes di sappear. Even scans and
sensors don’t give us nuch.” He sampled the eggs, smiled with satisfaction
covered his toast with strawberry jam and bit off a piece. “Good stuff,” he
said. “This where you normally eat?”

“Usual Iy at home,” she said.

“Yes.” He studied her. “You survived one of those things, Hutch,” he
continued. “You were actually inside it, weren't you? Wen it canme down on
Del t a?”

Hutch had been with Frank Carson that day. Thirty years ago—fy God, had it
really been that |ong?—when they’'d deliberately baited a cloud, had structured
some plateaus to look artificial, and had watched with horror as the nonster
cane after them “Yes,” she said. “lI was there.”

“You survived it.”

“Heavi est weather |’ve ever seen. Lightning. Tornado wi nds. Meteors. Not the
way you' d want to spend a weekend.”



He used his toast and a fork to finish off the eggs. “Wll, | can understand
you mi ght be worried. Were did you say this thing is?”

“Qut near the Dunbbell.”

“My God. It’s really over in the next county, isn't it? Well, |ook, your role,
it seems to me, is sinple. These things attack cities. If it turns out there
are actually inhabitants, you just sail in, tell themwhat’s com ng, and they

can head for the hills. O maybe they could build thensel ves sone underground
shelters.”

Qut along the pier a gaggle of kids were trying to get a kite in the air and
not having much luck. Beyond, a few sails drifted on the river.

The kite was red, and it had a dragon on it.
She needed a dragon

VWHEN SHE GOT back to her office, she called the Lunar Wapons Lab, which had
been founded twenty years earlier for the express purpose of devel oping
somet hing that could be used agai nst the onmega cl ouds. The weapons | ab was
under the control of the Science Advisory Comm ssion, which was a
guasi - i ndependent group overseen by the World Council. Like the Acadeny, it
was under f unded.

Arky Chan, the assistant director, was an old friend. He greeted her with a
cheery good norning. “W hear,” he said, “you’'re taking over permanently up
there.”

“They don’t tell me anything, Arky.” Thirty-three years ago, on her first
flight beyond the solar system Arky had been one of her passengers. H s bl ack
hair had grayed only slightly since then, and his snile was as infectious as
ever.

“What can | do for you, Hutch?” he asked.

“Find me the key.” It was code for a way to neutralize the clouds.

He nodded. “Anything else while I'mat it? Maybe produce the universa
solvent? O a tine machi ne?”

“I"mserious. What’s on the table?”

“Why? What's happeni ng?”

“One of the damed things changed course.”

“l heard. You have anything yet on what’s in its path?”

“A Gclass sun. Presumably a planetary systemto go with it. W're stil
waiting. I'"mhoping it just picked up some natural formations and got
confused.” That had happened once. A group of remarkably straight stress
fractures on a satellite had been attacked. \Watever el se the damed thi ngs

were, they were not bright.

“l hope so too. But no, Hutch, I'msorry to say we haven't really nade any
progress.”

“Not hing at all?”



“They don’t give us any noney, |love. And the Acadeny doesn’t give us any
ships.” That was pointed at her.

“You have one.”
“The Raj ah spends nore tinme in the garage than it does in the field.”

“That’ Il change,” said Hutch. She’d been trying to free up sone nmoney for nore
than a year.

“Well, I"'mglad to hear it, but to tell you the truth, I'll believe it when I
see it. What we need is for the cloud to be sitting up over the Capitol. Put a
coupl e of bolts down the pants of the Congress. Then they’ d damm soon get
serious.”

“You have anything at all we can use, if it becomes necessary?”
“Not really.”

“How about nukes?”

“We tried that at Monlight.”

“How about somet hi ng bi gger? A supernuke? Or maybe we shovel a |oad of
antimatter into it?”

“The problem we keep having is that the thing seens always able to
reconstitute itself. Somewhere it has a heart, a control pod, an Al, probably.
But we don’'t know where it is, we can't probe it, we’'re blind—= He held out
his hands. “If you have an idea, 1'd love to hear it.”

“Arky, if that thing’ s bearing down on sonebody, | don't want to be in the
position of having to just sit here and watch.”

“l understand conpletely.”
“Find me sonmething. Just in case.”

“Look.” His voice got cold. “It’'s easy enough for you to demand a mracle. But
you peopl e are the ones who keep saying there’s plenty of time, don’t worry
about it, we have other priorities right now”

SHE HAD LUNCH with Tom Cal | an, her number two guy. Tom was assistant director
of operations for special projects. He'd been, in her opinion, the npst
capabl e of the applicants for the D.O’'s job, except herself, of course. Tom
was young, anbitious, energetic, and if he hung around | ong enough, would
undoubt edl y succeed her. That would be as high as he could go in the Acadeny,
however. The conmi ssioner was a political appointment, and the position never
went to anybody in-house.

Tom held a license to pilot superlumnals, he could work under pressure, and
he didn’t m nd maki ng deci sions. He was about average size, with clean-cut
good | ooks, but without the intensity one usually found in abl e young peopl e
who' d already clinbed pretty high. Probably because he knew he was good. “I
was thinking maybe,” he said, “if we had to, we could decoy the damed thing.”

“How woul d you go about it? A projection?”

“That’s what | had in mnd.”



“Throw a big cube out there for it to chase.”

“Yes.” He bit into a turkey sandwi ch. “It night work. W' ve never experinented
with it, so we don't really know. It would help if we knew what kind of
sensory systemit uses.”

If it were strictly visual, then a big picture of a box m ght be enough
“Let’s look into it,” she said. “Check the literature. See if you can find
anything that either supports the idea or negates it.”

“ (](ay. ”

“And, Tom Priority. If there’s a problem we won't have nuch tine.”
“Consider it done.” He took a long pull at his iced tea and went after the
sandwi ch again. The kid had an appetite. “There is a good chance it woul dn't
be fool ed by a hol ocast.”

“l1 know.”

“W mght try a backup.”

“What did you have in mnd?”

“Be ready to put a real box out there.”

THAT BROUGHT HER back to the kite with the dragon. Her first afternoon cal
went to Rheal Fabrics. Rheal specialized in producing a range of plastics,
films, and textiles for industry. (They also had a division that operated a
chain of ice-creamoutlets.) Hutch had, on a nunber of occasions, taken their
executives out to Serenity, and she had kept in contact with several over the

years.

One of them was Shannon McKay, who had something to do with R&D. Shannon was
tall, redheaded, and very nuch in charge.

They did a couple of minutes’ small talk, during which Hutch got congratul ated
on her forthcom ng pronotion. She was surprised that Shannon knew. “We keep
track of the inportant stuff,” Shannon said. The Acadeny was a nmj or custoner
for Rheal, so it nade sense that they woul d.

“I need a feasibility study,” Hutch said. She explai ned what was happeni ng,
enphasi zed that it would probably anmount to nothing, but that if a difficult
situation arose, she wanted to be ready to deal with it. “I mght need a
kite,” she said. “A big one.”

Shannon nodded. “Gve ne the dinensions.”

Who knew? Who had the slightest idea? She tried sonme nunbers and Shannon said
okay. They could do it.

“How long will it take?” A blue |lanp blinked on. And Harol d' s name. He was on
the line, waiting to talk to her.

“How | ong do we have?”
“Fromthe tine you get the go-ahead, not rmuch nore than a week. At best.”

“You’ re kidding.”



“Can you manage it?”

“Let me look intoit. I'Il get back to you.”

“YES, HAROLD.”

“Thought you’d like to know. W’ ve got another one.”

“ Anot her what ?”

“Anot her tewk.” A quasi nova. It was the first time she’d heard himuse the
term his people had coined. Short for Tewksbury Cbject. The pride in his voice
was evident.

“ (](ay. ”

“Different spectrogram Different color. But the same essentials.”

“Sanme area?”

“Qther side of the sky. Different Watherman.”

“Ckay. You're sure it’'s a tewk and not a nova?”

“W're sure.”

“Al'l right, Harold. Keep nme posted.”

“It’s very strange.”

“When you want to nmake an announcenent, |let me know.”

SHE DI RECTED THE Al to get Marge Conway for her at the International Bureau of
the Climate in London. Twenty mnutes |later Marge was on the circuit. “Been a
long time,” she said. “What can | do for you, Hutch?”

Marge and Hutch had been friends at Princeton a long time back, had once
conpeted for a boyfriend, now best forgotten, and had kept in touch over the
years. Marge had been thin and quiet in those days. Later she’d becone a
bodybui | der. She’d gone through several husbands. Wre them out, people said

behi nd her back.

“I's there a way to generate a cloud cover?” Hutch asked. “For maybe a few
days. Hide sone stuff.”

“Cl oud cover?”

“Yes. I'mtal king about a terrestrial atnosphere—=
“Not Earth.”
“ ’\b. ”

“Ckay. How big would the coverage be?”
“Planetary.”

She shook her head. “No. A few thousand square klicks, maybe, yes. But that's
about the limt.”



“What woul d it take?”

“You' Il need sone | anders.”

“Ckay. That's no problem?”

“Four of them Plus a hauler. An AV3 woul d probably be best.”
“All right. What el se?”

“How nuch tine do we have?”

“To put it together? Ten days. Maybe a week. No nmore than that.”
“That’s a bit of a rush.”

“l1 know.”

“And we’'d need a helicopter.”

“A helicopter? What’'s that?”
“Antique aircraft. Propellers on top
“Marge, where am | supposed to get a helicopter?”

“Wrk it out. Keep it small, by the way. The helicopter.”

“I1"I'l see what | can do.”

“Ckay. Let me take a |l ook at things on this end. I'Il get back to you.”

Mar ge broke the connection and Hutch call ed Barbara, the Acadeny Al. “Find out
where there’s an air show Antique aircraft. I'Il want to talk to whoever’'s in
charge.”

SHE DI SPCSED OF her routine work, handing nost of it over to assistants. Eric
called to rem nd her that she’d be expected to nake a few remarks at Sylvia

Virgil's retirenent.

That was tonight! She’'d forgotten. “And you'll be handi ng out one of the
awar ds,” he added.

“ (](ay. ”

She had started maki ng notes on what she would say when the comlink blipped
again. This time it was the commi ssioner’s three short bursts. She answered,
was asked to wait, the conm ssioner would be with her nomentarily, then
Asquith’s plunmp, smiling features filled the screen

“Hutch,” he said, “do you have a m nute?”

“Yes, M chael. What can | do for you?”

“Why don’t you cone over to the office? | need to talk to you.”

When she got there, the blinds were drawn. Asquith waved her in, got up, and
cane around to the front of his desk. It was a substantial wal k because the

thing was the size of a soccer field. The office was ringed with | eather
chairs and wal nut side tables. The walls were decorated with pictures of the



Androneda Gal axy and the Twins and the North Anerican Nebul a and t he Refuge
sitting out on the Potomac. Several |anps gl owed softly.

“Hutch.” He angl ed one of the chairs for her. “How are you doi ng today?”
“Fine, Mchael,” she said, warily.

He waited until she’'d sat down. “Well, last day for Sylvia, | guess.” He
managed to | ook wistful while adjusting the blinds, brightening the room
somewhat. Then he went back behind his desk. “The Acadeny’s going to m ss
her.”

“Yes, we will.”

“Pity about—= He stopped m dsentence, shrugged, and she knew exactly what he
was inplying. Virgil was retiring under pressure after a couple of major
enbarrassnents. Three people had died a year ago when the Yves Vi gnhon had
collided with Wayout Station. The probl em had been traced to equi pnent

mai nt enance, and ultimately to a negligent supervisor, but sone of it had

i nevitably washed off on the director of operations at the Acadeny. And then
just a few months later, a breakdown in scheduling had |eft the Berkel ey

m ssion tenporarily stranded at C endennon Il11. Not Sylvia's fault, but she'd
taken the hit anyhow, just as she had six years ago when Renai ssance Station
had been destroyed by a massive flare. Renai ssance had remmi ned operationa
for political reasons, and against her continued protests. But none of it had
mattered. “Should have kept an eye on things nyself,” Asquith had told a group
of Acadeny researchers. “Sylvia tried to get it right. Not really her fault.
Bad | uck.”

Truth be told, Hutch’s opinion of Sylvia hadn’t been all that high, but that
didn't change the reality that she’'d been left hanging in the wind. And that
Hut ch hersel f now worked for a guy who would go missing at the first sign of
troubl e.

“Hutch,” he said, “lI know you're busy, so | won’'t take your tine.”

“I't’s okay, M chael. Wat can | do for you?”

He opened a drawer and brought out a creamcol ored fol der, which he opened and
pl aced on his desk. She couldn't see what it was. “You ve done a good job here
over the last couple of years.” He extracted a document fromthe fol der and
gazed fondly at it. It crackled in his hands. “Congratul ations,” he said,
holding it out for her

She | ooked down at it. Saw the Acadeny’s coat of arms. And her nane. Priscilla
Maureen Hutchins. Pronoted to grade fifteen. Director of Operations. Effective
Tuesday, March 4, 2234.

In eight days.

He extended a hand across the desk and beaned at her. “I w sh you a | ong and
happy career, Priscilla.”

“Thank you.” It felt good.

“There’ |l be a formal presentation early next week. But | wanted you to know.”
He took the docunent back and returned it to its drawer. “W' Il give it to you
then.”

“l appreciate your confidence, Mchael.” While there had been a sel ection



panel , she knew she woul d not have been chosen without the conm ssioner’s
approval

He broke out a bottle. “Vintage pavlais,” he said. And, reading the | abel
“Twenty-one ninety.”

Expensi ve enough to pay the nortgage for a nonth.

He produced an opener, westled the cork out of the bottle, and filled two
gl asses. She was tenpted to enbrace him But the formality of the occasion
overwhel med the inmpul se. “To you, Hutch,” he said. “Never let go.”

It was an echo of the now cel ebrated comment by Randal |l N ghtingal e, when
wi th bl eedi ng and broken hands, he’d pulled her out of the clouds over
Deepsi x. 1'd never have dropped you, Hutch. It had become a kind of informa
Acadeny wat chwor d.

Their eyes net over the rinms of the glasses. Then the noment passed, and it
was back to work. He handed her a disk and a sheaf of docunents. “You' |l want
to look at these,” he said. “It’s all administrative stuff, position
description, personnel considerations, and so on. And there are a few
operational issues in there you'll need to do something with.”

Hut ch was no connoi sseur, but she knew good wi ne when she tasted it. He held
out the bottle for her. D d she want nore?

Yes! But she was too well bred to drink up the nan’s expensive store. As a
conprom se, she accepted a half glass. “Mchael,” she said, “did you know one
of the cl ouds has changed course?”

“Yes,” he said. “l heard.”

“I’”m concerned there nmight be sonebody out there.”

He beaned. Not to worry. “Let’s wait and see,” he said.

“I'f there is, would the Acadeny support intervention?”

H s face winkled and he made growing noises in his throat. “That could get a
l[ittle unconfortable, couldn't it?”

“W’ d probably have to violate the Protocol.”

He waved the problem away. “No,” he said. “Don’t worry about it. There's no
one there.”

“How can you be sure?”

“There’ s never anybody there.” He snmiled paternally at her and studied his

glass. “l1’ve been in this office, or otherwi se associated with the Acadeny,
for nore than twenty years. Do you know how many tinmes we’'ve gotten reports
t hat somebody thought they’'d found someone? And you know how many tines it

actual Iy happened?”

“Twi ce,” she said. That would be the Angels. And the Hawks.

“That’s right. And you were there for one of those. Now if we go back anot her
twenty-five years, there are two nore. That makes four. In all that tine. Qut
of thousands of systems visited. Four. | suggest we put it aside and find nore
i mportant things to worry about.”



The door opened behind her, as if by magic, and he was ushering her out of the
room

“I'f it happens,” she persisted, “we’re going to be pressed for tinme.”

“We’ || worry about it when it does, Priscilla.” Hs smle disappeared as if
soneone had thrown a sw tch.

HUTCH CALLED UP the archive files on the Pasquarella, the first vehicle |ost
researching the clouds. That had been twenty years before. It was a

voi ce-only, the voice belonging to Meg Canpbell, the only person on the ship.
Hut ch had seen Meg once, fromthe back of a lecture hall. She'd been a tall
worman, dark hair, lots of presence. Very sure of herself.

Hutch played it through, listened to the voice she remenbered, not fromthe

| ong-ago presentation, but because she’d played that same record any nunber of
times. Meg had gone three tines into the cloud, each descent deeper, each tine
encountering nore el ectronic interference.

She hadn’t come back fromthe third descent. A search had reveal ed not hi ng,
and on July 14, 2211, the Pasquarella was officially designated |ost.

In the mddle of the recording, Barbara s voice broke in. “Transm ssion for
you, ma'am From Serenity.”

She switched off the recording. “Put it up, Barb.”

As soon as she saw Audrey’s face, she knew there was bad news. “Hutch,” Audrey
said, “we |lost contact with the Quagnor at 0014 hours 24 February. The Al went
down wit hout warning. They found an artifact yesterday in the vicinity of the
Burmbl ebee and were investigating. The Heffernan has been diverted and will
arrive in the area in three days. Record from Quagnor is attached.”

Her stomach churned. It was possible there was nothing nmore to it than a
conmuni cati on breakdown. Then she watched the attached report.
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** Chapter 4

On board the WIIliam B. Jenkins.
Tuesday, February 25.

EXCEPT FOR ONE person, the research teamon the Jenkins was delighted to be
diverted. The fact that an onega had veered into a planetary system m ght nean
they were close to finding the grail, a living alien civilization. A real one,
somet hing nmore exotic than the Angels, who were pretechnol ogi cal barbari ans,

or the Noks, who were industrial-age barbarians. The exception was Di gby Dunn
who would ordinarily have joined in the general elation. But Digby was in | ove
with the captain. Her nane was Kellie Collier, and D gby’s passion for her was
both intense and unrel enting.

On the whole, it had been a painful experience. Love affairs always include an
el ement of disconfort; it is part of what makes them i fe-changi ng ventures.
But this one had been extraordinarily difficult. Passengers may not touch the
captain. Bad for norale and all that. Inpossible situation, Digger. W' Il just
have to wait until we get clear. Be patient and everything’ Il be fine.

She smled, that gorgeous, alluring snmle, rendered even nore seductive
because she was trying to nake it inpersonal, friendly, understanding. Lose ny
job, she’d added on occasi on when he'd tried to press her

They’ d been headed back to the station when the call cane. W' ve got an onega
changi ng course. Turn left and find out what’s going on. See what it’'s after

So Di gby, an anthropol ogi st by trade, but riding as a volunteer with a survey
m ssion that was gathering information about |ocal stars and pl anetary
systens, pretended to be pl eased, exchanged platitudes with everybody, and

ai med pai ned glances at Kellie.

“Sorry,” she told him “But look, it’ll be quick. In and out, see what's
there, and then back to Broadside. W' re only talking a couple of extra
weeks. ”

She was tall and lovely with soft black skin and | um nous eyes and she made
every other worman in his life seem hopelessly dull. Ah yes, how he’d like to
take her out on an expedition to unearth a few anci ent cookpots. But he

resi gned hinmself to maki ng an occasi onal grab, which she usually—but not

al ways—declined with stern disapproval. “Be patient,” she told him “Qur tinme
is comng.”

The Jenkins was nore than three thousand |ight-years out, and they held the
current record for going farther fromEarth than any other ship. They’' d been
away from Broadsi de alnost a year. It had been a long and | onely voyage by any
standard, broken only by an occasional rendezvous with a supply vessel

A rendezvous was al ways a special occasion. There had been a push at the
Acadeny to automate replenishment, to send the sandwi ches in a ship directed
only by an Al. Asquith had been unable to see the point of sending a captain



along since it cost a great deal nore, and it was hard to visualize a
situation in which human judgment m ght be needed. But sonebody apparently
under st ood what seeing a fresh face could nean when you were out in the deeps.

Jack Markover had thrown his weight into the fight by threatening to quit and
hold a news conference if they took the human captains off the run. The
conmi ssi oner had backed down, pretended it had been sonmeone el se’s idea, and
it had been quietly put aside.

Jack was the chief of mission. Ho was a little man with a hawk face and too
much energy. He loved his work and, if he'd been forced to foll ow through on
his threat, would not have survived. He tal ked about retirenment a lot, usually
during the gray hours when the Jenkins was in hyperflight, and the hours were
| ong and qui et. But Digger knew he’d never step down, that one day they d have
to haul himoff and | ock him away.

Di gger had never quite figured out what Jack’s specialty was. He was fromthe
Ameri can M dwest, a quiet, dedicated type with doctorates in physics and
literature. There seened to be no field of human know edge in which he did not
speak as an expert. Acquainted with all, he was fond of saying, know edgeable
i n none.

The comment could hardly have been | ess true. \Where D gger knew the ground,
the man inevitably had his facts down. He was the only person Di gger knew who
could explain Radcliffe's equations, quote Paradi se Lost, discuss the

i mplications of the Dial ogues, play Mzart w th panache, and hold forth on the
hi story of the Quraquat.

Kellie loved him Digger thought of himas the grandfather he’ d never known,
and Mark Stevens, who usually piloted the supply ship, was fond of saying the
only reason he agreed to keep doing the flights was to spend a few hours with
Jack Markover every couple of nonths.

The fourth nenber of the research team was Wnnie Col gate. Wnnie had been

t hrough a couple of marriages. Both had expired, according to Wnnie, aniably
under mutual agreenent. But there was an undercurrent of anger that suggested
t hi ngs had not been so amiable. And Digger suspected that Wnnie would be sl ow
to try the gane again.

She had begun her professional |life as a cosnol ogist, and she periodically
commented that her great regret was that she would not |ive |ong enough to see
the solutions to the great problens: whether there was a nultiverse, what had
caused the Big Bang, whether there was a purpose to it all. Digger thought
they were adrift in a cosmic bingo gane; Jack could not believe stars and
peopl e had happened by accident. Wnnie kept an open m nd, neaning that she
changed her opinions fromday to day.

She was blond, quiet, affable. It was no secret that she was entranced by
Jack, woul d have taken himinto her bed, but Jack was something of a Puritan
about sex, didn't believe you should do it outside marriage. In any case, he
behaved |ike Kellie, apparently convinced that his position as head of m ssion
woul d in sone way be conprom sed if he started sleeping with the staff.

Di gger wished for it to happen, because it would have eased his way with
Kel l'ie. But, unhappily, Jack held his ground and respected Wendy’s virtue.

JACK MARKOVER HAD spent half his career on these m ssions, and had cone to
doubt the wi sdom of his choice. He'd staked everything on the gl orious

possibility of making the first major contact. There was a tine when it had
seened easy. Al nost inevitable. Just get out there and do it. But that had



been during an era of overt optinmsm when the assunption had been that every
worl d on which life was possible would inevitably devel op a bi osystem and

t hat once you got a biosystemyou would eventually get tribal chiefs and math
teachers. It was true that the habitable worlds orbiting the sun’s inmedi ate
nei ghbors had been sterile, but that had seened |ike no nore than a caprice.

Now he wondered whether they' d all sinply read too nuch science fiction

He knew what his reputation was. Hi, Jack, find any little green nen yet? He
had, after each of the last two m ssions, gone honme determ ned not to cone out
again. But it was like a siren call, the sense that he m ght quit just one

nm ssion too soon. So he knew that, whatever happened this time, whatever he

m ght think about retiring to Cape Cod, he’d be back out again, poking a new
set of worlds. Hoping to find the big prize.

To date, during the past year, they had | ooked at seventy-nine systens, al
with stable suns. The stated purpose of the mssion was strictly survey. They
were accumul ating information and, especially, noting planets that m ght
become future habitats wi thout extensive terraform ng. They’'d found one
life-supporting world, but the life-forms were microscopic. In his entire
career, across thirty-five years, Jack had seen only nine worlds on which life
had gotten a foothold and been able to sustain itself. There'd been two others
on whi ch conditions had changed, an atnosphere grown too thin, a passing star
scranbling an orbit, and the life-forms had died out. And that was it.

On each of the living worlds, the biofornms were still mcroscopic. He had
never gone to a previously unvisited world and seen so nmuch as a bl ade of
grass.

The omega was approximately 41,000 kil ometers through the mddle, big as these
things went. It had turned, had adjusted course, was still turning. It was

al so decelerating. You could see it because the cloud had lost its spherica
shape. As it decelerated, sections of m st broke |oose and fountained forward.

The turn was so slight as to be barely discernible. Jack was surprised it had
been detected at all. observers nust have been watching the object over a

peri od of nonths to make the determ nation. Then he realized that, because it
was approaching a planetary system the Acadeny woul d have been payi ng speci al
attention.

The Jenki ns spent several days doing nmeasurenents and coll ecting readi ngs,
someti nes standing off at thousands of kilometers, sometines pushing
unconfortably close to the cloud front. The numbers confirned what Broadside
had: It was angling into the planetary system

It wasn't hard to find the target.

If the braking continued at the present level, and the turn continued as it
was goi ng, the onega would shortly line up on a vector that would bring it to
a rendezvous with the third planet.

The Jenkins was still too far away to see details. But Jack reported to
Br oadsi de. “Looks |i ke a Decenmber 14 intersect, Vadim” he told them “W’|
head over there and take a | ook.”

IT WAS THEIR customto nane each terrestrial world they investigated. Al though
the nanes were not official, and each planet would continue to be referred to
in formal comunications by a nunerical designator attached to its star’s
cat al og nunber, unofficially it was easier to think in terns of Brewster’s
Wrld, or Backwater, or Blotto. (Brewster had been Wnnie’'s conpanion in her



first foray to the altar. The world got its nane because it had achieved tida
| ock, so the sun, viewed fromthe surface, “just sat there, doing nothing.”)

It was Kellie’'s turn to name the new one. “This m ght turn out to be a special
pl ace,” she said. “Wien | was a kid we lived near Lookout Point in northern
New York. | loved the place. W used to go there and have picnics. You could
see the Hudson in the distance.”

“So you want to call it Lookout Point?”
“Lookout would be good, | think.”
And so Lookout it becane.

The ship nade a junp to get within an AU, and began its approach. They were
still much too far for the tel escopes to nake out any detail. But they
di scovered imredi ately that no el ectronic envel ope surrounded the worl d.

That news produced m xed feelings. Like everyone else, Digger would have |iked
to see a world with an advanced civilization. It had never happened, and it
woul d be a huge achievenent. On the other hand, there was the cloud. Better

he told hinself, it should be enpty, and the cl oud being drawn by unusual rock
formations. O by ruins, like at Moonlight.

By the third day, the disk that represented Lookout was still only a bright
sprinkle of light to the naked eye. In the scopes, however, it was covered
with clouds. The only visible surface was blue. An ocean. “It has a big noon,”

said Wnnie, watching the data cone in fromthe sensors. “Two noons, in fact.”

The presence of a |large moon was thought to be critical to the devel opnent of
civilizations. O, for that matter, of large |and ani nal s.

The filters reduced the reflection and they were watching two disks and a
star, the larger several tines the dianeter of its conpanion. The star was the
second moon, which was probably a captured asteroid. They brought the inmages
up to full mag and concentrated on the big noon, |ooking for signs that
someone had been there. But they were still too far away. A building the size
of Berlin’s Bergmann Tower woul d not have been visible at that range.

It was a strange feeling. How nmany times had they approached worlds like this,
literally praying for an earthwork, for a wall, for a light on the sea? And
toni ght 4+t was just short of m dni ght GMI-Bbi gger hoped they woul d see only the
usual barren pl ains.

The clarity of the inmges grew. Lookout had white cumul us clouds. Continents.
Ar chi pel agoes.

The continents were green

They shook hands when they saw that. But it was a muted round of celebration
The pol es were white, the oceans bl ue.

“Looks like Earth,” Wendy said, as if she were pronounci ng sentence.

ON THE FOURTH day they were able to pick up physical features, nountain
ranges, river valleys, |arge brown patches that night have been plains. A

section of the night side was visible, and they searched it eagerly for
lights, but saw not hing.



They slept in shifts, when they slept at all. Usually, they dozed off in the
common room and left only to head for the washroomor to get something to
eat. They began imagi ning they saw things. Someone would sit before a nonitor
tapping it with a pen, observing that there are lines here, |ooks like a
bui | di ng, or sonething there, in the harbor, naybe inprovenents. At one point,
W nni e was convi nced she could make out a nmountain road, and Di gger claimed he
saw wakes at sea, maybe from ships. Kellie wondered whether she hadn’t spotted
a damon one of the rivers, and Jack saw changes in the color of the land that
suggested agricul tural devel opnent.

But in the growing clarity of the tel escopes, everything faded, save forest,
jungle, rivers, and coastline. The arc of the night side remained dark

THERE WAS A substantial cloud cover, and stornms were everywhere. Blizzards
covered the high northern and | ow southern latitudes, a hurricane churned

t hrough one of the oceans, and lightning flickered in the tenperate zones.
Rain seened to be falling on every continent. Bill did the usual measurenents
and posted the results. The planet was about 6 percent smaller than the Earth.
Axial tilt twenty-six degrees. (Axial tilt was another factor that seened to
be significant if a world was to devel op a biosystem Al known |iving worlds
ranged between eighteen and thirty-one degrees.)

According to Bill, the atnosphere woul d be breathable, but they' d be prudent
to use bottled air. The air at sea |l evel was notably richer in oxygen content
than the standard mx. Gavity was .92 standard.

The small er noon had a retrograde nmovenent. Both satellites were airless, and
both were devoi d of evidence that anyone had ever | anded on them Seventy
percent of the surface was liquid water. And Lookout had a rotational period
of twenty-two hours, seventeen m nutes.

They went into orbit, crossed the termnator onto the night side, and al nost
i medi ately saw |ights.

But they weren't the clear hard-edged lights of cities. There was snoke and
blurring and a general irregularity. “Forest fires,” said Jack. “Caused by
[ightning, probably.” He smled. “Sorry.” Though probably he wasn't.

Thirty minutes |ater they were back on the daylight side. There were no mgjor
cities. The night was dark as a coal sack. Jack sat down, visibly relieved,

vi si bly di sappoi nted, and sent off yet another report to Vadim information to
the Acadeny. “No sign that the world is occupied. No lights. WII |ook nore
closely.”

“So why is the cloud comng this way?” asked Wnnie.

THEY MADE SEVERAL orbits and saw nothing. They zeroed in on nunerous harbors
and rivers, |looking for any sign of inprovenent and findi ng none. There was no
vi si bl e shipping, no indication of a road anywhere.

They were about to send off another nessage inform ng Broadside that the
Acadeny need not concern itself with Lookout when Di gger heard Jack’s raspy
uh-oh. He gl anced at the screens, which were showi ng nothing but night. “l saw
lights,” said Jack

“Wher e?” Digger knew that Jack had witten the world off. He was not going to
get excited again. Not about Lookout.

“They’' re gone,” said Jack. “W passed over. They're behind us. But they were
there.”



“Bill?”
“Real i gni ng the scopes now.”

The al pha screen, the prine operational nmonitor, went dark, and then came back
on. “l’ve got it,” said the Al.

Several lights, like lingering sparks. But they didn’t go out.
“Fires?”
“What are we getting fromthe sensors?” asked Wnnie.

Bill switched over, and they saw several hazy, |um nous rings. “Sonebody’s got
the lights on,” said Digger. He | ooked over at Kellie.

“Coul d be,” she said.

It wasn’t London, thought Digger. But it was sure as hell sonething.

“What’' s the ground | ook Iike?” asked Wnnie.

Bill put the area on display.

The biggest of the continents stretched frompole to pole, narrowing to an

i sthmus in the southern tenperate | atitudes before expanding again. The lights
were | ocated on, or over, the isthnus.

It was about four hundred kil oneters |ong, ranging between forty and eighty
kilometers wide. It was rough country, with a nmountain range running its
length, lots of ridges, and three or four rivers crossing fromone ocean to
t he ot her.

Di gger didn’t know what he was supposed to feel. He was al ong on the m ssion
and he was dedicated to it |like Jack and Wnnie. But unlike them he hadn’t

expected to see anything. Nobody ever saw anything. It was a rule.

“How coul d we have m ssed that?” asked W nni e.

“It’s still raining down there,” suggested Bill. “Visibility hasn’t been very
good.”
“Lock it in, Bill. I don't want to have trouble finding it again when it gets

out into the daylight.” Digger went back to the viewport and stared out at the
| ong dark curve of the planet. There wasn’'t a |ight anywhere to be seen. \Well
they’ d cone around again a few nore tines before it would be dawn over the
target area. Maybe the cloud cover would go away and they’'d get a good | ook

And then they' d zero in by daylight.

THEY DIDN'T SEE the Iights again. But the weather cleared toward dawn, the
target area rotated out into the sun, and Digger | ooked down on a |ong jagged
line that traveled the length of the isthnmus. A road! It couldn’t be anything
el se.

Si mul t aneously Kellie announced she could see a city. “One of the harbors,”
she said, bringing it up on the nonitor

“Here’ s another one.” Wnnie pointed at the opposite side of the isthmus. And



anot her here, where the isthnmus widens into the southern continent. And two
nore, where it reaches up into the northern | and mass.

Cities crowded around harbors, cities spread out along an inpossibly crooked
shore line, cities straddling both sides of rivers. There was even a city on a
| arge of fshore island in the western sea.

The tel escope zooned in, and they saw creatures on the road, |arge awkward
beasts of burden that |ooked |ike rhinos. And humanoi ds, equally awkward, wi de
around the mddle, waddling along, with reins in their hands and hats that

| ooked |i ke sonbreros.

“I"l1'l be damed,” said Jack. “They’'re actually there.”

They had pal e green skin, large floppy feet (had their ancestors been ducks?),
and colorful clothing. It was red and gold and deep sea blue and enerald
green. Wnnie counted six digits rather than five, and thought their scal ps
were hairless. They wore baggy | eggings and |l ong shirts. Sone had vests, and
everything was ornanented. There were lots of bracelets, necklaces, feathers.
Many wor e sashes.

“My first aliens,” said Kellie, “and we get Carpenter.” That was a reference
to Charlie Carpenter, the creator of the Goonpahs, an enormously popul ar
children’s show. And the aliens did, in fact, |ook |ike Goonpahs.

“Incredi ble,” said Wnni e.

Sonebody | aughed and proposed a toast to Charlie Carpenter, who' d gotten there
first. They were looking at the traffic on the central road just outside a
city that stood on the eastern coast. Wile they shook their heads in
anusement, Jack switched the focus and brought up a building atop a | ow ridge
near the sea. It stopped the |aughter

The buil ding was round, a ring of Doric colums supporting a curved roof. It
glittered in the sunlight, which was just reaching it, and it |ooked for al
the world like a Geek tenple.

“Say what you like,” said Digger. “But these people know their architecture.”

THEY COUNTED TWELVE cities in all, eight through the isthnus, two on the
northern continent, one in the south, and one on the island. It was sonetines
difficult to deternmi ne where one city ended and anot her began because,
remarkably, they saw no walls. “Maybe it’s a nation,” said Kellie, who' d cone
down fromthe bridge to share the nonent of triunmph. “Or a confederacy.”

There was a simlarity in design among all of them They' d clearly not been

pl anned, in the nodern sense, but had grown outward from conmercial and

shi pping districts, which were usually down near the waterfront. But
nevertheless the cities were laid out in squares, with considerabl e space
provi ded for parks and avenues. The buildings were not all of the el egance of
the tenple, but there was a clean sinplicity to the design, in contrast to the
decorative accoutrements worn by individual s.

The cities were busy, crowds jostling through the commercial areas, hordes of
the creatures doing that curious duck-walk, little ones chasing one anot her
about, individuals relaxing near fountains. And Jack realized with a shock
that the natives had running water.

“Can we tell how big they are?” asked Wnnie.



“Smal | er than they look,” said Bill. “They would on average conme up to Jack’s
shoul ders.”

There were a variety of structures, two-story buildings that m ght have been
private dwel lings, others that |ooked |ike public buildings, shops, markets,
storage facilities. Three ships were tied up at the piers, and a fourth was
entering the harbor as they watched. Its sails were billowing in the wind, and
sailors scranbl ed across its decks.

The architecture was simlar everywhere. If it |lacked the Doric columms of the
seaside tenple, it possessed the sane sinple el egance, straight lines, vaulted
roofs, uncluttered cornices. Just the thing, D gger thought, that would
attract an onega. And he was struck by how much better the cloud s sensing
equi prent was than the Jenkins’s.

THE CI TI ES WERE surrounded by agricultural areas, squares of |and given over
to one crop or another, orchards, silos, barns. A few rhinos, and other
smal | er creatures, grazed contentedly.

Gradual ly the farms gave way to forest.

Beyond the northern cities, the woods grew thick, and broke on the sl opes of a
mountai n range that rivaled the Al ps. Beyond the peaks lay jungle, and the
jungle, as it approached the equator, becane desert. In the south, the cities
stood on the edge of nore nountains, which proceeded unbroken for thousands of
kilometers, all the way to the ice cap

Where were the other cities?

Digger didn't realize he'd asked the question aloud until Jack comrented that
it looked as if the isthnus was the only popul ated section on the planet. The
ot her continents | ooked enpty. The | and above and bel ow t he isthnus | ooked

equal ly enmpty.

They searched the oceans for ships and found none other than those in the
coastal waters near the cities. “Looks,” said Kellie, “as if they stay in
sight of land.”

“Look at this.” Digger pointed at two of the rivers that crossed the isthnus.
“Alock.”

They zoomed in and saw that it was so. “They have to get ships over the high
ground in the mddle of the isthmus,” said Jack. “So they use a system of
locks to raise them then get them back down to sea |evel.’

Kellie raised a congratulatory fist. “The Goonpahs are engi neers,” she said.
“Who woul d’ ve t hought ?”

Jack was getting ready to make his report. “They' |l want to know about the
popul ation.” He | ooked around at his colleagues. “What do you think?”

Anybody’ s guess. Wnnie brought the cities up one by one. The northernnost was
on the western coast, and it was probably the snallest of the group. It could
lay claimto a couple of spectacular buildings. The larger of the tw was set
in front of a pool and | ooked very much like the main adnmin building on the
Acadeny grounds. It was long, low, only three I evels, nmade of white stone. It
was probably a bit smaller, but the sane architect m ght have desi gned bot h.

The other structure was round, like the tenple by the sea, but bigger, with
nore colums. |t appeared to be open to the el enments. And sonething that m ght



have been a sun disk stood at the apex of its roof. It |ooked out across a
par K.

Crowds were pressed into the conmercial section, which was too narrow. The
avenues curved and wandered off in all directions. They were lined with
buil di ngs of all sizes and shapes. M ninmumtwenty thousand, Digger thought.
Probably closer to twenty-five. The other cities appeared to be larger. Say an
average popul ation fifteen to twenty percent nore. Make it thirty thousand for
each. That was a conservative estimate. And it gave, what?

“Three to four hundred thousand,” Wnnie told Jack

He nodded. Kellie said the estimate was a bit |ow, but D gger thought she had
it about right. Jack agreed and went across the corridor to record his report.

One of the sailing vessels was naking its way northward up the coast on the
western sea. It was under full sail, and it | ooked |like an ei ghteenth-century
frigate. No Ronman galleys for these guys. O Viking boats. They clearly had no
use for oars.

On the other hand, they hadn’t | earned how to nmake an out board notor
“THE QUESTI QN,” SAID Jack, “is what we do now?”

It was night on the isthnus again, but a clear night this time, and they could
see the cities spotted with Iights. They were barely discernible, flickering
oi |l lanps probably, but they were there.

“We wait for instructions,” said Jack. “They' Il probably send some contact
speci alists.”

“l hate to bring this up,”
com ng fronP”

sai d Digger, “but where are the contact specialists

“The Acadeny, | assune.”
“I't’s a nine-nonth flight.”
“l1 know.”

“The cloud is only nine nonths away. Wen they get here there won’'t be anybody
to contact.”

Jack | ooked unconfortable. “If they get underway w thout wasting any tine,
they’ Il have a couple of weeks before the cloud hits. In any case, Hutch can
get back to us within a couple of weeks and | et us know what she intends.
Meantinme, | don’'t think there’s nuch for us to do except sit tight.”

Kellie frowned. “You don’t think we should go down and say hel |l 0?”

“No,” said Jack. “The Protocol requires us to keep hands off. No contact.”

“Not hi ng anybody can do,” said Wnnie.

Di gger frowned. “Doesn’t the policy say sonething about extraordi nary
ci rcumst ances?”

”

“As a matter of fact, no.

ARCHI VE



Vadim we have a |lowtech civilization on Lookout. On the third world. It’'s
confined to a snall area in the southern hem sphere. Wat do you want us to
do?

—Jack Markover

February 26, 2234

LI BRARY ENTRY
“Where are you goi ng, Boormer?”

“I’"m headed to the Chocol ate Shop.”

“Can | go along? It's ny favorite place in the whole town.”

“Sure. As long as you promi se not to eat any. It’s not good to eat between
neal s.”

“l know, Booner. You can count on ne.” (Wnk, w nk at the audience.)

—Fhe CGoonpah Show

Al'l - Ki ds Network
February 25

** Chapter 5

On board the Patrick Heffernan
near the Bunbl ebee Nebul a.
Thur sday, February 27.

“NOTHI NG, ” SAI D SKY. They’d been searching the Quagmire’'s [ ast known position
for six hours. There was no sign of the ship, and none of the hedgehog.

“I't couldn’t just have disappeared,” said Enma.

He wasn’t sure whether the “it” she was referring to meant the ship or the
hedgehog. But whichever, there didn’t seemto be any sign of either in the
nei ghbor hood.

Schuyl er Capabi anco was one of only two of the Acadeny’s twenty-three captains
who were currently nmarried, and the only one whose wife was part of the
onboard team She was an astrophysicist out of the University of Arizona who
cl ai ned she’ d never have started taking Acadeny assignments had it not been
for the chance to be with her husband. He didn’t believe it, but he was happy
to hear her say so.

Em had been optim stic for a happy outcone to the rescue m ssion. She had
never wtnessed a fatal off-Earth incident, and could not bring herself to
bel i eve one had happened there. A rationale was hard to find, though. The nost
likely seened to be that a power failure had occurred, |eaving the ship
adrift, without its |ong-range comunication functions. Sky knew it was
possi bl e, but only renmotely so.

When they’'d arrived near the cloud and heard no distress signal, no radio
call, they had both realized that the chance of rescue had becone vani shingly
smal I . Superlum nals were designed so that the radio transmtter would be
pretty much the last thing that went down.

There just weren’t many things that could account for the silence other than
cat astrophe. Neverthel ess they | ooked, but Bill reported no sign of the shinp.
“It is not in the search area,” he said.



Em and Sky didn’'t know either of the people on the Quagmre, but that didn't
soften things any. There was a brotherhood anong those who travel ed the great
deeps. A tradition had devel oped nmuch like that anmong mariners in the
dangerous early days on the seas: They were a band, they | ooked out for each
other, and they grieved when anyone was | ost.

The Quagmire was lost. The m ssion had beconme sal vage rather than rescue.
“Must have been an expl osion,” Emma said.

Sky | ooked of f to starboard, where the omega drifted, dark and quiet. But it
was too far away to be the culprit.

Enma fol ded herself into his arnms. “Damm,” she said.

“We knew all along it might be like this,” said Sky.

“l suppose.” She snuffled, w ped her eyes, pulled away fromhim and cleared
her throat. “Well,” she said, “there’s probably no point hangi ng around here.
What we should do is try to get a | ook at what happened.”

That got his attention. “How do you suggest we do that?”

THEY SLI PPED | NTO hyper space, rode the quiet msts, and junped out again
before Sky could finish his coffee. “Right on target,” Bill announced. They

had traveled 104 billion kiloneters, had gotten in front of the |light wave
fromthe search area, and could now | ook back at the place where the hedgehog
and the Quagm re had been. Bill unfolded the array of dishes that served as

the ship's telescope and ained it at the region

They were seeing the area as it had been four days earlier. Had the tel escope
been nore efficient, they could have watched the Quagm re approach the
hedgehog, could have watched Terry Drafts and Jane Collins | eave their ship
and descend into the spines.

Emma posted the tinme at the Quagmre site, late evening on the twenty-third,
exactly twenty-five m nutes before conmmuni cati ons had stopped.

It was after mdnight on the Heffernan. He felt weary, tired, numb, but not
sl eepy. While they waited he sent off a prelimnary report to Serenity. No
sign of the Quagnor. Continuing investigation

They tal ked about the incident. Odd that they' d just vanish. You don’t think
t hey m ght have just taken off? O been grabbed by somet hi ng? Sounded wil d,
but no stranger than sinply dropping out of sight. Sky |aughed at the idea,
but asked Bill whether anything unusual was noving in the area.

“Negative,” said Bill.
Wat chi ng too many horror sins.

Emma gently pressed his arm “Com ng up,” she said. He was watching the tine.
Just a mnute or so

The cl oud was, of course, invisible at that range. (He couldn't help
connecting the event with the cloud. Knew it would sonehow turn out to be
responsi ble.) But they were well away fromit now The distance between their
present position and the site of the incident was seven tines as great as the
di anmeter of the solar system “I can’t imagine what we'd expect to see at this
range,” he said.



“W won’t see anything, Sky. But there’'s a chance—=

“Photons,” Bill reported. “Just a sprinkle. But they were right on schedule.”
“So what’'s it tell us?” asked Sky.

“Expl osion,” said Em “Big one.”

“Bi g enough to obliterate the ship? And the rock?”

“I'f we can pick up traces of it out here. Ch, yes, |1'd say so.”

LI BRARY ENTRY

Few of us now alive can remenber when we | ooked at the stars and
wonder ed whet her we were al one. W have had faster-than-1ight transport for
al nrost a half century, and if we have not yet encountered anyone with whom we
can have a conversation, we know neverthel ess they are out there, or have been
there in the past.

More than a hundred people have given their lives to this effort. And we are
now i nformed that, during the |ast fiscal year, roughly 2 percent of the
worl d’s financial resources have gone into this exploration of the outer
habitat in which we live.

Two percent.

It does not sound like rmuch. But it could feed 90 million people for a year

O provide housing for 120 million. It could pay all the nmedical costs in the
NAU for sixteen nonths. It could provide a year’'s schooling for every child on
t he pl anet.

So what do we have for our investnent?

Sadly, we have nothing to put into the account books. It’'s true we have

i mproved our plunbing nmethods and created |lighter, stronger materials. W can
now pack nore nourishnent into a conveni ence neal than we ever could before.
Qur electronics are better. W have |ightbenders, which have proved of sone
use in crine prevention, and al so of some use to crimnals. W have better
clothing. Qur engines are nore fuel-efficient. W have | earned to husband
energy. But surely all of this could have been had, at far |ess cost, by
direct investnent.

Why then do we continue this quest?

It is too easy to think that we go because of the primal urge, as Tennyson
said, to sail beyond the sunset.

W pretend that we are interested in taking the tenperatures of distant suns,
of measuring the velocity of the winds of Altair, of presiding over the birth
of stars. Indeed, we have done these things.

But in the end, we are driven by a need to find sonmeone with whom we can have
a conversation. To denponstrate that we are not al one. W have al ready | earned
that there have been others before us. But they seemto have gone sonewhere
el se. Or passed into oblivion. So the long hunt continues. And in the end, if
we are successful, if we actually find sonmebody out there, | suspect it wll
be our own face that |ooks back at us. And they will probably be as startled
as we.



—C€onan Magr uder
Tinme and Tide, 2228

** Chapter 6

Uni versity of Chicago.
Thur sday, March 6.

I T HAD BEEN al nost four years, but David Collingdale had neither forgotten nor
forgiven the outrage at Moonlight. The sheer mindl essness of it all still ate
at him canme on himsonetines in the depths of the night.

Had it been a war, or a rebellion, or anything at all with the nost renote

ki nd of purpose, he might have been able to nmake peace with it. There were

ti mes when he stood before his classes and sonmeone woul d ask about the
experience and he’d try to explain, howit had | ooked, how he had felt. But he
still filled up, and sonetimes his voice broke and he fell into a desperate
silence. He was not anong those who thought the onegas a force of nature. They
had been designed and | aunched by sonmebody. Had he been able to gain access to
t hat somebody, he would have gladly killed and never | ooked back

A bl anket of snow covered the University of Chicago canpus. The wal kways and
t he I andi ng pads had been scooped out; otherw se, everything was buried. He
sat at his desk, his class notes open before him Vivaldi’s “Spring” from The
Four Seasons drifting incongruously through the office. He' d spent the night
t here not because he knew the storm was com ng, although he did, but sinply
because he sonetinmes enjoyed the spartan anbi ence of his office. Because it
restored reason and purpose to the world.

The classes were into their first period. Collingdale had an appointnent with
a graduate student at nine thirty, leaving himjust enough time to get hinself
i n order—shower and fresh cl ot hes—and get down to the faculty dining roomfor
a qui ck breakfast.

Li fe shoul d have been good there. He conducted occasi onal sem nars, served as
advi sor for two doctoral candidates, wote articles for a range of journals,
wor ked on his nenoirs, and generally enjoyed playing the canpus VIP. He was
beginning to get a reputation as sonething of an eccentric, though. He'd

di scovered recently that sonme of his coll eagues thought he was a bit over the
side. Believed that the experience at Monlight had twi sted him Mybe it was
true, although he would have thought intensified to be the nore accurate verb
H's sensitivity to the subject seenmed to be growi ng deeper with time. He
could, in fact, have wept on cue, had he wished to do so, nerely by thinking
about it.

He' d become sufficiently oppressed by conditions that he worried he m ght be
havi ng an unfortunate effect on his students. Consequently, he'd tried to
resign in mdsenester the year before, but the chancellor, who saw the
advant age of having sonmeone with Collingdale’ s stature on the faculty, had
taken himto a |l ocal watering hole for an all-night session, and he' d stayed
on.

The chancell or, who was also a longtinme friend, suggested a psychiatrist, but
Col lingdal e wasn’t prepared to admt he had a problem In fact, he had
acquired an affection for his obsession. He wouldn’t have wanted to be without
it.

Thi ngs got better for himthis past Christmas when Mary O ank had wal ked into



his life. Tall, angular, irrepressible, she had heard all the jokes about her
nane and | aughed all of themoff. Trade C ank for Collingdal e? she’d asked the
ni ght he proposed. You rmust think | have a tin ear

He | oved her with as much passion as he hated the clouds.

She refused to be caught up in his noods. When he wanted to watch a sim she
insisted on a stroll through the park; when he suggested a fulfilling evening
at a concert, she wanted to bounce around at the Lone Wl f.

Gradual |y, she becane the engine driving his life. And he found the occasi onal
day when he did not see her to be an enpty tinme, something to be gotten
t hrough as best he coul d.

He' d al ways assuned that the romantic passions were practiced exclusively by
adol escents, wonen, and the slowwi tted. Sex he could understand. But together
forever? That’s our song? It was for children. Neverthel ess he’d conceived a
passion for Mary Cank the first time he’d seen her—at a faculty event—and had
never been able to let go. To his delight, she returned his feelings, and

Col l'i ngdal e became happi er and nore content than he had ever been

But his natural pessimsmlurked in the background and warned hi m she woul d
not stay. That the day would come when he would wal k into the Lone Wl f al one,
or with another woman on his arm

Enj oy her while you can, Dave. Al good things are transient.

Wl |, maybe. But she had said yes. They hadn’'t set a date, although she’'d
suggested that | ate spring would be nice. June bride and all that.

He squeezed into his shower. He had private acconmmodations, a bit cranped, but
sufficient. Collingdale liked to think he was entitled to nmuch nore, that he
was denonstrating to the university that he was really a self-effacing sort by
settling for, in fact by insisting on, nmuch | ess than someone in his position
woul d customarily expect. A lot of people thought nodesty a true indicator of
greatness. That made it, at |least, a prudent tactic.

When he' d finished he laid out fresh clothes on the bed. The sound system was
runni ng sonet hing from Haydn, but the HV was al so on, the sound turned down,
two people talking earnestly, and he was pulling on a shirt when he becane
aware that one of them was Sigmund Hal vorsen, who usually got called out when
a major scientific issue was in the news. He turned the vol une up

“—s unquestionably,” Hal vorsen was saying in his standard | ecture node, “
group of cities directly inits path.” He was an oversize wi ndbag fromthe
physi cs department at Loyola. Mostly beard, stomach, and overbearing attitude.

a

The intervi ewer nodded and | ooked di stressed. “Dr. Halvorsen,” he said, “this
is aliving civilization. Is it at risk?”

“Ch, yes. O course. The thing is already tracking them W don’t have nuch
experience with the onmegas, but if our anal yses of these objects are correct,
t hese creatures, whatever they are, do not have rmuch time left.”

“When will the cloud get there?”

“I believe they're tal king about Decenber. A couple of weeks before
Christmas.” Hi s tone suggested irony.

Col l'ingdal e hadn’t been near a newscast since the previous evening. But he



knew ri ght away what was happeni ng.

A picture of the cloud replaced the two nen. It floated in the mddle of his
bedroom ugly, oninous, brainless. Ml evolent. Silent. Hal vorsen’s voice
droned on about “a force of nature,” which showed what he knew.

“I's there anything we can do to hel p then?” asked the interviewer.

“At this time, | doubt it. We're lucky it isn't us.”

From hi s angl e near the washroom door, the omega seenmed to be closing in on
his sofa-bed. “Marlene,” he said, calling up the Al.

“Dr. Collingdal e?”

“Connect me with the Acadeny. Science and Technol ogy. Their headquarters in
Arlington. Audio only. | want to talk with Priscilla Hutchins.”

Her whi skey voice informed himthat the connection had been made and a young
worman’ s voi ce responded. “Can | help you, Dr. Collingdal e?”

“Director of operations, please.”

“She’s not available at the noment. |Is there soneone el se you wi sh to speak
with?”

“Please |l et her know | called.” He sat down on the bed and stared at the
cloud. It blinked off, and was replaced by a scattering of lights. The cities
by ni ght.

“—any idea what we’'re |ooking at?” the interviewer asked.

“Not yet. These are, | believe, the first pictures.”

“And this is where?”

“The third planet—ust |ike us—ef a star that has only a catal og nunber.”
“How far is it?”

“A bit nore than three thousand |ight-years.”

“That sounds pretty far.”

“Ch, yes. That’'s about as far out as we’'ve gone. |I’'d venture to say the only
reason we're there now is because sonebody spotted the cloud noving.”

Collingdale’s line blinked. He took it in his sitting room “Dave.” Hutch
materialized standing on the throw rug. She was franed by a closet door and a
pl ague awarded hi m by the Hanmburg Institute. “It’s good to hear fromyou.

How ve you been?”

“CGood,” he said. “The job pays well, and | like the work.” Her black hair was
shorter than it had been the last tine he’'d seen her. Her eyes were dark and
intelligent, and she obviously enjoyed being an authority figure. “l see

t hi ngs are happening.”

She nodded. “A living civilization, Dave. For the tine being. W released it
this morning.”



“How | ong have you known?”
“W got the news two days ago, but we’ve suspected it for a while now.”

“Well,” he said, unsure how to get where he wanted to go, “congratul ations. |
assune there’s a major cel ebration going on down there.”

“Not exactly.”

No, of course not. Not with a cloud closing in on sonebody. “Wat kind is it?”
he asked, referring to the type of civilization

“CGreen deuce.”

Nont echnol ogi cal . Agricultural. But organized into cities. Think eastern
Medi t erranean, maybe four thousand years ago. “Well,” he said, “I’'mdelighted
to hear it. | know there' |l be sone conplications, but it’s a magnificent

di scovery. Wio's getting the credit?”

“Looks |like a technician at Broadsi de. And Jack Markover on the Jenkins.”

That was a surprise. In the old days, it would have been soneone hi gher up the
chain. “The cloud led you to it?”

“Yes.” She | ooked di scouraged.

“They’ re sayi ng Decenber on the HV.”

“Yes.”

“Are you going to try to do anything for then? For the inhabitants?”
“W’re putting together a mssion.”

“CGood. | thought you would. Do you have anythi ng goi ng, anything that can take
out the cloud?”

“ ’\b. ”

Yeah. That's what makes it all such a bitch. “What are you going to try to do?
What' s the point of the m ssion?”

“We' || decoy it. If we can.”
“ |_b\,\p”

“Projections. If that doesn't work, a kite.” She allowed herself a smle
“A kite?” He couldn't suppress a grin hinself.
“ Yes. ”

“Ckay. |'’msure you know what you’'re doing.”

“Ask me in nine nmonths.” She tilted her head and her expression changed.
Became nore personal. “Dave, what can | do for you?”

He was trenbling. The smartest thing he could do, the only thing he could do,
was to stay out of it. The mission, round trip, would take close to two years.
And it was likely to fail. Wen it did, he would be happily married to Mary.



“When are they | eaving?”

“A few days. They'll be on their way as soon as we can get everybody on
board.”

“They won’t have much time after they get there.”

“We figure about ten days.”

“Who’s running it?”

“We're still | ooking at the applications.”

He ran over a few nanmes in his nmenmory, thought he knew who'd be trying to get
on board. Couldn’t think of anyone with better qualifications than he. *Wat
happens if the decoy doesn’t work?”

“We have sone other ideas.”

Decision tinme. “Hutch—2 he said.

She wai t ed.

Two years away. Mary O ank, farewell

“Yes, Dave?” she pronpted

“I"d l'ike to go.”

She smled at him the way people do when they think you re kidding. “I
under st ood you were pretty well settled.”

“I"d like to do this, Hutch. If you can see your way clear.”
“I"1'l add your name to the candidates’ lists.”
“Thanks,” he said. “I'd consider it a personal favor.”

She turned away nonentarily and nodded to soneone out of the picture. “Dave,
can’'t promse.”

“I know. What kind of creatures are they?”

She vani shed and a different image appeared, an awkward, roundi sh humanoid
that | ooked Iike sonething out of a Thanksgi vi ng parade. Conplete with vacuous
eyes and a silly grin. Baggy pants, floppy shoes, bilious shirt. Round,

poli shed skull. No hair save for eyebrows. Long thin ears. Al nost elfin. They
were the saving grace in an otherw se com c physi ognony.

“You’' re kidding,” he said.

“No. This is what they look like.”

He | aughed. “How many of them are there?”

“Not many. They all seemto be concentrated in a group of cities along a
seacoast.” Again, sonething off to the side distracted her. “Dave,” she said,

“l have to go. It was good to talk with you. 1'Il get back w thin twenty-four
hours. Let you know, up or down.”



HE HAD LUNCH with Mary, and she knew sonet hi ng had happened. They were in the
UC faculty I ounge, he with only twenty mnutes before he was due to conduct a
sem nar, she with an hour to spare. His intention had been to say nothing
until he had the decision fromthe Acadeny. But she sat there behind a grilled
cheese and | ooked into himand waited for himto explain what was goi ng on

So he did, although he nade it sound, w thout actually lying, as if Hutch had
call ed himand asked whet her he was avail abl e.

“They m ght pick sonebody el se,” he concluded. “There’'s a lot at stake. It
woul d be hard to say no.”

She | ooked back at himw th those soft blue eyes, and he wondered whet her he
had [ost his mind. “I understand,” she said.

“I don’t really have a choice in something like this, Mary. There’'s too much
riding onit.”

“I't’s okay. You have to do what you think is right.” Steel in the ribs.
“I"'msorry. The timng isn't very good, is it?”
“You'll be gone two years, you say?”

“I'f I get picked, it would be closer to a year and a half.” He tried a snile
but it didn't work. “If it happens, | can probably arrange space for you. If
you' d want to come.”

She ni bbl ed at the sandwi ch. Considered it. He saw her westle with it. Saw
t hose eyes harden. “Dave, 1'd like to, but I can't just take two years off.”

“I't wouldn’t be two years.”

“Cl ose enough. It would weck nmy career.” She was an instructor in the | aw
school. There was a tear. But she cleared her throat. “No. | just can't do
it.” And there was a nessage there sonewhere, in her voice, in her expression
I"myours if you want ne. But don’t expect ne to hang around.

In that noment, filled with the snell of fresh-brewed coffee and ci nnanon, he
hoped that Hutch woul d pass over him pick soneone el se. But he al so
understood he’'d driven a spike into his relationship with Mary, that whatever
happened now, things would never again be right.

HUTCH CALLED THAT night. “You still want to go?”

“When do we | eave?”

“A week fromtonorrow”

“I"1l be ready.”

“I"'mattaching a folder. It has all the information on the mssion. Wo'll be
there. What we plan to do. If you have any ideas, get back to nme.”

“1 will.”
“Wel cone aboard, David.”

“Thank you. And, Hutch—=



“ Yes ?!!
“Thanks for the assignment.”

He signed off and | ooked out across the |ake. He lived on the North Shore.
Ni ce place, really. Hated to leave it. But he’'d already arranged to sublet.

ARCHI VE
Jack, for planning purposes, we wll assune that we'll be unable to stop the
cloud. The cloud will target the cities. See if you can cone up with a way to

nove the popul ation out into the country, preferably to higher ground, since
they’'re all vulnerable to the ocean. W are going to try to master their

| anguage. To that end, we need recordings. Raw data should be forwarded to the
Khal i fa al -Jahani as soon as it becones avail abl e.

Anyt hi ng you can do w t hout conprom sing the Protocol will help. I'minfornmed
you don’t have lightbenders. W' re sending a shipnent from Broadside, but 1’'d
be grateful if you didn’t wait for their arrival to get started. Find a way to
make t hi ngs happen. Everyone here understands the difficulty that inplies.
Therefore, be advised that your primary objective is to get the job done. If
it becones necessary to set the Protocol aside, this constitutes your
authority to do so.

W al so need you to collect and run anal yses of food sanples. Forward any
i nformati on you can get. What do they eat? Fruit, pizza, whatever. Any ot her
data that night help us get themthrough this.

Time is of the essence. In view of the | ag between Lookout and your other
points of contact, you are free to use discretion

—. M Hutchins
Director, Qperations
March 6, 2234

** Chapter 7

Arlington
Friday, March 7.

HUTCH FOUND A note on her desk, requesting she report to the comm ssioner’s
office i Mmediately on arrival. She found hi mpacki ng. “Heading for Geneva,” he
said. “Right after the nenorial service.”

“What’ s happeni ng?” she asked.

“Political stuff. But they want me there. You'll be acting the rest of the
week. ”

“Ckay.”

He | ooked at her. “That’s it,” he said.
“No special instructions?”

“No. Just use your best judgment.”

SHE' D BEEN H T hard by the | oss of Jane Collins and Terry Drafts. Hutch had
known both, had partied with Jane and risked her neck with Terry. Standing on



the awn by the Mdrning Pool, listening to the tributes, she couldn’t get the
noti on out of her head that both would show up, walk into the niddle of

t hi ngs, and announce it was all a m stake. Maybe if they had found the bodies,
it would have been easier

The conmi ssi oner conducted the event with his usual charm and apl onb. Their
friends and col | eagues recalled fond nmenories of one or the other, and there
was a fair amount of |aughter. Hutch glanced up at the south wall, on which
were engraved the names of all who had lost their lives over the years in the
service of the Acadeny. O, as she'd have preferred to put it, in the service
of humanity. The list was getting |ong.

When her turn to speak cane, she filled up. Tom Call an handed her a gl ass of
wat er but she stood there, shaking her head inpatiently. Poor way for a | eader
to behave. She began by saying that Jane and Terry were good people, and her
friends. “They were bright, and they went to a place that was dark and deadly
and nobody knew. Now we know.

“I"mproud they were ny coll eagues.”

THE HEDGEHOG AND t he cl oud had been on the sanme course, noving at the sane
velocity. The cloud was progranmed to attack objects with perpendicul ars, or
even sharp edges. The hedgehog had been all perpendiculars. If Terry’ s surnise
t hat someone el se was nonitoring the cloud was correct, why do it with a
package designed in that particular way? Wiy not just throw an ordi nary set of
sensors out there?

What was goi ng on?

The two obj ects had been separated by sixty thousand kil oneters. Wy put a
surveil |l ance package in front instead of al ongside? And why so far away?

She nade sone calls. Everybody she could think of who'd been involved with the
onegas. She put the same question to each: WAs it possible that there’ d been
ot her hedgehogs acconpanyi ng ot her clouds? And that they hadn't been observed?

The answers: It was certainly possible. And at sixty thousand klicks, it was
unlikely they'd have been noticed. The research vessels had been intent on the
onegas. It had not been part of the routine to do | ong-range sweeps of the

ar ea.

By midafternoon she was satisfied it was worth an investigation. “Barbara,”
she said, “record transm ssions for Serenity and Broadside.”

“Ready, Ms. Hutchins.”

She | ooked into the imager. “Audrey, Vadim Let’s find out if some of the

ot her clouds have a hedgehog. Assign whoever’s available to take a | ook. Just
nearby stuff. A few sanples. Tell themif they find one, or anything renotely
like it, to stay away fromit. W don’'t want to | ose anybody el se. Let nme know
results ASAP.”

THE VARI QUS WEATHERMAN packages had sighted several nore tewks, for a total of
ten. They were concentrated in two widely separated areas, three near the
CGol den Crescent, four near the Cowbell.

The CGol den Crescent, honme to millions of aging stars, floated over her couch
Great snoky walls fell away to infinity. A class-G doninated the foreground
cl ose enough to illum nate the clock. A lum nous river of gas and dust ran

across the back of the room



She activated the program and three bright objects appeared, one at a tine,
inward fromthe Crescent. One up here, one over there, one down center

Then the image rotated, the Gol den Crescent sank, the vast clouds noved around
the walls, and the three stars |ined up

She had just watched the same process happen with the four tewks at the
Cowbel | . Except that there only three of the four had lined up. But it was
enough.

It was al nost choreographed. And it chilled her

They were no closer to figuring out what was happening than they’ d been when
the first sightings cane in a few weeks earlier. She suspected that, with
Weat her man packages becomi ng operational on a regul ar basis, they were going
to see nore of these things.

She checked the time and shut the program down. Leave it to Harold to figure
out. As acting conmmi ssioner she had nore pressing matters to attend to.

Asqui th had taken her aside after the nenorial. It was her first experience as
t he Acadeny’s chief decision maker, and he had apparently thought better of
his intention to pass along no special instructions. “Don’t make any
decisions,” he'd told her, “other than those directly in line with Acadeny
policy. Anything that requires judgnment, defer it, and I'Il take care of it
when | get back.” He'd | ooked at her, realized what he’'d said, and added, “No
of fense.”

None taken. Asquith was too shallow for her to take his opinion of her
capabilities seriously. The problem of course, was that he wote her
eval uati on.

She pushed it aside, called Rheal Fabrics, and told themto assenble the kite.
They gave her the dinensions it would have while stored, which she added to
t he space requirenents Marge’'s weat her maki ng gear woul d need.

The Lookout nission would require two ships. One would carry Col lingdal e and
his team The other would have to be a freighter, which neant she’d have to
charter it. Oddly, the Collingdale ship was the problem She needed sonet hing
that could transport upward of twenty people, and the only thing avail abl e was
the al -Jahani, currently undergoing a refitting. She’'d have to hurry it al ong.

She’ d briefed Asquith on what she intended to do. “Maybe even worse than the
direct attack by the omega,” she told him “is the aftermath. W don’t know
what it’ll do to the atnosphere. M ght be years before things will grow That
means a possibility of starvation for the natives. We're going to need to send
out relief supplies.”

He' d sighed. “Not our job, Hutch.”

But it would beconme theirs, and they both knew it. \Wen the pictures started
com ng back of starving and dyi ng Goonpahs, the public would get upset, and
the politicians would turn to the Acadery. “Wen it happens,” she’'d told him
“we better be ready.”

Next day he’d announced his Geneva trip. It hardly seened a coinci dence.

The al -Jahani was supposed to | eave Friday. The |ogistics were set, and
Col l'ingdal e and his people were en route. But Jerry Hoskins, the Acadeny’s



chi ef engi neer, had been dubi ous. Not enough tine. The ship was due for a
maj or overhaul, and Hutch wanted to send her on a two-year nission? But he'd
see what he could do. So when Barbara informed her that Jerry was on the
circuit, she got a bad feeling. “Hutch,” he said, “we can't really get her
ready in a few days.”

“How much tinme do you need, Jerry?”

“I'f we drop everything el se—=2”

“ Yes. ”

“Three weeks.”

“Three weeks?”

“Maybe two. But that’s the best we can do.”

“That won’t work. They wouldn't get there in tine. Mght as well not go.” She
had not hing el se avail abl e. Damed stuff was all out in the boondocks. “Wat’s
the worst that can happen if we go through with the | aunch?”

“You nmean Friday?”

“ Yes. ”

“I't mght blow up.”

“You’ re kidding.”

“Of course. But | wouldn't guarantee it’ll get where it’s going.”

“Ckay. No guarantee. Other than that, what are ny chances?”

“I't’ Il probably do fine.”

“Any safety concerns?”

“We’ || do an inspection. Make sure. No, they' Il be okay. They m ght get
stranded. But ot herw se—=

“—No guarantees.”
“—Right.”

“Ckay. Jerry, I'mgoing to send a record of this conversation to Dave
Col lingdale. You informthe captain.”

Col lingdal e hadn’'t come in yet, so she left a message, describing the chief
engi neer’s concerns. She told himreluctantly that it should add sonme spice to
the flight. Then she sighed and headed for the conm ssioner’s office to assune
her new duti es.

HER FI RST APPO NTMENT was with Melanie Toll of Thrill seekers, Inc.

Despite the capabilities of existing technology to create inages that could
not be distinguished fromthe originals, allowi ng virtual face-to-face
conversati ons between peopl e thousands of kilonmeters apart, people with

busi ness propositions still found the personal touch indispensable. Mking the
effort to cross sone geography at personal inconveni ence sent a nmessage about



how seri ous one was.
Serious. And here cane Ms. Toll of Thrill seekers.

Hut ch gazed at her over the vast expanse of Asquith’s desk. (The conm ssioner
i nsi sted she use his office when exercising his function.) She was young,
attractive, tall, quite sure of herself. She wore a gold necklace and a

mat chi ng bracel et, both of which acquired additional sparkle in the sheen of
her auburn hair.

“Nice to meet you, Dr. Hutchins,” she said

“You're giving ne nore credit than | deserve.” Hutch shook her hand, I|istened
to the light tinkle of the gold, and led her to a seat by the coffee table.

They tal ked briefly about weather, traffic, and how | ovely the Acadeny grounds
were. Then Hutch asked what she could do for her visitor

Toll leaned forward, took a projector fromher purse, and activated it. An

i mage appeared of a young couple happily clinbing the side of a nountain.
Bel ow them the cliff fell away five hundred meters. Hutch could see a river
sparkling in the sunlight.

Thrill seekers, Inc., took people on actual and virtual tours around the world
and let themindulge their fantasies. Aside fromdangling fromcliffs, they
rode golly balls along treacherous rivers, rescued beautiful women (or
attractive nmen) fromalligators, nounted horses and fought nock battles wth
bandits in the Sahar a.

The projector displayed all this in enhanced col ors, acconpani ed by an

ent husi astic score, and over-charged titles. Danger for the Connoi sseur. The
Utimate Thrill-Ride. The latter was a wild chase in a damaged flyer pursued
by a nan-eating cl oud.

Morents | ater Hutch was racing down a ski slope, approaching a junp that
seemed to have no bottom “Hold on to Your Socks!” read the streamer. She
couldn’t hel p pushing back into her chair and gripping the arns.

“Well,” said Toll, snapping off the image just before Hutch woul d have soared
out into space, “that’s what we do. Although, of course, you knew that.”

She smirked at Hutch, who, despite herself, was breathing hard. “Of course
Ms. Toll.” Steady yourself. “That's quite a show”

“Thank you. I'mglad you liked it.”
“How can | hel p you?”
“W’re interested in Lookout. The place where the Goonpahs are.”

“Really. In what way?”
“W'’'d like to put it on our inventory.” She crossed one | eg over the other
The wonman oozed sex. Even with no male in the room

Marl a, the commissioner’s secretary, came in with a coffee service and
pastries. She glanced at Hutch to see if she could proceed. Hutch nodded, and
the woman filled two fine china cups and asked if there was anything el se.
There wasn't, so she withdrew. (Asquith didn't use an Al for secretarial

duti es because having a human signified his elite status within the



organi zation. Very few people other than CEGs and heads of state had them But
there was no question that Marla added to the anbi ence.)

“How do you nean,” Hutch asked, “put it on your ‘inventory’?”

“W’'d like to make the experience available to our customers. W' d like them
to be on the ground when the cloud conmes in, watch the assault, feel what it’'s
like.”

“Ms. Toll, Lookout is three thousand |ight-years away. Your custonmers would be
gone for alnost two years. Maybe gone permanently.”

“No, no, no. We don't nmean we’'d literally ship themout. Wat we’'d like to do
is send a couple of our technicians to Lookout to record the attack, get the
sense of what really happens. Then we’d construct an artificial experience.”
She tried the coffee and nodded. It net with her approval. “W think an onega
program woul d do quite nicely.”

“And you' d like perm ssion fromme?” She wondered about that detail. Any world
shown to have sentient life automatically cane under the purview of the Wrld
Council, but its agent in such matters was the Acadeny.

“Perm ssion and transportation,” said Toll.

Her instincts pushed her to say no, but she couldn’'t see a reason to refuse.
“Thrill seekers would have to pay their share of expenses.”

“Cf course.”

“You' d have to agree not to nake contact with the natives. But that shoul dn't
be a problem We'd sinply set you down on the other side of the gl obe.”

She shook her head. “No, Ms. Hutchins. | don’t think you understand. The

natives and their cities are the critical part of the equation. W’'ll want to
record themup close. But | can pronmise we'll stay out of the way. They won't
see us.”

Representatives fromtwo of the major news organi zati ons had appoi ntnments wth
her during the afternoon, and she suddenly realized why they were there. There
was going to be nore of this. Let’s get good shots of the Goonpahs running for
their lives.

“I"'msorry, Ms. Toll, but I don’t think we can do it.”

Her pretty brow furrowed and Hutch saw that she had a vindictive streak. “Wy
not ?” she asked, carefully keeping her voice |evel

Conmon decency, you bl ockhead. “It puts the Protocol at risk.”
“l beg your pardon.” She tried to | ook baffled. “They won't see us.”
“You can’t guarantee that.”

She tried to debate the point. “We'll keep out of the way. No way they' |l know
we're there. Qur people will be in the woods.”

“There’'s also a liability problem” Hutch said. “lI assune you expect these
people to stay during the bonmbardnent.”

“Well, of course. They'd have to stay.”



“That makes us liable for their safety.”
“W' || give you a rel ease.”

“Rel eases have limted value in this kind of case. One of your people doesn't
cone back, his fam ly sues you, and then sues us. The piece of paper isn't
worth a dam in court if it can be shown we willingly transported himinto an
obvi ousl y dangerous situation.”

“Ms. Hutchins, | would be grateful if you could be reasonable.”
“I"'mtrying to be.”

Toll quibbled a bit [onger, decided naybe she needed to talk with the
conmi ssi oner, the real commi ssioner. Then she shook her head at Hutch's
perversity, shook hands politely, and left.

SHE HAD A brief conversation wth maintenance over contracts with suppliers,
then went down to the conference roomfor the conm ssioner’s weekly neeting.
That was usually a scattershot affair, attended by the six departnent heads.
Asqui th was neither a good planner nor a good |listener. There was never an
agenda, although he’'d left one for her this tinme. It was all pretty routine
stuff, though, and she got through it in twenty m nutes.

It didn’t nmention the Goonpahs. “Before | let you go,” she concluded, “you al
know what the situation is at Lookout.”

“The Goompahs?” said the director of personnel, struggling to keep a straight
face.

She didn't see the hunmor. “Frank,” she said, “in Decenber, a lot of themare
going to die. Maybe their civilization with them I|f anybody has an i dea how
we mght prevent that, 1'd like to hear it.”

“I'f we had a little nore tinme,” said Life Sciences, Lydia Wi-Chen, “we could
set up a base on their nmoon. Evacuate them At |east get some of them out of
harm s way.”

Hut ch nodded. “It’s too far. W need nine nonths just to get there.”

“I don't think it’s possible,” said Physics, Wendell MSorley.

“Did you see the pictures from Moonlight?” asked Frank, |ooking around at his
col | eagues. “You have to find a way to stop the cloud. Gtherwi se, it’s bye-bye
baby.”

“There’s nothing we can do about the cloud,” said Wendell

“No magic bullet?” asked Lydia. “Nothing at all?”

“ ’\b. ”

Hut ch described Tom Callan’s idea. Wendell thought there was a possibility it
m ght work. “It would have helped if we’d been out there with it a couple of

years ago, though. W' ve waited until the thing has seen the Goonpahs.”

“The sane thing,” said Hutch, “could happen somewhere el se next nmonth. W need
a weapon.”



“Then we need noney,” said Wendell. “Sonebody has to get serious about the
program” He | ooked dead at her

AND THAT BROUGHT her back to the issue of food and bl ankets for survivors.
She’d like to send nedi cal supplies, too, but saw no quick way to find out
what woul d be useful. So forget the medical stuff. The food would have to be
synt hesi zed, after they’'d di scovered what the natives would eat. But who woul d
do it?

She had Marla put in a call to Dr. Alva. Very busy, they told her. Not

avail able. Who is Priscilla Hutchins again? But ten mnutes later Mrla
infornmed her that Dr. Alva was on the circuit. She | ooked inpressed. “And by
the way,” she added, “your three o' clock is waiting.”

Alva was wearing fatigues and seened to be inside a makeshift |ab. “Wat can |
do for you, Hutch?” she asked. She did not sound annoyed, but there was no
prelimnary talk.

“You know about Lookout, Alva?”

“Only what |1’ve read.”

“They’'re going to get decimted.”

“Are you going to warn then? At |east let them know what’'s comi ng?”

“There’s a mission | eaving next week with |inguists.”

“Well, thank God for that. | don't suppose that means we al ready have people
on the ground who can speak with then®”

“Not yet. We just got there, Alva. But we're trying.”

“I was concerned you’d want to keep hands off. You want ny hel p overturning
t he Protocol ?”

“Actually, that’'s not why | called. W re going to ship supplies to them W
don’t have any sanples yet to work from but as soon as | can get them we're
going to send food and bl ankets. And nedical, if it's feasible. Watever seens
appropriate.”

“CGood. Maybe you'll be able to save sonme of them Wat do you need from nme?”
“Advice. After | get the fornulas, who would be willing to synthesize the
food?”

“Gatis?

“Probably. 1'"'mgoing to try to get the Acadeny to spring for sone cash, but |
have ny doubts.”

“Your best bet is Hollins & Groat. Talk to Eddie Cummins over there.”
“Where' Il | find hin®”

“Call Corporate. Tell himyou talked with ne. That 1’d consider it a persona
favor. In fact, wait until tonmorrow and I’'Il try to reach himand set things

up. You’ ve no idea what you're going to need, right?”

“Not at this point.”



“Ckay. Let me see what | can do. If you don’'t hear fromme, call himtonorrow
afternoon. Your time.”

HER THREE O CLOCK appoi ntnment was with the Rev. CGeorge Christopher, MAD.S.,
S.T.D. He represented the Mssionary Council of the Church of Revelation. H's
group was currently the | argest and nost powerful of the Fundanentali st

organi zations in the NAU

Chri st opher was right out of Nathaniel Hawthorne. Tall, severe, pious, eyes
forever searching the overhead as if communicating with a satellite. The
drawn-out diction that comes fromtoo many years in the pul pit and causes
people to think God has two syllables. He was pale, with a lean jaw and a | ong
nose. He told her how glad he was to neet her, that in his view they needed
some fresh young blood in the Acadeny hierarchy, and he inplied he was tight

wi th Asquith.

In fact, he was. The Church was of course not a donor, but it had influence
over people who were, and it w el ded considerable political clout. The Rev.
Chri st opher was an occasi onal guest at Asquith's retreat on Chesapeake Bay.
“CGood man, M chael,” he said. “He’s done a superb job with the Acadeny.”

“Yes,” she agreed, wondering if there was a special penalty for lying to a man
of the cloth. “He works very hard.”

He settled back in one of the arnthairs, adjusting his long | egs, adjusting
his smle, adjusting his aura. “Ms. Hutchins,” he said, “we are concerned
about the natives on Lookout.” His |lips worked their way around the verb and
the two nouns. “Tell me, is that really the name of the place?”

“No,” she said. “It doesn’t have a designator other than a nunber.”
“Well, however that may be, we are concerned.”
“As are we all, Reverend.”

“Yes. OF course. Are we going to be able to head off the disaster?”

“Probably not. We’re going to try. But it doesn’t look as if we have nuch
chance.”

He nodded, suggesting that was the usual human condition. “W' |l ask our
people to pray.”

“Thank you. W could use a little divine intervention.”

He | ooked up, tracked his satellite, and nodded again. “lI wonder whet her
you' ve ever considered how the cl ouds origi nated? Wo sent then®?”

Her flesh chilled. Wo? Well, whatever. The truth was that hardly a day had
gone by that she hadn’t wondered about it, since that terrible afternoon
thirty years ago when she’d watched the first cloud rip into Delta, rip into
it because she and Frank Carson and the others had carved a few squares to
entice it. And the thing had cone |ike a hound out of hell.

“A lot of good people know what this is about,” he said. “They ve | ooked at
the cl ouds, and they know exactly what is happening.”

“Whi ch is—=2"



“CGod is losing patience with us.”

Hutch didn't really have any comment, so she sinply cleared her throat.
“I know how this sounds to you, Ms. Hutchins—ay | call you Priscilla?”
“Of course.”

“I know how this sounds, Priscilla, but | nust confess that | nyself find it
hard to understand why God woul d have desi gned such an object into the
uni verse.”

“I't may not be a natural object, Reverend.”

“l suppose that’'s possible. It’s hard to see how, but | suppose it could
happen. 1’mnot a physicist, you know.” He said that as if he night easily
have been m staken for one. “Wen you get an answer, please let ne know
Meantinme, | have to tell you what | think it is.”

“And what’'s that?”

“Atest.”

“It's a pretty severe one.”

“There’ ve been pretty severe ones before.”

Wl |, she couldn’t deny that. Wars, fam nes, holocausts. It could be a tough
world. “May | ask how | can hel p you, Reverend?”

“OfF course.” He rearranged his | egs and studi ed her, and she understood he was
maki ng a judgnent about how honest he could be. “You re not a person of faith,
| take it?”

Hutch didn't know. There had been times when she’d alnost felt the presence of
a greater power. There' d been times when things had gotten desperate and she’d
prayed for help. The fact that she was sitting in this office suggested the
prayers night have been answered. Or she might have been lucky. “No,” she said
finally. “It |ooks pretty mechanical out there to ne.”

“Ckay. That’s fair enough. But | want you to consider for a noment what it
means to be a person who believes, who really believes, there is a Creator.
Who bel i eves wi thout question that there is a judgnment, that we will all one
day have to face our Maker and render an accounting of our lives.” H s voice
had taken on a controlled passion. “Think of this life as being only a taste
of what is to come.” He took a deep breath. “Priscilla, do these creatures
know about God?”

For a nonent she thought he was tal king about Acadeny enpl oyees. “The
Goonpahs?” she said. “W don’t have any information on themyet, Reverend.”

He | ooked past her toward the wi ndow, gazing at the curtains. “They face
deci mation, and they probably do not have the consol ati on of knowing there is
a loving God.”

“They mght argue that if they had a | oving God they woul dn’t be facing
deci mation.”

“Yes,” he said. “You would think that way.”



She wondered where this was going. “Reverend Christopher,” she said, “it’s
hard to see what we can do about their religious opinions.”

“Priscilla, think about it a monent. They obviously have souls. W can see it
in their buildings. In their cities. And those souls are in jeopardy.”

“At the monent, Reverend, |'mnore worried about their bodies.”

“Yes, I"'msure.” Note of synpathy. “You'll understand if | point out there’'s
far nore to lose than sinply one’'s earthly life.”

She resisted pointing out that the Goonpahs had no earthly life. “OF course.”
“It’s strictly short-term”

“Nevert hel ess—

“I want to send a few missionaries. VWiile there's still time.” H's manner
remai ned cal mand matter-of-fact. He m ght have been suggesting they have a
few pizzas delivered. “1I know you don’t agree with all this, Priscilla. But

I’ masking you to trust ne.”

“The Protocol prevents it, Reverend.”

“These are special circunstances.”

“That’s true. But there’'s no provision, and | have no authority to override.”
“Priscilla. Hutch. They call you Hutch, don't they?”

“My friends do, yes.”

“Hutch, 1’ m asking you to show sonme courage. Do the right thing.” He | ooked on
the verge of tears. “If need be, the Church will back you to the hilt.”

Right. That's exactly what the CGoonpahs need right now, to hear about hellfire
and damation. “lI’msorry, Reverend.” She got up, signaling the end of the
interview “lI wish | could help.”

He got to his feet, clearly disappointed. “You mght want to talk this over
with Mchael .”

“H's hands woul d be tied al so.”

“Then 1’1l have to go to a higher authority.” She wasn’t sure, but the |ast

two words sounded capitalized.

JOSH KEPPLER REPRESENTED I sl and Specialties, Inc., a mgjor player in
conmuni cati ons, banking, entertainnent, and retailing. Plus probably a few
other areas Hutch didn’'t recall at the nonent.

Anyone who sought an appointment with the director of operations was required
to state his business up front. She assumed the comm ssioner ran things the
same way, but if so, he hadn’t passed the information along. It was beconing a
| ong day, and she couldn’t imagi ne anything Keppler would have to say that she
was interested in hearing.

“Costune jewelry,” he said.

“l beg your pardon?”



“The Goompahs wear a lot of costume jewelry. It | ooks pretty good. Sort of
early Egyptian.”

“I"'msorry. | don't think I"'mfollow ng you.”

“The original stuff would be worth enornous noney to collectors.”

“Why? Nobody’s interested in what the Noks wear.”

“Nobody |ikes the Noks. People |ove the Goonpahs. O at least they will after
we | aunch our canpaign. And anyhow, the Goonpahs are going to get decinated.
That provides a certain nostal gia. These things are going to be instant
relics.”

Keppl er wore a white jacket and sl acks, and he had a nustache—facial hair was
just com ng back into style after a | ong absence—that did nothing for him Add
cl ose-set dark eyes, hair neatly parted down the center of his skull, and a
forced smle, and he | ooked Iike an inconpetent con man. O a failed |othario.
Care to swing by nmy quarters tonight, sweetie?

“So Island Specialties is going to—=2"

“MWe're sending a ship out. It’|Il be leaving in about a week. Don't worry.

W' || take care of everything, and we'll stay out of the way.” He was carrying
a folder, which he opened and laid before her. “This constitutes official

notification. As required by |law.”

“Let me understand this,” she said. “You' re sending a ship to Lookout. And
you're going to—=

“—Po sone trading.”
“Why not just reproduce the jewel ry? You know exactly what it |ooks like.”

“Aut henticity, Ms. Hutchins. That’s what gives it value. Each piece will cone
with a certificate of origin.”

“You can't do it.” She pushed the document back across the desk w thout a
gl ance.

“Why not ?”

“First of all, Lookout is under Acadeny auspices. You need perm ssion to do
this.”

“We didn't think there’d be a probl em about that.”

“There is. Secondly, it would be a violation of the Protocol.”

“W’re willing to accept that.”

“What do you nean?”

“We don’t think it would stand up in court. The Protocol has never been
tested, Ms. Hutchins. Way woul d anyone suppose the Court of the Hague has

jurisdiction out around Al pha Centauri?”

Wl l, he was probably right there. Especially if the Acadeny granted de facto
rights by accepting his notification. “Forget it,” she said.



Keppler tried to smle at her, but only his lips noved. “Ms. Hutchins, there
woul d be a considerable financial advantage for the Acadeny.” He canted his
head to I et her know that Island Specialties was prepared not only to buy off
t he Acadeny, but her as well.

“Makes ne wonder,” she said, “if the cloud doesn’'t constitute one of the
CGoonpahs’ | esser probl ens.”

H s expression continued to inply he was trying hard to be her friend. He
grinned at her little joke. Flicked it away harm essly to show he hadn’t taken
of fense. “Nobody will get hurt,” he said. “And we’ll all do very nicely.”

“M. Keppler, if your people go anywhere near Lookout, we’'ll act to defend our
prerogatives.”

“And what precisely does that mean?”

“Show up and find out.” In fact, she knew that Island would not be able to get
a superlum nal for that kind of voyage unless they could show Acadeny
approval, or at |east Acadeny indifference.

THE COVM SSI ONER CONSI DERED public relations his primary responsibility. Eric
Samuel s, his PR director, routinely scheduled a press conference every Friday
afternoon at four. Shortly before the hour she heard his cheery hello to
Marla, then he rolled into the office, bubbly and full of good cheer,
affecting to be surprised to find Hutch behind the desk, and did a joke about
how t he conmi ssi oner had never | ooked better

He wanted her to sign off on a couple of press releases on matters of no rea
concern. She was surprised he didn't have the authority to handle themon his
own. One of the world s top physicists was scheduled to visit the Acadeny the
foll ow ng week, and Eric wanted to make it an Event. Several new artifacts
were going on display in the George Hackett Wng of the library. (That one
brought a twinge. Thirty years ago George had stolen her heart and lost his
life.) There was al so an announcenent of new software being installed

t hr oughout the Acadeny buildings to nake themfriendlier to visitors.

“Ckay,” she said, signing with a flourish. She liked the feeling of power it
brought. “CGood.”

“Did Mchael |eave anything for me?” he asked. “You know, the CGoonpahs?
They’' Il be all over ne today about Lookout.” Eric was tall, and would have
been quite good-I|ooking had he been able to convey the inpressi on sonebody was
hone. The truth was that he wasn’t vacuous, but he did | ook that way.

“No,” she said. “Mchael didn't |eave anything. But | have sonething for you.”

“Ch?” He | ooked suspicious, as if she were about to hand himan assi gnment.
“What' s that?”

She activated the projector and a Goonpah appeared in the niddle of the
office. “Her name’s Tilly.”

“Real | y?”

“Well, no. Actually we don’t know what her name is.” She changed the picture,
and they were in one of the streets of the city with the tenple. Goonpahs were
ever ywhere. Behind shop counters, standing around tal king, riding beasts that
were simultaneously ugly and attractive (like a bulldog, or a rhino). Little



Goonpahs ran scream ng after a bouncing ball
“Marvel ous,” he said.

“Aren’t they?”

“How nuch of this stuff do we have?”

She shut the sound off, extracted the disk, and held it out for him “As mnuch
as your clients could possibly want.”

“Yes,” he said. “The networks' Il |love it.”

More than that, she thought. If the public reacted the way Hutch knew t hey
woul d, it would become politically very difficult for the government to decide
t he Goompahs were nore trouble than they were worth and sinply abandon t hem

AT THE END of the day, she wandered down to the |lab. Harold was in his office,
getting ready to |l eave. “Anything nore on the tewks?” she asked.

“Well,” he said, “we do have another one.”
“Real | y?”

“I'n the Cowbell again.”

“Still no star it could have been?”

“This was already Iit when the package went operational. And we don't have a
good picture of the area beforehand, so we really don’'t know. But it’s a tewk.
The spectrogramis right. Incidentally, one of the ol der ones shut down.”

“ O(ay. ”

“The one that shut down: W don’t know how long it was active because we don’t
know when it first began. M ght have been a couple of weeks before the package
started operating.” He tugged at his jacket, as though a piece of lint were
hangi ng on. Finally, he gave up. “There’ s sonething odd about that, too. About
the way they switch off.

“Usually, a true nova will fade out. Maybe conme back to life a couple tinmes in
any given cycle. Burn some nore. But these things—= He | ooked for the right
word. “When they’'re done, they’'re done. They go off, and nobody hears from

t hem agai n.”

“Li ke a light going out?”

“Yes. Exactly like that.” He frowned. “Is it cold out?”

Hut ch hadn’t been outside since norning. “Don’t know,” she said.

“There’s sonething el se.” He | ooked pl eased, puzzled, anused. “The clouds tend
to run in waves.”

“dd news, Harold.”

“Sonetines they don’t, but the ones we’ ve seen usually do. Now, what’s

i nteresting, we've detected some clouds near the tewks. If we assune they are
al so running in waves, then at |east four of the tewks, and naybe all of them
happened al ong wave fronts.”



She | ooked at him trying to understand the inplications. “You're telling ne
these are all attacks? W' re watching worlds get bl own up?”

“No.” He shook his head. “Nothing like that. There's far too nmuch energy being
expended for that kind of scenario. Al I'"msaying is what | said: Werever
one of these expl osions has happened, we’'re pretty sure a cloud has been
present.”

“No idea as to what’s going on?”

“Well, it’s always hel pful when you can connect things. It elimnnates
possibilities.” He smled at her, alnost playfully. “I was wandering through
the Georgetown Gallery last night.” He was checking his pockets for sonething.
A oves. Wiere were his gloves? “I got to thinking.” He found themin a desk

drawer, frowned, wondering how they could have gotten there, and put them on
He seened to have forgotten the Georgetown Gallery.

“And—=2" pronpted Hutch.

“What was | sayi ng?”

“The Georgetown Gallery.”

“Ch, yes. | have an idea what the omegas m ght be.”
She caught her breath. Gve it to ne. Tell ne.

“It’s only an idea,” he said. He glanced at the tine and tried to push past
her. “Hutch, I'mlate for dinner. Let me think about it some nore and 1’|l get
back to you.”

She seized his arm “Woa, Harold. You don’t drop a line like that and wal k
of f. Have you really figured it out?”

“Gve me a few days. | need to do sone math. Get nore data. If | can find what
I"mlooking for, 1I'll show you what they m ght be.”

LI BRARY ENTRY

“CGo, therefore, and teach all nations.” The requirement laid on us by the
Cospels is no longer as clear as it once was. Do the creatures we cal
Goonpahs constitute a nation in the biblical sense? Are they, |ike ourselves,
spiritual beings? Can they be said to have soul s?

For the third tine in recent years, we are facing the issue of an
extraterrestrial intelligence, beings that seemto have a noral sense, and

m ght therefore qualify as children of God. To date, we have del ayed, | ooked
t he other way, and avoided the question that is clearly being put to us: Was
the crucifixion a unique event? Does it apply only to those born of
terrestrial mothers? O has it application on whatever worlds the children of
Adam may visit?

What precisely is our responsibility? It is no easy question, and we mnust
confess we find no ready answer in the scriptures. W are at a crossroad. And
whi l e we oursel ves consider how to proceed, we would rem nd those ultinmately
tasked with the decision, who have del ayed nore than thirty years since the
first discovery on |Inakadeneri, that failure to act is a decision. The cloud
i s bearing down on the Goonpahs, while we bide our tine. The entire Christian
conmunity is watching. And it is probable that whatever precedent is set in



these next few months will determine the direction of mssionary efforts well
into the future. If indeed we determ ne that the CGospels are not applicable
off Earth, we should so state, loudly and clearly, along with the reasons why.
If, on the other hand, they do apply, then we should act. And quickly. The
clock is running.

—€hristianity Today
April 2234

** Chapter 8

Uni on Space Stati on.
Friday, March 14.

HUTCH SAT QUI ETLY in the back of the briefing roomwhile Collingdale talked to
his people. There were twenty-five of them xenol ogists, sociologists,

mat hemat i ci ans, and technicians. And, primarily, a team of twelve |anguage
speci alists, whose job it would be to interpret the raw data sent back by the
Jenkins crew, and to becone proficient in basic Goonpah.

The Khalifa al-Jahani was visible through the viewports. It was one of the
Acadeny’ s ol der ships, and she recalled the engineer’s cautions with

m sgi vi ngs. Probably be okay, but no guarantees. Collingdale had not been
happy. But he’'d accepted the reality of their position, and they'd passed the
i nformation on to the volunteers. None had opted out.

He was telling themthat he planned to break new ground and he was pl eased to
have themw th him

“I"ve asked the Jenkins to get as nmany recordings as possible,” she’'d told
Collingdale earlier in the day. “They’'re going to plant A/V pickups wherever
they can. |1’ve advised themto get the data and not worry too nmuch about the
Protocol unless the natives prove hostile. In which case they're just going to
hunker down until you get there.”

“I'f they turn out to be hostile,” Collingdale had said, “I doubt we'll be able
to do nuch for them”

That had brought up the question of equipnent. How many pickups did the
Jenkins group have to work with? It couldn’t be many. They’ d been doing
routi ne survey work and, in the ordinary course of things, had little use for
recordi ng devices. They'd have to jury-rig sone spare parts. In any case,
there wouldn't be nore than a handful

She’ d ordered a shipnent sent over to the Jenkins, along with sone

i ght benders, including a capital unit that could be used to conceal their
| ander. None of that, however, would arrive for weeks. So it would be left,
for the time being, to Jack Markover’s inmagi nati on. She knew Markover, and
could think of no one she’d rather have in the present position

Col l'ingdal e had already tal ked individually with his team nenbers, of course
But this was the first tinme they’'d all been together. She was pl eased to see
that he refused to use the term Goonpahs.

That had rai sed the question of a proper reference. Had it been visible from
Earth, Lookout woul d have been | ocated in Draco. But Draconians woul d never
do. They were close to the Dunbbell Nebula but that didn’'t help nmuch either
In the end, knowi ng she had no control over the matter, hearing the nedia
goi ng on endl essly about Goonpahs, she put it aside. It was already too |late.



Col lingdal e finished his prelimnary remarks, which consisted nostly of an
orientation and wel come aboard. He invited themto get ready to depart, but
asked the linguists to stay a noment. They were, to Hutch’s mnd, the heart
and soul of the operation. And she was pleased to see a substantial |evel of
ent husi asm

Judy Sternberg would be their director. Judy was an Israeli, a specialist in
the intersection between | anguage and culture, and a born | eader. He

i ntroduced her, and she said all the right things. Proud to be working with
them An opportunity to make a major contribution. She knew they' d perform
adm rabl y.

Judy was no taller than Hutch, but she had presence. “Ladies and gentl enen,”
she concl uded, “we are going to rescue the Goonpahs. But first we are going to
beconme Goonpahs.”

So much for getting rid of the term nol ogy. She wi shed Jack Markover had cone
up with sonething else on those initial transm ssions.

Col l'i ngdal e thanked Judy and shook her hand. “While we’'re en route to
Lookout,” he told the Iinguists, “we are going to break into their |anguage.
W are going to master it. And when we get there we are going to warn the

natives what’'s coming. W' ll help them evacuate their cities and head for the
hills.” He allowed hinself a smle at the expression. “And we are going to
help them If it comes to it, we may be with them W' Il do what is necessary

to save their rear ends.”

One of themraised a hand. Hutch recognized himfromthe mani fest as Val entino
Scarpello, from Venice. “How,” he asked, “are we going to do this? Wiy would
t hey believe us?”

Val entino had a dazzling smle and | eadi ng-man features. Half the wonen in the
group were already drooling in his direction

“By the tinme we arrive on the scene,” Collingdale said, “the cloud will be
hangi ng over their heads. | don’t think it’ll be hard to persuade anyone.”

That brought appl ause. Soneone had hung on the bul khead a picture of a
Goonpah, with its saucer eyes and | arge vacuous smle. They were pets, and the
Acadeny peopl e, and maybe the whole world, were adopting them

“I't mght be,” he added, “that we won’t need to hide behind the disguises.
Hut ch back there—Hutch, would you stand a nonment please?—Hutch i s doi ng what

she can to get us past the Protocol. It's possible that, by the time we get to
Lookout, we’'ll be able to walk in, say hello, and suggest that everybody just
get out of town. But however that plays out, we will not stand by and watch
themdie.”

Mor e appl ause.
“Thank you.” He exuded confi dence.

When the |inguists had gone up the ranp to the al-Jahani, she took Collingdal e
and Judy aside. “I appreciate your spirit,” she said. “But nobody stays on the
ground when the onega gets there.” She | ooked both in the eye. “W are not
going to | ose anyone out there. You guys understand that?”

“I was speaking metaphorically,” said Collingdale. “W’' || take care of them?”
He | ooked at Judy for confirmati on and Judy gazed at Hutch



“Don’t worry,” she said. “W won't let anything |ike that happen.”

Then they were shaki ng hands. Good-bye. Good |uck. See you in a couple of
years. Hugs all around.

She was thinking about Thrill seekers, Inc., and the Church of Revel ation, and
I sland Specialties. Yesterday there'd been four nore, a clothing retailer who
wanted to bring back sonme of the natives to use as nodels for a new |line of
Goonpah fashions (“—and we’'d save the lives of the nmpodels, don't forget

that —=) which, incidentally, |ooked not very much like the originals; a
representative fromthe nedia giants, who were demandi ng an opportunity to
record the destruction; a games marketer who wanted to devel op a gane that
woul d be call ed Orega; and an executive from Karman-H ghsnith who wanted to
send a crew to get location shots for a simthat was already in the works.
Maj or peopl e invol ved.

Col l'ingdal e i ngered whil e Judy boarded. Then he | ooked down into her eyes.
“Wsh you were com ng?”

“No,” she said. “lI’ve gotten too old for this sort of thing.”

VWH LE WAI TI NG FOR departure, she checked in with ops and got the | atest status
report fromthe Jenkins. It was a week old, of course, the tine needed for
hyperlight traffic to reach her from Lookout. That was anot her mi stake,

al l owi ng the nane Lookout to get around. It had becone a joke for |ate night
conedi ans, as well as a predictor of disaster. She saw now that they should
have gotten on top of that right away. Should have given the sun a nane,

somet hing |i ke Chayla, and then they could have called the world Chayla I1I1
And the inhabitants woul d have becone Chaylans. Al very dignified. But it was
too late for that. It was her fault, but a smart Acadeny public relations
section woul d have picked up on it right away.

There was not hing new fromthe Jenkins. They were still debating how best to
go down and | ook around. She didn’t envy Jack, who had some tough decisions in
front of him The ops officer pressed his earphones and signaled her to wait.
He |istened, nodded, and | ooked up. “Conmi ssioner on the circuit for you,

ma’ am”

That was a surprise. “I’'Il take it in the conference room” she said.

He was seated on the deck of a yacht, a captain's cap pulled | ow over his
eyes. “Just thought I’'d check in,” he said. “How are we doi ng?”

“Fine. | see you didn't quite make Geneva.”

He smiled innocently. “WII the al-Jahani get away on schedul e?”

“Yes, sir. They're packed and ready to go.” She paused. “Why?”

“Why do | want to know about the al-Jahani?”

“Why run me through the parade?”

“I thought it would be a good idea if you | earned why there’s a Protocol.”
She sat down. “You made your point.”

“Good. Hutch, it’s not just the CGoonpahs. We're tal king about a precedent. |f
we break it at Lookout, wherever we find anyone we' |l be baptizing, selling



notorized carts, and dragging critters back to performin circuses. You
under st and?”

“You really think that woul d happen?”
“It’s hard to see howit wouldn’t. | take it you told themno deal.”

“Al'l except the media. They're getting limted access. But not on the ground.
How d you know?”

“I"ve already heard runblings of formal protests. Good. |I’m proud of you.”

She’ d al ways thought of Asquith as a man who’'d avoid a fight at any cost.
“What chance do you think they have, M chael ? The protests.”

“Zero to poor. Unless you give the gane away.”

SHE JUST M SSED a flight to Reagan and, rather than wait three hours, she
caught one to Atlanta, and then took the glide train to D.C. Just south of
Ri chnmond they ran into a snowstorm the first in that area in ten years or
nore. It got progressively heavier as the train noved north.

It was |late evening by the time she reached hone, descending onto the | anding
pad through a blizzard. Tor was waiting on the porch

She got out of the taxi and hurried through the storm The door swung open
and he handed her a hot chocolate. “Well,” he said, “did we get everybody off
safely for Goonpah country?”

“l hope so. How s Maureen?”
“Asl eep. She missed her nmonmy. | don’t think she likes the way | read Ceorge.”
That was a reference to George Mnk, the garrul ous chinp.

The hot chocol ate was good. Inside, he had a blazing fire going. She set the
cup down and shook the snow off her jacket.

“It’s all over the networks,”
your chances.”

he said. “The tal ki ng heads don’t think nuch of
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“They’'re probably right.” She was about to sit when the house Al (nanmed for
the chinmp, or maybe it was the other way round) sounded the chine that
i ndi cated an incom ng call.

“Who is it, Ceorge?” Tor asked.

“Acadeny watch officer. For Hutch.”

“That’ s odd,” she said. “I can't imagi ne what that would be about.” Actually
she coul d: Her first thought was that the al-Jahani had devel oped a probl em
al r eady.

Jean Kilgore's face appeared on-screen. “Hutch?”

“Yes. What do you have, Jean?”

“I wanted to let you know Harold is in the hospital. Apparently it’'s serious.

She needed a monent to understand. “Wat happened?” she asked. “How is he?”



“Heart attack. They took himto Georgetown. It happened this afternoon.”
“Do you have anything on his condition?”

“No, ma’am Only what | told you.”

“Ckay.”

“He went hone early. Said he wasn't feeling well.”

“Thanks, Jean.” She was headed toward her closet for a fresh jacket.

“Jenny Kil born says he’s been on heart nedication for years.”
“Yes,” she said. “I know.”

“But they didn't think it was that serious. If he was having trouble, he

doesn’'t seemto have told anyone. Jenny tal ked with sonmebody at the hospital
O maybe the police. I'"mnot sure which. They said his neighbor couldnt get
her front door open because of the snow. He went over to help her dig out.”

Great. GQuy with a heart condition. “Thanks, Jean.” She’'d have to change her
shoes. “Ceorge, get ne a cab. And connect me with that aunt of his, the one
who lives in Weaton.”

SHE COULDN T GET through to the aunt, whom she’'d net once, years before. She
was, as far as Hutch knew, Harold s only relative in the area. But the traffic
director informed her she was offline. Apparently one of those people who did
not carry a commink. Well, Hutch could understand it. If she ever got clear
of the Acadeny, she’'d think about ditching hers.

Al attenpts to get information from Georgetown al so went nowhere. “He’'s been
admtted,” the hospital told her. “Other than that we don’t have anything at
the nmoment.”

Twenty mnutes after |eaving Wodbridge she settled onto the roof of the
Ceorgetown Medical Center. She clinbed out, nmonentarily | ost her bal ance on
t he snow covered ranp, and hurried down to the emergency roomreceiving desk.

The aunt was there, standing in a small circle of worried-I|ooking peopl e.
M1l dred. Her eyes were red.

Hut ch introduced herself. MIdred smled weakly, stifling tears. There was

al so a femal e cousin, a neighbor, a clergyman, and Charlie WIson, one of the
people fromthe lab. “How is he?” she asked.

Charlie | ooked steadily at Hutch and shook his head.
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** Chapter 9

Arlington.
Sat urday, March 15.

HAROLD NEVER REGAI NED consci ousness, and was pronounced dead at 4:32 A M

Hutch was still there when the word cane, trying to provide what support she
could to MIdred and the cousin. She notified the |ab watch officer and
listened while the doctor said he was sorry, there was really nothing they
coul d have done.

He was 106. M Idred explained that the doctors had wanted to give hima
synthetic heart a few years back, but he' d refused. She wondered why. He'd
al ways seened rational. And he had everything to live for: He seemed content
with his work and was respected around the worl d.

“He was alone,” MIdred said. Tears | eaked out of her eyes. She | ooked

rel atively young, but she was Harold' s aunt so she, too, was past the century
mar k.

Hut ch cane out of the hospital under a sky still dark and col d, wondering why
she hadn’t seen it coming, why she hadn't stepped in. She’'d never invited him
to the house. Not once. Despite the fact they' d eaten lunch countless tines,
that she’d confided in himwhen she’d gotten frustrated with the job. And he’'d
al ways told her to cal mdown, everything would be okay. It’'Il pass. It was his
favorite line. BEverything passes.



Tor’s parents lived in Britain, and her own father was | ong dead. Harold woul d
have nade a superb substitute grandfather for Maureen, if Hutch had only
known. Had only thought.

So she stood in the access station, watching the last few flakes drifting
across the rooftop. Probably w ndbl own, she decided, suspecting the snow had
stopped. Banks of the stuff were piled up around the |andi ng pads.

Harol d gone. It was hard to believe.

Her |ink sounded. It was Tor. “Wat’s happening?”

“W lost him”

“I"'msorry.”

“About a half hour ago.”

“You okay?”
“Yes. |"mon ny way home now. ”
“All right. I'll have sonme breakfast waiting.”

“No. Nothing for me, thanks. |I’'mnot hungry.”

A taxi descended, a wonman got out, and Hutch’s conmlink sounded, alerting her
it was her cab. She clinbed in, and the harness descended on her. And the

t hought she’d been pushing aside for the last two hours settled in beside her
Harol d, what are the onegas?

A medical unit drifted down onto the far end of the roof, where the energency
pad was | ocated. She gave the taxi her address and settled back

It lifted off, turned south, and picked up speed toward the Potomac.

SHE USUALLY WORKED a hal f day Saturdays, especially when things were
happeni ng, which was pretty much all the tinme. She’d been at her desk |ess
than an hour when the report came in. The Gallardo had inspected a cloud out
near Al pha Cassi opei ae and found anot her hedgehog. The circunstances were the
same: It was out front, same course, sanme velocity. Six and a half kiloneters
in diameter. Prelimnary scan suggested it was an identical object. The only
thing different was its range fromthe cloud, only fifteen thousand klicks.

The two sites were hundreds of |ight-years apart.

She’ d barely digested the information when the watch officer called with nore.
The I ocal cloud had one too. Again it was identical in everything except
range, which was forty-two hundred kil ometers. Even the spines were set in an
identical pattern. As if the objects had cone out of the sane nold. There was
some m nor damage, probably caused by collisions.

It | ooked harnl ess.

She sat several minutes studying the images and went down to the lab. Harold' s
of fice was enpty, but Charlie WIlson was there, and a few of the technicians.
It had been Hutch’s experience that bosses are rarely |oved, and whatever the
enpl oyees night say, there was inevitably a sigh of relief when they noved on
Even when the novenment was to a better world. But everyone had |iked Harol d.
And the nood in the | ab was genui nely depressed.



“You know why we needed hin?” Charlie told her after she’d sat down to share a
gl ass of pineapple juice. “He was as big as any of the people who try to

shoul der their way to the equi prent. Which meant he could say no. He could
keep things orderly. Wo's going to refuse tine on the systens now to
Stettberg? O to Mdganbo?”

“You will, Charlie,” she said. “And I’'1l back you up.” He | ooked doubtful, but
she smled. “You Il do fine. Just don't show any hesitation. You tell them no
that’'s it. Let themknow we'll call themif we get available tine. Then thank

them kindly and get off the circuit.”
He took a long pull at the juice wi thout saying anything.

“Charlie.” She changed her tone so he’'d see the subject was closed. “I want to
talk with you about the omegas.”

“ O(ay. ”

“Last week, Wednesday, | think, Harold told me he thought he knew what they
were.”

Charlie tilted his head, surprised. The reaction was di sappoi nting. She'd
hoped Harol d had confided in him “He didn't say anything to you?”

“No, Hutch. If he had any ideas, he kept themto hinself.”

“You're sure.”

“OfF course. You think I'd forget sonmething like that?” Harold s office was
vi si bl e through a pane of gl ass. The desk was heaped wi th paper, disks,
magazi nes, books, and el ectronic gadgets. Waiting for soneone to clear them
away, box them and ship them hone. “I just don't know what he was thinking,
Hutch. But | can tell you one thing you mght not know.”

“What's that, Charlie?”

“W matched the tewks with the omegas. Wth the waves. Or at least with the
pl aces where the waves should be if they' re consistent.”

“He told ne that. So there’s a connection.”

“Apparently.”

And two of themw th hedgehogs. Did all the clouds have hedgehogs? “Charlie,”
she said, “these objects that we’ ve spotted running in front of the omegas:
They seemto be booby traps. Bombs. Is it possible that what you ve been
seei ng i s hedgehogs expl odi ng?”

“No.” He shook his head.

“How can you be sure?”

“Did you |l ook at the pictures fromthe Heffernan?”

Hutch hadn’t. She’d read the report.

“The expl osion that destroyed the Quagnor—s that right? | keep hearing two

di fferent nanes for the ship—s nothing |ike what we see when one of the tewks
goes off. It’s on the order of difference between a firecracker and a nuke.”



“Ckay,” she said. “Just a thought.”

THEY WVENT | NTO Harol d’s office and | ooked through the stacks of docunents. But
not hi ng presented itself as particularly relevant. “Charlie,” she said, “I
need you to go over everything he was working on. See if you can find anything
new on the clouds. O the tewks.”

“ (](ay. ”
“Let me know if you find something.”

“Actually,” he said, “we’ve already started.” Charlie was tall and rangy, wth
sandy hair and clear blue eyes. Unlike nmost of the researchers who cane to the
Acadeny, Charlie kept hinself in decent physical condition. He played
basketball with his kids on weekends, swam an hour a day in the Acadeny pool
and pl ayed occasional tennis. He | acked his boss's brilliance, but then so did
pretty much everybody el se.

“Ckay,” she said. “Stay with it. Let me know if anything turns up.” She
started to | eave but stopped short. “Wat about the nova patterns, Charlie?
Anyt hi ng new on those?”

“You mean, about the way they line up?’ He shook his head. “Maybe if nore of

them get sighted, we’'ll have a better idea. But | think the notion there's a
pattern is an illusion.”
“Real ly. Way?”

“They tend to bunch up in a relatively small space. \Wen that happens, you can
al nost always rotate the viewpoint and get a pattern.”

“ O’]. ”

“And the sightings are probably confined to those two areas not because that’s
the only places they are, but because we don’t have that nany packages up yet
and functioning. Gve it time. There will probably be nore. If there are, |
think you'll see the patterns go away.”

LI BRARY ENTRY
Har ol d Tewksbury

H s achi evenents over an ei ghty-year career have been adequately
chronicled el sewhere. He is one of the fortunate few whose work will survive
his [ifetime. But that is also on the record el sewhere. Wiat nmattered to ne
was his essential decency, and his sense of hunor. Unlike many of the giants
in our world, he was never too busy to talk to a journalist, never too busy to
lend a hand to a friend. It is entirely fitting that he died hel ping a
nei ghbor .

Everyone who knew him feels the loss. W are all poorer this norning.
—€ar ol yn Magr uder

UNN br oadcast
Sunday, March 16, 2234

** Chapter 10



Uni on Space Stati on.
Sunday, March 16.

TWCE TO THE Wheel in a weekend.

Standing with Julie Carson, the ship’s captain, Hutch watched the people from

Rheal Fabrics pack the kite onto the Hawksbill. Eight |arge cylinders, each
nore than thirty nmeters in diameter and nmaybe half again as |ong, were cl anped
to the hull. These were described on the nmanifest as chi meys. They were, in

fact, rainmakers. Four |anders had been stored in the cargo bays, along with
an antique helicopter whose hull was stenciled CANADI AN FORCES. There was al so
an AV3 cargo hauler; a shuttle reconfigured to accommodate an LCYC proj ect or
like the big ones used at Offshore and ot her nmjor theme parks; a half dozen
punps; and | engths of hose totaling several kiloneters. A second LCYC was

al ready mounted on the underside of the ship.

The Hawksbill was not part of the Acadeny fleet; it was a |l arge cargo carrier
on loan from a maj or shipping company whi ch had donated it for the current
project with the understanding that they would get all kinds of good
publicity. Plus sone advantages in future Acadeny contracts. Plus a tax break

Like all ships of its class, it wasn't designed to haul passengers, and was in
fact limted to a pilot plus two. O three, in an emergency.

The workers from Rheal were in the after cargo hold, running a fina
i nspection on the kite before closing the doors. A cart carrying |uggage
appeared on the ranmp and clicked through the main airlock. “Dave Collingdal e

will direct the operation,” Hutch was expl aining. “Anything that has to do
with the Hawksbill, you're in charge. Kellie will be there with the Jenkins.
Do you know her? Yes? Good. She'll be switching places with you so you can

hel p Marge get the rai nmakers set up.”

“Whi ch neans,” said Julie, “that she’ll be taking the Hawksbill out to play
tag with the onmega?”

“ Yes. ”
“Ckay,” she said. “Watever you guys want.”

Julie was an Acadeny pilot, about the same age Hutch had been when she’d taken
her first superlum nal out of the solar system She'd had her license for a
year, but she’d already acquired a reputation for conpetence.

Hutch felt a special kinship with her. She was the daughter of Frank Carson
who had dodged the lightning with her during their original encounter at
Del t a.

She was tall, like her father, same mlitary cut, brown eyes, her nother’'s red
hair. She also had her nother’s conviction that there was no situation she
could not handle. It was one of the reasons Hutch had offered her the
assignment. She was facing a long tine away with a linted social life, but it
was a career-enhancing opportunity and a chance to show what she could do. The
ot her reason was that she could pilot the AV3 haul er

One of her passengers appeared at the top of the ranp. Avery Witl ock was one
of a long line of philosophical naturalists who had come to prom nence
originally in the nineteenth century with Darwin and Thomas Huxl ey, and
continued with Loren Eiseley, Stephen Jay Gould, and Esther Gold. He had
silver hair, a long nose, and a timd snile. He was a black nan, had grown up
with all the aristocratic advantages, gone to the right schools, nixed with



the right people. But he had a populist talent that shone through his work,
and made himthe nost widely read scientific witer of his era. Eventually,
Hut ch knew, he woul d produce a history of the attenpt to rescue the Goonpahs.
Succeed or fail, Witlock liked the human race and woul d ensure that it, and
t he Acadeny, got just due for the effort it was making.

He | ooked out at the ship, and Hutch saw his jaw drop a bit. “It’s a
behermoth,” he said. “Really only roomfor two of us?”

Hut ch grinned and shook his hand. “Good to see you, Wit. And actually, if you
count the captain, it holds three.” She introduced himto Julie, who surprised
her by commenting that she was famliar with Wiitlock’s work. “I especially
liked The OM and the Lanp,” she said. Whitlock beanmed, and Hutch saw again
that there was no quicker way to a witer’s heart than by expressing
admiration for his work.

Julie had her own views, it turned out, about avian evolution. Hutch |istened
for a couple of mnutes, then pointed out that it was getting late. “O
course,” said Julie.

“You' Il have plenty of time on the flight,” she added.

“I had no idea,” Whitlock said, returning his gaze to the ship, “that it would
be so big.”

“It’s pretty much all storage space,” said Julie. “Living quarters are on the
top deck.” A line of viewports was visible. “Mst of the rest of it has no
life support.”

“I'ncredi ble. What are we carryi ng?”
“Some rainnakers and a kite,” said Hutch

Mar ge Conway showed up nonents |later. She was a big wonan, a onetine ballet
dancer, though Hutch woul d have liked to see the guy who would catch her in
his arms and give her a quick spin. Mre to the point, she was an acconpli shed
climatol ogi st. The years had caught up with her sonewhat since the last tine
Hut ch had seen her. Her hair had begun to show patches of gray, and a few

i nes had appeared around her eyes. But there was still sonething feline in

t he way she got around.

Julie took them on board and showed themtheir conpartnents. Avery here, Marge
there, sorry folks, they're a little cranped, but they re confortable.

Hut ch had been surprised when Marge announced she woul d nake the flight
personally. She didn't seemto mind that it would be a two-year mission. “Once
inalifetime you get to do something like this,” she said, “if you' re |ucky.
No way |’ m sendi ng sonebody el se.” Her kids were grown, her husband had not
renewed, and she’d explained she wanted to get as far from himas she coul d.

Hutch stayed with themuntil it was tine to | eave. This was of course a

di fferent kind of social arrangement fromthe al-Jahani, which had been a
smal | comunity setting out. The onboard interplay there would be vastly
different. diques would form people would nmake friendships, find others with
shared attitudes, and they’'d have no real problem

The Hawksbill would be nine nonths in flight with three people. At the far
end, if they were sick of each other, Collingdale could nmake other
arrangenents to get them home. But for the better part of a year they’'d be
seal ed together and they would have to get along. Hutch had interviewed Marge



a couple of days earlier, to reassure herself, and she knew Whitlock well
enough to have no qual ms about him They should be all right. But it would be
along trip, and she knew they’' d be glad to see daylight at the other end.

Wil e they got settled, she repaired to the bridge with Julie. “One critica
thing you should pass on to Kellie,” she said. “This ship wasn’t designed to
go anywhere near onegas. The architecture isn't right, and it could draw the
[ightning. You hear what |’ m sayi ng?”

“Yes, ma’am | will tell her.”
“She’ll be captain during that phase of the operation. | don’t care what
anybody tells her, she will keep mnimumrange fromthe cloud. She'll have it

inwiting fromnme |ong before then, but it’s maybe a little nore convincing
com ng fromyou.”

“l doubt that,” Julie said. “Wat’s m ni numrange?”
“Two hundred kilonmeters is standard for this kind of vessel.”
“Two hundred klicks. Ckay. 1'Il tell her.”

Hut ch asked permission to sit in the pilot’s seat, and inquired about Julie’'s
parents. Her father was sem -retired, teaching at the University of Mine and
still serving as a consultant to the Margaret Tufu Foundati on. Her nother

Li nda was curator of the Star Museum which contained the third | argest
collection of extraterrestrial artifacts in North America, behind the Acadeny
Museum and the Smithsoni an

“Say hello for ne,” Hutch said.
“I will.”

“l hope you're as good as they are.”

“Yes, ma’am | am

It was the right reply. Hutch shook her hand and gazed at the console, at the
navi gati on monitor to the pilot’s right, at the orange ready |anp indicating
energy buildup, and she felt again the awesone power of the drive units.
Finally, realizing Julie was waiting for her to | eave so she could get to her
check list, she said good-bye.

She wi shed Marge and Wi tl ock success, and strode up the ramp and back into
t he Weel

GREGORY MACALLI STER WAS wai ti ng when she got hone. Tor, who was a better chef
than she was, had di nner on. Maureen was entertaining Mac by running in
circles while a black kitten watched.

MacAl l i ster was a big man in every sense of the word. He took up a |l ot of
space. He was an intellectual |inebacker. Wien he wal ked into a room everyone
inevitably cane to attention. Mac was an international figure, an editor and
essayi st whose acquai ntance with Hutch had begun when they were stranded

t oget her on Deepsi x.

He' d become interested in the Goonpahs and had cal |l ed, aski ng whether he could
talk with her about what the Acadeny intended to do on Lookout.

Hut ch expl ai ned over the pork chops. She told himabout the linitations



i nposed by the Protocol, about her fears as to what woul d happen if they set
t he wrong precedent, about the hedgehogs.

When they finished, they retired to the living roomand Hutch put up sone

pi ctures of the Goonmpahs. These were | ong-range, taken fromtel escopes on the
Jenkins and on satellites. There were shots of tenples, of the isthnus road
and some of its traffic, of farns, of parks and fountains. “Not bad,” Mac
remarked fromtime to tinme, obviously inpressed with Goonpah culture. Hutch
under st ood he was i npressed because he hadn’t expected rmuch. Hadn't done his
honmewor k. “1 thought they were primtives,” he said.

“Why woul d you think that?” The screen had paused on a picture of three
Goonpahs, nmom dad, and a kid, probably, alnost as if Jack had asked themto
pose. Atree like nothing that ever grew on Earth rose behind them and the

i mges were filled with sunlight.

Mac made a face, suggesting the answer shoul d be obvious. “Because—= He | ooked
up at one of Tor’s paintings, a depiction of a superlumnal cruising through
nmoonl i ght, and paused, uncertain. “Well, they | ook dunb. And they have a
fifth-century society.” He glanced over at Maureen playing with her doll house.
“She has her nother’s good | ooks, Hutch.”

“Thank you.”

“l guess the question at issue is whether the Goonpahs are worth all the fuss
bei ng made over them?”

“They’re worth the fuss,” said Tor. “They' re intelligent.”
MacAl lister smiled. “That puts them ahead of us.”

Gregory MacAllister was not the best-known journalist of the age, but he was
certainly the nost feared. Acerbic, acid-tongued, not given to taking
prisoners, he liked to think of hinself as a chanpi on of conmon sense and a
dedi cat ed opponent of buffoonery and hypocrisy in high places. During the
course of an interview the previous evening regarding the drive to make

| i ght benders available to the general public, he’d comented that while people
have the right to commit suicide, he saw nothing in the Constitution requiring
the government to expedite matters. “lnvisible drunks,” he d said. “Think
about it.” Then he'd added, “The original sin was stupidity, and it is with us
still.”

“Maybe it does,” said Tor. “That’s all the nore reason to give thema chance.”

Hut ch produced a cold beer for Mac, and wi ne for herself and Tor. Mac took a
pul | at the beer, expressed hinmself satisfied, and asked Tor why he thought
the creatures were intelligent.

Tor rolled his eyes. “You' ve seen their architecture. And the way they’ ve laid
out their cities. Wat nore do you need?”

Mac’' s eyes usual ly darkened when he considered the issue of intelligent
behavior. They did so now. “Tor,” he said, “the bulk of the human race
shoul dn’t be all owed out by themnmselves at night. Alot of themlive near
parks, fountains, and even spaceports. But that’s assigning worth by
reflection.”

“You' re not serious.”

Mac had |i berated sone chocol ate cookies fromthe kitchen. He held one out for



Maur een, who took it happily and told Mac he wasn’t supposed to give any to
Babe. That was the kitten, who showed no interest anyhow. “Tor,” he said,
“nmost generations produce a handful of rational people who, so far, have been
able to keep us going while everyone else spends his tine falling into the
wor ks. Most people are programmed by the tine they' re six, and | earn nothing
worthwhile afterward.”

Tor made a sound indicating he was in pain. In fact, of course, he was used to
Mac’' s exaggerati ons and woul d have expected no | ess.

But Hutch never got used to it. “Are you suggesting,” she asked, “that we
shoul d give an 1Q test before rescuing soneone, or something, in trouble?”

“Not at all. By all neans, we should hel p anyone if we can reasonably do it.
And the Goonpahs do | ook worth saving. But | think you re facing a no-wn
situation.”

That surprised her. “How do you nmean?”

“You' |l probably have to break the Protocol to do anything for them | nean,
you' re even going to be shipping relief supplies. How do you possibly get them
to these creatures w thout announci ng your presence?” A |ook of genuine
concern passed over his craggy features. “If you don’t succeed in hel ping them
and a lot of themget wi ped out, or they all get w ped out, you won't forgive
yourself. And the Acadenmy will take a beating.”

Tor nodded reluctantly. “He’s probably right, Hutch.”

She | ooked at Mac across the top of her w neglass. And then | evel ed her gaze
at her husband. “What would you two have nme do? Just ignore then? Let themdie
by the thousands and not lift a finger?”

For a tine no one spoke. Maureen | ooked at her oddly, as if Monmy had
m sbehaved. Babe the kitten came over and tried to chew on her ankle.

“I take it,” said Mac, “that there really is no way of shutting down the
cl oud?”

“None that we’ve been able to figure out. There’'s never been enough noney to
fund a serious effort.”

Mac | aughed. “But there's enough nmoney to underwite the farm ng industries.
And to provide tax breaks for General Power and Anderson & Goodbody.” He
grow ed. “The truth is that it’s hard to justify spendi ng noney on a hazard
that's so far off, Hutch. O that’s threatening sonebody else. Still, | can
under stand the rel uctance.”

She knew that. Mac had remained silent while major pundits |aughed at Senator
Bl asi ngane, when he’d put together a bill demandi ng an extensive effort to
find a way to neutralize the onegas. Bl asi nganme had even made Hal Bodley’s
annual Boondoggle List. Mac m ght have been able to stemthe tide had he
gotten into the fight.

“We coul d have used you,” she said.

“Hutch, the sun’s going to expand in a few billion years and wi pe out all life
on Earth. Maybe we should do sonething about that, as well.”

“Try to keep it serious, Mac,” she said.



“Ckay.” He enptied his glass, trundled out to the kitchen, and canme back with
arefill. It was an unconfortabl e nonent, and Hutch suspected she shoul dn’'t
have said anything, but dam it, Mac’'s point of view was shortsighted. Mureen
got a pulltoy out and she and the kitten retreated into the den

Rachmani nof f’s Concerto Number Two was pl aying softly in the background. Light
swept briefly through the wi ndow as a flyer descended onto the | andi ng pad
they shared wi th the Hof f manns.

“I't strikes ne,” Mac said, easing back into his chair, “that it’'s not true. O
at least, it’s not a universal truth.”

“What isn't, Mac?”

“That cultures get swanped when they encounter a nore devel oped civilization.”
“Can you name an exception?”

“Sure,” he said. “India.”

“They weren’t swanped,” said Tor. “But they were taken over.”

“That doesn’t count. The Brits at the time were inperialists. That woul dn’t
apply on Lookout. But my point is that Indian culture survived pretty well.
The essentials, their nusic, their marital patterns, their self-inage, didn't
change at all.”

“What about the Native Americans?”

He smiled. “It’s a nyth, Hutch. They didn't collapse because they were faced
with an intrinsically stronger culture. They were beaten down by a superior
mlitary. And maybe because their own cultural habits wouldn't allow themto

unite.

“Priscilla, if I felt the way you do, | wouldn't mess around with all these
hal f neasures.”

“What woul d you do, Mac?”

“I"d send the Peacekeepers out there and get themall out of the cities when
the dammed thing gets close. Get them behind rocks or in caves or whatever

el se they have until it passes. It only takes a day or so, right?”

“Mac, | can’t do that.”

“Then you don’t have the courage of your convictions.”

She gl anced over at Tor. He was shaking his head at her. You know better than
to take Mac seriously. Relax. Let it go.

“There is this,” pursued Mac. “If you called out the troops, you' d have the
sati sfaction of knowi ng you gave it your best shot.”

Maur een had fini shed her cookie, |eaving crunbs everywhere. Hutch |let her head
drift back for a nonment, then got up and took Maureen’s hand. “Tinme for bed,
m. ”

“Too early, Momy,” said the child, who began to fill up. She hated going to
bed when they had conpany. She especially |liked Mac. What on Earth was there
about himthat a child could | ove?



“W’ || read for a while,” she said. “Say good night to Uncle Mac.”

Maureen nade a sad face at Mac. “Good night, Uncle Mac,” she said. And she
reached for him and kissed his cheek

“CGood night, darling,” said Mac.

HUTCH COULD HEAR t hem chatteri ng away downstairs while she read to Mureen.
Benny Rabbit makes friends with Oscar the Cat. Hutch would believe it when she
saw it. But Maureen giggled and Babe the kitten joined them and stayed when
Maureen fell asleep and Hutch turned out the lanp and went downstairs.

They were tal ki ng about Paxon Carbury’s |atest novel, Mrley Park. It had
gotten strong reviews, and Tor had liked it, but Mac was consigning it to the
unwashed. “It’s just nore adultery in the suburbs,” he said.

And that seemed to settle it. Tor made a few objections, tried to explain what
he had |iked about the book, then backed off. Mac asked Hutch whether she’d
read it.

“No,” she said. “lI've been a little pressed lately.”

In the background, the commink chined. Hutch excused herself and went into
the dining room “Wo is it, George?”

“Acadeny watch officer,” said the Al.

She was beginning to hate these calls. A screen lit up. Actually it was
Charlie. “I hate to bother you at hone,” he said.

“Yes, Charlie, what have you got?”

“You wanted to hear anything that came in on the hedgehogs.”
“What happened?”

“They found anot her one.”

“Who?”

“The Santiago. W don’t have any details yet. But it’s beginning to look as if
they all have them Al the clouds, | mean.”

“Yes, Charlie, | think you re right. Thanks. Let nme know if you hear anything
el se.”

“There is something el se.”
“ Yes ?!!

“We don’t think the hedgehogs and the clouds are actually running at the sane
velocity.”

“Ch? | didn’'t think any questions had been raised about that.”
“They hadn’t. The difference is so slight, it’s hard to detect. Even now,

we're not really certain. But it |ooks as if the hedgehogs are moving a bit
sl ower.”



“How much?”

“Alnmost too little difference to neasure. It’s why we didn't pick it up at
first. I nean, a cloud’s not a solid object, so you don't really get—=

“How nuch difference, Charlie?”

“The escorts are slower by between four and five meters an hour.”

“All of then®”

“Two of them W're still trying to get neasurenents on the others.”

SHE DIDN' T KNONwhat to make of it. It didn't sound especially inportant unti
she found herself telling Tor and Mac about it. And suddenly the lights went
on and a chill ran through the room “Dumb,” she said, breaking into the

m ddl e of a sentence.

“What is?” asked Tor.

“Me. | am”

“I'n what way, Priscilla?” said Mac.

“You know about the tewks. We think they all happen where there are clouds.”

“ AndJ.”

“If each cloud has a hedgehog, and each hedgehog is running at a slightly
sl ower speed so that the cloud eventually overtakes it—=

“Ch,” said Mac.

“The escorts are exactly the sort of things that the clouds seemto want to
attack. Lots of right angles. Couple hundred of them”

Tor was noddi ng. “They’re designated targets.”
“l think so,” she said. “Has to be.”

Mac couldn’t accept the idea. “Not at those rates of closure. You' re talking a
coupl e of thousand years before the clouds catch the damed things.”

“But what’'s the point?” asked Tor. “lI don’'t get it.”

She reactivated her link. “Charlie?”

“Yes, Hutch?”

“Contact Serenity. Tell Audrey the hedgehogs may be triggers.”

“Triggers?”

“Right. They go boom And they initiate sonething.”

“Li ke what ?”

“Like a tewk. Listen, I'Il be in touch with her tonmorrow. Meantine, | want her

to start |ooking at sending a m ssion to push one of the damed things into a
cl oud. See what happens.”



“1"11 tell her.”

“Explain that we'll want the whole thing done by robot. Nobody is to go
anywhere near any part of the operation. Ckay?”

“Yes, ma’am 1’|l pass it on.”

She switched off. “Wen you talk to her tonorrow= said Tor

“Yes—=2"

“Tell her to pick a cloud that’s well away from anybody’ s nei ghbor hood.”
LI BRARY ENTRY

The stores are filling up with Goonpah dolls, and we are becomning increasingly
aware of the existence of these terminally cute of f-world wobblies. Children
cannot resist them They are showi ng up in ganmes and books. There is already
an activist society devoted to their welfare. Yet they face possible
extinction.

It may be necessary to lay the Noninterference Protocol aside. Indeed, it's
hard to see how we can go to their rescue wi thout doing so. But it would help
if we defined the exception as a one-tinme only affair. Make it clear that we
are not setting a precedent, and draw a |ine across which interested

manuf acturers, religious groups, charitable organizations, trading conpanies,
and everybody else who'd like to use these creatures to play out their own
fantasies and anbitions, may not venture.

—&egory MacAllister
“How s the Ji had CGoi ng?”
Lost on Earth Interview, Mnday, March 17

** Chapter 11

On board the Jenkins,
in orbit around Lookout.
Tuesday, March 18.

Be advi sed that your prinmary objective is to get the job done. If you
find it necessary to set the Protocol aside, this constitutes your authority
to do so.

Col l ect and run anal yses of food sanpl es.

Time is of the essence. In view of the | ag between Lookout and your
ot her points of contact, you are free to use discretion

IN FACT, JACK didn't like the idea of using discretion. Not in this kind of
situation. It was purely political. No matter what he did, and how thi ngs
turned out, he would be criticized. Any blane to be assigned would cone his
way, and credit would go to the Second Floor at the Acadeny. He'd been around
too I ong not to know how these things worked.

After watching Hutchins' s transm ssion, Wnnie was exasperated, too. “How,”
she denmanded, “do they expect us to record conversations down there? For a
start, where are we going to get recording equi prent?”



“W mght be able to rig some pickups,” said Digger

It had required nore than two weeks for their report to cross the interstellar
gul fs, and the answer to come back. And their instructions had been a
surprise. They were to attenpt to establish contact with the Goonpahs. They
were to record conversations, if in fact these creatures actually conversed
and send the results back, where a teamof |inguists would work to break into
t he | anguage. They were to get visuals of the creatures as they spoke, so that
nonver bal cues could be included in the translation effort. And they were to
provi de whatever additional information they could to help ferret out neaning.
And they were to do all this, preferably, while respecting the Protocol

Preferably.
Bur eaucrati ¢ doubl e-tal k.

Translation: Get the job done wi thout conpronising the Protocol. If you
conprom se the Protocol, and things go badly, you will be asked why you found
it necessary to do so.

Mar kover knew Hut chins, had al ways thought he could trust her, but he d been
around too long not to understand how these things went.

There was good news: The air sanple analyses they'd transmtted to Broadside
had undergone additional tests. No dangerous bi oagents had been found, and no
toxins. That was no surprise: So far, experience indicated that diseases from
one world generally had no effect on life-fornms fromanother. (Just as
creatures operating outside their own biosystemwould have a hard tine finding
anyt hing digestible.) They could, if necessary, operate for a short tine
outside the e-suits.

Jack and Wnnie both had notebooks, which were, of course, equipped w th audio
recorders and projectors. These could be used as pickups. Kellie said she
t hought the ship could contribute three nore units.

“So how do we go about this?” asked Wnnie.

Jack could see only one way. “I think,” he said, “if you read between the
lines, we just go down and say hello. See how they react.”

Di gger reread the nessage. “That’s not what | see between the lines.”
“What do you see?”

“The message literally says that we can ignore the Protocol. But she’d like us
to use our inmagination and find a better way.”

Jack liked to think of hinself as the kindly old director. Patient, easygoing,
willing to listen. And to an extent he was correct. But it wasn't true that he
had no tenper; he was sinply quite good at not letting people see it. This
busi ness with Hutch’s message, though, was exactly the sort of thing that
drove himup the wall. Because she was | aying out contradictory propositions.
If she could think of a way to acconplish what she wanted wi thout talking
directly to the Goonpahs, why didn't she say so? O, if she couldn’t, why not
just tell himflat out to take care of things. “Do you know of a better way?”
he asked.

“No,” said Digger.

W nni e | ooked out the viewport, peering down into the sunstreaked atnosphere,



as though she could find an answer out there sonmewhere.

“Well,” said Jack, “barring any other ideas, | think what we do is go down and
say hello. See how they react. Then we plant sone pickups so we can start
recording their conversations.” He swung around in his seat and | ooked at the
transm ssi on agai n.

“FIRST THI NG WE want to do,” said Jack, “is to create an avatar. One of us to
say hello.”

“All right,” said Wnnie. “You don't think we’d do better to have soneone just
step out and wave?”

“Too dangerous. Let’'s see what they do when they see the avatar.” He | ooked
around. “We need pictures of sonebody who | ooks friendly.”

W nni e studi ed each of themas if that was no easy task. “Wio do you suggest?”
“One of the wonen,” said Digger. “They' |l be less threatening.”

Kellie was watching himcarefully, her nose winkled, trying to restrain a
smle. “lI think you d be our best bet, D g.”

“ 'Vb’) W]y?”

But he knew. Nobody had to say it. Digger possessed a slight approximtion to
their size and shape. He was a bit overwei ght, and somewhat |ess than average
hei ght .

“I think that’ Il work fine,” said Jack. “So we let themtake a | ook at the
avatar. It waves and says hello, and if things go well, we shut off the

vi sual s and, Digger, you step out of the underbrush and continue the
conversation. Make friends on the spot.”

“First anbassador from Earth,” said Wnnie.
Di gger sucked in his belly.

Kellie beamed at him “1’m proud of you, Dig.” She circled him neasuring his
di rensions. “We should give hima large shirt. Yellow, | think. Geen

| eggings. Nice floppy hat. Get you looking a little bit |like one of the

| ocal s.”

That hurt. “You think I look Iike a Goonpah?”

“No.” Kellie | aughed and gave hima hug. “You' re cuter than they are. And you
have a great smile.” She paused and nust have seen he was enbarrassed. Her
tone changed: “Digger, you re easy to like.” She gripped his arm “If they’l
respond to any of us, it’ll be you.”

Di gger conceded. “Doesn’t fool me for a minute,” he grunbled. “And | don’t
waddl e, you know.”

Kelli e enbraced hi magain. Longer this tinme. “W know that, Dig.” Her eyes
told himshe neant it. O, if he did waddle, it didn't matter to her. Either
way, he guessed it was all right.

They produced the appropriate clothing, floppy everything, and he put it on, a
bright yellow shirt that felt as if it was nmade fromsailcloth, and baggy
green | eggi ngs and sandals three sizes too big. Mdst of it, Kellie inforned



him was made from bl ankets. The sandal s had bel onged to the previous skipper
A woman’ s red hat, origin unknown, came out of storage. Looked as if it had
been with the ship for years.

When he was dressed they took pictures of him “Wy not rmake nme | ook like a
Goonpah?” he suggested. “Wiy stop here?”

He hal f expected soneone to remark that he already did. But Jack, reading his
mnd, only smiled. “Because eventually,” he said, “we’'ll have to be able to
talk to them The avatar needs to | ook Iike you. Not them”

They made up the visuals and jury-rigged a projector by removing the heart of
one of the VRs and connecting it to the power cells froma |laser cutter. In

t he sane way, they constructed three audi ovi sual pickups. They were clunmsy and
bi gger than they’'d have preferred. But the things worked, and that was
sufficient for the moment. “All set,” said Kellie, after they' d tested
ever yt hi ng.

Below, it was early norning on the isthrmus, a couple of hours before dawn.
“Who wants to cone?” asked Jack

“l guess |'mgoing,” said Digger
And Kellie would pilot. “Wnnie,” he said, “you hold the fort.”

She shook Digger’s hand solemly as he started toward the cargo bay. Good
luck, Dig, the body |language said. I"'mwth you, kid.

THE CARGO BAY al so served as the |aunch area. Digger’'s pul se picked up a few
not ches as they descended through the ship. He was telling hinself to rel ax,
don’t worry, we're about to make history. Hello, Goonpahs.

The | ander was a sleek, teardrop craft. It had | ess capacity than the ol der,
boxy vehicles, but it provided a snoother ride. They clinbed in, and Kellie
started the | aunch process.

Jack began di spensing advice. He was a good guy, but he was a bit too hel pful
If we decide it’s okay for you to show yourself, don’t make any sudden noves.
Try to smile. Nonverbals are different fromculture to culture, but the Noks
and the Angel s both recognize smles, so it can’t hurt. Unless, of course,
things are different here.

He continued in that vein despite all Digger’'s efforts to change the subject,
until finally Dig sinply asked himto stop. “You're getting nme rattled,” he
conpl ai ned.

“I"'msorry. Listen, Dig, everything' |l be okay.”

Di gger sat there in his native finery, feeling both foolish and scared. The
Goonpahs | ooked friendly. But he'd read about the Angels on Paradi se, how
harm ess they’ d | ooked, how angelic, before they tore two nmenbers of the
Contact Society to shreds.

“I"'mfine, Jack,” he said. “I just wish | knew the | anguage.”

They dropped through a cloudl ess sky. The ground was dark despite innumerable
i ndi vidual lights. But they were nmere sparks in the night, like distant stars,
a fewin the cities, sone on the isthnmus road, and a handful al ong the docks
and on anchored shi ps.



They had no way of concealing the |ander, and though Kellie turned off all the
lights, they were nonethel ess descendi ng through a cloudl ess noonlit sky.
Kellie, up front in the pilot’s seat, held up five fingers to signify
everything was okay. “All in it together,” she said.

Jack sat lost in thought. “I wonder,”
t hrough the use of avatars.”

he said, “if we could do this strictly

“How do you nean, Jack?” asked Di gger
“Produce a native avatar and stick with it. W stay out of sight altogether.”

Di gger thought about it. “Eventually,” he said, “it would have to talk to
them”

Jack made a pai ned sound. The avatar could not be made spontaneous. It could
be programmed to deliver lines, but unless they knew how t he Goonpahs woul d
react, there was no way to have it respond to them

“Just as well,” Jack said. “You | ook so good it would be a pity not to put you
out there.” Har-har.

Di gger sat in his chair, thinking howthis was the gutsiest thing he’d done in
his life. Except maybe for the time in high school when he’d gotten his
courage together and asked Veronica Keating for a date. Veronica had
passed—thanks but I'mtied up for the next couple years—but he' d tried. Next
time out of the barn he’d done better. Wth sonmebody el se, of course.

They picked up sone wind as they descended. Digger would have liked to open a
wi ndow to get a sense of what the sea and the forest snelled like. O course,
they couldn’t do that. The at nosphere was breathable, but it was oxygen-rich
He didn’t know what the effect of that would be over an extended period, but
it couldn’t be good.

Jack was | ooking at the map, trying to deci de where they should set down.
“Here,” he said at last, indicating the isthnus road a short distance north of
the city with the tenple by the sea.

The tenple, lost in darkness now, | ooked G eek. That made the city Athens. He
snmled at the notion. Athenians as oversize green critters waddling around.

He couldn’t see anything out the windows other than the stars and the lights
on the ground.

“You all set?” asked Jack, trying to relieve the tension
“I"1'l be okay.” He wasn't used to riding in the I ander with the navigation
lights out. It was hard to say why, but it was disquieting, as if they were
sneaki ng up on an eneny stronghol d. Kellie had done sonmething to render the
vehicle quieter than usual, had made it virtually silent.

“Be on the ground in two mnutes, gentlemen,” she said. “Activate your suits.”

Di gger checked his harness and his converter, and conplied. One advantage of a
relatively earthlike atnmosphere was that they didn’t have to haul air tanks
around. The converter would provide an air supply fromthe existing

at nosphere. Jack switched his on, and Digger nonentarily caught the gl ow of
the Flickinger field in the noment of ignition. Then it faded.

He activated his suit, pulled on a vest, attached his converter, and wondered



briefly if he should have brought sonme trinkets to hand out to the natives.

Bel ow, lanterns floated through the dark, spread out, and vani shed. Trees rose
around him Kellie held the vehicle aloft for a noment to ensure that the
ground was solid, then et the weight settle. They were down in a glade, the
first streaks of light showing in the east.

IT WAS DIGGER S first tine on a world that could really be said to be alive.
He squeezed Kellie' s shoul der and shook hands wi th Jack. They were now
eligible to join the Corbin Society, whose nmenbership was limted to people
who had nade a first landing on a world with life-fornms big enough to be

vi sible. The Society was naned for the director of the Tarbell m ssion, who,
forty-five years before, had been the first to | ook out a wi ndow across
extraterrestrial soil and see a live animal. In his case, it had been a |arge
reptile, still the biggest Iand creature on record. It had inspected, then
tried to eat, the |ander

Kellie turned on her e-suit. Her voice sounded in his link. “lIt’s al nbst dawn.
By the time we get out to the road, it should be daylight.”

Jack’ s not ebook woul d provide the projector. He pushed it into a vest pocket
and handed the avatar disk to Digger. “You hang on to this,” he said.

Di gger nodded, released his restraints, and started for the airlock

Kellie got out of her seat and pocketed the second notebook. “You m ght want
to use the washroom before we leave. It’'Il be a while before we get back
here.” Their e-suits had no provision for disposing of bodily waste.
Attachnments were avail abl e but no one saw any need for themon this trip. Just
get out, go to the road, say hello, and see how the | ocals respond. Then
hustl e back to the | ander. Sinple enough

THEY WENT THROUGH the airlock and stood nonmentarily in the outer hatch. There
was sone fluttering in the trees, and the steady clacking of insects, but
otherwi se the forest renmained quiet. They switched on dark lights. D gger
woul d have preferred a regular |anmp, but who knew what mi ght be wandering
around in the woods.

“Everyone ready?” asked Jack, clinmbing down onto sawtooth grass. He knelt,
reacted with an ouch, and said, “Be careful. It’s sharp.”

In fact it was like a field of daggers. Digger squared his shoul ders the way
he had seen Jack Hancock do when facing danger in a dozen sinms. He cautioned
Kellie and stepped aside to |l et her pass. Then he fell in behind to bring up
the rear.

They all wore pistols, just in case. Digger was qualified but unpracticed.
He' d never before been on ground where there was a risk fromlocal wldlife.

The line of trees was dark and quiet. Jack paused, |ooking for a break in the
forest. Shrubbery, blossons, vines, thorns, dead | eaves, and mni sshapen trees
crowded on them Jack picked a spot and plunged in. Kellie followed, and

Di gger wat ched her plow through a spiderweb. O sonething’ s web. Digger
renenber ed readi ng sonewhere that, so far, spiders had been found only on
Earth. Even safely enveloped in the Flickinger field, he felt queasy about

t hem

It was sl ow going. The vegetation was thick, and the e-suits provided no
def ense agai nst thorns and needl es. The road was |ess than a half klick away
fromthe landing site, but after an hour’s tinme they were still struggling



t hr ough heavy grow h.

Wnnie called fromthe ship twice to ask why it was taking so long. Jack, who
usual |y stayed cool, told her that next tine she should cone and her grasp of
the situation would inprove.

Then he felt badly about growing at her and apol ogi zed. On his private
circuit, he told Digger that he understood why she was worried, that anything
coul d happen, that nobody really knew what kind of creatures might be |loose in
this forest.

That did nothing for Digger’'s state of m nd

Through breaks in the canopy of overhead branches and | eaves, they saw the
ship, a bright star noving through the fixed constellations. That al one, he
realized, in a lowtech culture, could be enough to cause a mgjor reaction

The eastern horizon was getting bright. Behind him in the bushes, sonething
nmoved, and there was a brief scuffle. But Di gger never saw anyt hing.

“Road,” said Jack

At last. Digger came up beside himand | ooked out at it. It was really only a
trail. But it had been | aboriously cut through the forest, and it was wi de
enough for two wagons to pass side by side.

There was a low hill directly opposite. “He should stand up there,” said Jack
referring to the avatar. “On the crest. 1'd say under the tree would be good.”

The tree | ooked nore |ike an overgrown nushroom Digger surveyed the area. To
his left, north, the road proceeded another fifty neters or so before

di sappearing over the top of a hill. To his right, toward Athens, he could see
for a considerable distance, maybe the I ength of a football field, before it
curved off into the forest.

They crossed the road, clinbed the hill, and hid thensel ves behind a clunmp of
bushes with bright red bl ossons. D gger handed over the disk, which Jack
inserted into his notebook. “Test run, Hol mes?” he asked.

“I'ndubi tably, old chap.”

The not ebook was equi pped with a projector on its |eading edge. Jack ainmed it
toward the tree, which was about ten meters away, and punched a button
Digger’s image, in green and gold and with his bright red hat, blinked on. He
was standing a half meter in the air. Jack adjusted the picture, focused it,
and brought the feet to Earth. Then he turned to Digger. “Ckay,” he said. “I
think we're in business.”

THERE WERE GREEN trees, and pale gray growths |like the big nushroomat the top
of the hill. The wi nd sucked at themall, and when Digger closed his eyes, it
sounded |i ke any forest back honme. Avery Witlock had once witten that al
forests were alike in their essence, that there was a kind of universal forest
that was a prerequisite for intelligent life. \Wherever sentience is found,
he’'d predicted, it will have come to fruition in a deep wood.

Kel i e produced the second notebook and assured Di gger she would take pictures
and record everything for his grandchildren. She apparently thought remarks
like that would put everybody off the trail of what was really happening (or
not happeni ng) between the two of them But Jack was too excited wondering
what was going to come around the curve in one direction or over the hill in



the other, to give a danm about onboard ronance.

“Traffic on the road.” Wnnie's voice. As planned, she was watchi ng through
the ship’s scopes and satellites. (The ship by then was over the horizon and
somewhere on the other side of the world.) As long as the sky stayed cl ear

t he Jenki ns woul d have them constantly in view “Looks like two of them And a
cart.”

“Thanks, Wnnie.”

“And a few nore behind. Three on foot. And a second cart. Make that two, no,
three, nmore carts. They're coming fromthe south. About a half kiloneter from
you.”

Around the curve.

They waited, listening to the wind until they heard the sounds of creaking
wheel s, snorting, heavy clop-clops. And nusic. Pipes and stringed instruments,
Di gger thought. And thunping on a drum And voices in allegro, maybe a little
hi gh- pi t ched.

The song, if that was what it was, |acked the easy rhythms of human nel odies.
“They’ re not exactly Ben and the Warbirds,” Kellie observed.

Well, no. The voices were a bit lacking. But the critical news was that D gger
hadn’t heard anything yet that wasn’t within the range of human capabilities.

“But you'll need women to do it,” comented Kellie.

A large ani mal rounded the bend, hauling a cart, and |unbered toward them It
was one of the rhinos they d spotted fromorbit, big, heavy, with |long tusks,
and a body shaped like a barrel. The eyes were larger than a rhino’s, though
t hey were saucer-shaped and had the sane sad expression that was so promni nent
a part of the inhabitants’ physiognony. The eyes turned their way, and D gger
got the distinct inpression the beast could see themthrough their screen of

shr ubbery.

“Maybe it can snell us,” said Digger

“No.” Kellie's voice had gone flat. The way it mght if she perceived danger
“Not through the e-suit.”

Jack activated the recorder in the notebook

The cart was | oaded with plants. Vegetables, maybe? Two Goonpahs sat in the
vehicle, singing at the top of their lungs. It was all off-key.

“I"'mtenpted to take my chances,” said Jack, “and just go out and say hello.”
“Don't do it,” said Kellie.

And there came the three on foot. And the other three wagons. They were filled
wi t h passengers. Everybody was singing. They plucked on instrunents that

| ooked like lutes, blew into pipes, and pounded on the sides of the carts.
They were having a roaring good tine.

4

“They know how to travel,” said Kellie.

There were el even Goonpahs in all. “Too many,” said Jack. “Let them go.”



“Why?” asked Digger. “They're in a good nmood. Isn’'t that what we want?”

“I'f they turn out to be hostile, there are too nany. | want to be able to get
clear if things take a bad turn.”

Sonme had mamaries. Al were clumsy. Hadn’'t evolution worked at all on this
wor | d? Di gger couldn't imagine how they' d avoi ded predators.

The convoy passed, gradually clinbed to the crest of the hill and di sappeared
beyond.

TEN M NUTES LATER they got their chance. They heard the crunch of footsteps
com ng over the hill. A lone pedestrian appeared at the top. He carried a
staff and swung it jauntily fromside to side as he started down.

He wore boots and red | eggings and a shirt nade of hide. A yellow cap was
pul | ed al nost rakishly over one saucer eye. “Ladies’ man,” said Kellie.

The sky was clear. “Anybody el se on the road?” Jack asked W nni e.

“Not anywhere near you.”

It struck Digger that the fact the creature was traveling alone said a great
deal about the kind of society in which it lived. In early Europe, strolling
about the highways w thout an armed escort woul d have been an exercise in
reckl essness.

Digger felt Kellie's hand on his shoul der. Here we go.

Jack waited until the traveler was inmedi ately adjacent. Then he swi tched on
the projector. Digger’s avatar appeared gradually atop the crest opposite, as

if striding up fromthe far side, paused on its sumit, and waved.

The traveler swng his large head in the avatar’s direction. “Hello, friend,”
the avatar said cheerfully, in English. “How are you doi ng?”

The Goonpah st ared.

The avatar raised its hand and waved agai n.
The Goonpah’s eyes w dened, grew enornous.
The avatar started slowy down the slope.

The Goompah growl ed and showed a set of incisors Digger hadn't seen before. It
retreated a step, but quickly found its back against a tree.

“How are you today?” the avatar asked. “What a lovely day this is. | just
happened to be in the nei ghborhood and thought 1'd pop by. Say hello.”

“Careful ,” said Kellie

The Goompah edged away fromthe tree, back in the direction fromwhich it had
cone. It bowed its head, and Digger could see its |ips noving although he
couldn’t hear any sounds. It was, if he was reading the signs correctly,
terrified.

“What ' s happeni ng?” asked W nni e.

Kellie told her to wait a m nute.



The creature was shaking its head fromside to side. It nmoaned and choked and
spasned. It threatened the avatar with its staff. It waved its hands, odd
gestures, signs al nost.

“This isn't going well,” said Jack

“Where are you headed, friend?” asked the avatar, oblivious of the effect it
was having. “By the way, nmy nane’s Digger.” It waved yet again, in the
friendliest possible fashion.

The Goompah opened its mouth and said “Myrghani,” or sonething very nuch |ike
it. Then it turned and sprinted back the way it had cone, noving far nore

qui ckly than Digger would have thought possible. It swayed wildly fromside to
side, tunbled but picked itself up without breaking stride, charged up the
hill at the end of the road, and di sappeared behind it.

When it was gone, the avatar said, “It’s been good talking with you.”

Kellie couldn’t resist snickering. “You are pretty fearsome,” she said, “now
that | think of it.”

DI GGER THOUGHT THEY shoul d go back to the lander and rethink things. But
getting back there would be a battle, and Kellie told himhe was giving up too
easily. Jack agreed and that was the vote that counted.

“The problem” Jack argued, “was that the inmage wasn’t responsive. The thing
got scared, and the avatar can’t shrug, and say, ‘Hey buddy, it’'s okay, don't
worry.’ "

“But who here can speak Goonpah?” asked Di gger

“Don’t have to,” said Jack. “All we need is a rational reaction. A sign that
we can deal with themon a one-to-one basis. Nonverbals will do it.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“We di spense with the avatar.”

IT DODN T MATTER. The second attenpt, with Digger in the flesh trying to be
friendly, went pretty nuch the sane way. They passed on a couple of single
travel ers, selecting instead a group of four, bouncing along in a wagon pulled
by one of the rhinos. Should have been enough to grant a sense of security to
t he proceedi ngs. But they took one | ook at Digger, the real Digger, safely
perched atop his hill so that a quick retreat was feasible, and went scream ng
back down the road, abandoning their wagon and the rhino.

“Well,” he told Kellie, “I"mbeginning to wonder if I’mnot quite as charm ng
as | always thought.”

“Eye of the beholder,” she said, turning to Jack. “Wat do we do now?”
“I"mnot sure.”

“How about wal king in through the front door? Just stroll right into the
city.”

“l don't think so.”

He asked Wnnie to send a report to Hutch, inform ng her that initial attenpts



at contact had been unsuccessf ul

“Do you want to say that we'll try agai n?”

“Yes,” he said, but Digger knew that tone. He’'d decided it wasn't a good idea.
“Havi ng successfully conpl eted phase one,” said Kellie, “we should turn our
attention to figuring out howto plant the pickups.”

They brought up inages of the cities and | ooked through them one by one. Al
had waterfront areas, and that’'s where the shops tended to be. And where the
popul ation clustered. “I say we go into downtown Athens,” Digger said. “How
many pi ckups do we have? Six?”

“Five,” said Kellie. “Including the notebooks.”

There was one ot her assignment: The Acadeny wanted information on Goonpah
nutrition. During the past two weeks, they’'d seen the CGoonpahs eating a
variety of fruits, vegetables, neat, and fish. (At least, that’'s what it

| ooked li ke through the tel escopes.) Sonme of the fruit they’'d seen hung on
trees in their imediate area. Red pears, |arge gol den nelons that | ooked
delicious, small silver apples. They picked up sanples of everything.

In addition to buildings that appeared to be ordinary cabins or dwellings for
housi ng individuals or small families, there were structures clearly intended
to be living quarters, but they were big, ranbling places, with wings and
upper floors, large enough to provide shelter to fifty or nore. And the places
| ooked occupi ed and busy.

When they had seen enough, they retired to the lander to await the com ng of
dar k.

IT DODN T TAKE | ong. A twenty-two-hour rotational period created a short day.
Jack napped, while Kellie watched for intruders and Di gger watched Kellie. But
t he woods stayed quiet, and the afternoon passed w thout incident. Wnnie
informed themthat there was still occasional traffic on the highway, in case
they “wanted to try again.” She sounded serious. Digger half expected that the
pal ace guard and the local mlitia would arrive to put a volley of arrows into
what ever the thing was that had been seen terrifying travelers along the

i sthmus road. But the area renained quiet, and Wnni e observed nothi ng that

| ooked like a nmilitia response.

Ol ouds gathered, and rain began to fall. By sunset it was a steady downpour
| deal weather for strange creatures that needed to get out and do sone
[ ur ki ng.

When night cane, it grew absolutely dark. Back-of-the-basenent

| ocked-in-the-storage-bin dark. There wasn’t a speck of |ight out there
anywhere. There was no way to judge, of course, the quality of the locals’
ability to see at night, but they did have | arge eyes.

Jack, however, had a substantial advantage: night goggles. Kellie got them out
of the supply locker, and ten mnutes later the | ander, operating in silent
node, drifted through heavy rain over Athens and its harbor

At hens was nedi um si zed, conpared with the other Goompah cities. It was

| ocated on the eastern side of the isthrmus. Four piers jutted out into the
harbor, where a few ships lay at anchor. Tunbl edown storage facilities |lined
the waterfront. Lights flickered in one or two of them The streets were
deserted. “A part of Athens you don’t usually hear about,” said D gger



Jack smiled in the glow of the instrument panel. “Nobody uses Doric colums to
bui |l d warehouses,” he said. His tone suggested it was wi sdom for the ages.

Kel I'i e brought them down al ongsi de one of the piers. Jack turned in his seat
and | ooked back at Digger. “Listen, if you want, I'mwlling to do this.”

D gger woul d have been happy to turn the job over to him But Kellie would
never have approved, would have seen it as an act of cowardice. Jack was not
young, was sl ow afoot, and would have a difficult time if the m ssion went
wrong. This was a rare chance for Digger to show off. And he suspected there
was no real danger. Goonpahs were terrified of him so what did he have to
fear? “You don’t have the build,” he said laconically. “Or the clothes.”

He stuffed the pickups and the notebooks into a bag and headed for the
airlock. “Be careful,” Kellie said. She surprised himw th a quick enbrace.

He slipped through the hatch, |ooked around, saw nothing noving, and stepped
out onto the pier.

The sea was high, and the wind tried to push himinto the water. The e-suit
kept himconfortable but he knew it was cold out there.

He signaled to Kellie, and she began to pull away. “Good |uck, Chanp,” she
sai d.

Digger hurried off the pier and slipped into a narrow street. There were small
wooden buil dings on either side, nmobstly sheds. But there was noi se ahead:
nmusi ¢ and | oud gargling sounds and pounding like the pounding he’'d heard on
the road. He rounded a corner and saw an open-front café.

It was hal f-enpty, but the Goonpahs inside were drinking, eating, dancing, and
having a good tine. The café was |located in a dreary four-story stone
buil di ng. A stout wooden canopy was erected to protect daytime patrons from
the sun. He stood beneath it, peering into the interior, when tw Goonpahs he
had not seen passed behind himand wandered into the café w thout giving hima
second | ook.

He strolled closer, squeezing down inside his shirt and pulling his
wi de- bri mmed hat down over his face.

The pickups, because they were jury-rigged, were of different sizes and
shapes. Each had a strip of adhesive affixed that would allow himto attach it
to a flat surface.

The café was an ideal spot, and the obvious flat surface was in the juncture
of cross-fitting wooden beans supporting the canopy. D gger wandered casually
close to it, and was able to stay out of sight of the customers while he put
one of the notebooks in place. He’'d have preferred to install it higher, where
it would be less visible and out of everyone's reach. But it was reasonably
wel | hidden, and he thought it would probably be okay for a while.

He withdrew into the shadows and away fromthe noise. “Jack,” he said. “I just
pl anted nunber four. How s it | ook?”

“CGood. Perfect. One thing, we won’t have any problem hearing them’
The area was lined with wooden stalls hung with skins. Rain poured down on

them Sonmewhere, down the street and around a corner, there was nore noi se.
Anot her drinking establishment, obviously. He tried to | ook in a couple of the



shops, but they were | ocked.

The streets were becoming a swanp. Cccasionally, figures hurried al ong,
bundl ed agai nst the downpour, too intent on keeping dry to think much about
strangers. One of these came out from behind a wall w thout warning and al nost
collided with Digger. The creature said sonething, glanced at him and its
eyes went wide. Digger snmiled back and said, “Hi,” in his best falsetto

The creature shrieked.

Di gger broke into a run, turned | eft behind a shed, cut across a nuddy expanse
of open ground, and found hinself in a quiet street of stone-and-brick houses.
He |istened for a long nonent, heard sounds of conmotion behind him but there
was no evidence of pursuit.

“How you doi ng?” asked Kellie. He junped at the sound of the voice.
“l just crashed into one of them”
“You’ re kidding.”

“I never kid. | think the thing saw enough of nme to realize | wasn’'t a local.”
He couldn’t altogether keep the pride out of his voice.

“Are you okay now?”
He found an alley and turned into it. “I think so.”
“I'f he gets too curious, just show himwhat you really look like.”

“Har, har.” The sounds behind himwere dying down. And the street remained
enpty.

“Maybe you should just plant the pickups and get back here.”

“Rel ax,” he said. “Everything’ s under control.” But something was com ng. Two
animals, large-jawed, trimer than the rhinos, sort of like fat horses. Two

Goonpahs rode them bent against the storm He hurried to the other end of the
all ey and cane out on a street that was given over to nore shops.

He found occasional bits of vegetable and neat or fish |lying about. He
recovered them and dropped theminto sanple bags, grateful for the Flickinger
field that prevented his having to touch them Sone of the stuff | ooked

repul sive.

He broke into a storage building, found an office, and planted one of Kellie's
pi ckups. He got it up on a shelf, between vases, where it seened relatively
safe. The truth was that none of these devices could really be hidden. Later
when the shipnent they’ d been prom sed from Broadsi de showed up, they’ d be
working with units not much bigger than coins.

He hid the third pickup in a tree near a neat shop. And the fourth in a park
ai mred at a coupl e of benches.

Two bl ocks away, there were buil dings whose architecture had been taken
seriously and which were therefore probably either public or religious. O
bot h.

Several of them had signs outside. The signs contained some hand-drawn
pi ctures, of Goonpahs, and of a boat, and, on another, of a torch. There was



witing on all of them delicate, slender characters that rem nded hi m of
Ar abi c.

He took pictures, then tried a door. It opened, and he stepped into a |ong,
hi gh-ceilinged hallway. No |ights anywhere. No sounds.

The floor m ght have been made of marble. The walls were dark-stained wood,
and suggested that the authorities were not w thout resources. Several sets of
| arge doors lined the corridor. He opened one and | ooked in.

It might have been a theater-in-the-round. O possibly an auditorium A
platformstood in the center of a | arge room surrounded by several hundred
oversi ze seats.

Perfect. Digger found a colum, clinbed atop a seat, and attached the | ast
pi ckup, the remaini ng not ebook, as high as he could, aimng it at the
pl atform

They tested it on the | ander, and Jack pronounced it satisfactory.
Time to go back.

THE RAIN HAD finally stopped, and Digger was within a bl ock of the waterfront,
nmovi ng through the shadows, when a pair of doors directly across the street
banged open, light spilled into the night, and a crowmd began to pile out. It
was too late to duck, so he tried to squeeze down, to mnimze his height, and
kept goi ng. But several were |ooking at himalready. And the voices died off
conpletely. “I’ve attracted attention, Jack.”

“You need hel p?”

Sure. A lot of help Jack would be. “No. Stay put. | think they they're
wonder i ng about ny size.”

“Yeah. I1t’s probably not de rigueur in that nei ghborhood.”

Di gger wi shed he had a bigger collar to pull up. He stared at the street and
kept wal ki ng, but he could feel their eyes on himuntil he got past them He
wanted to break into a run. He heard nothing behind him No novenent, no
sound. It was eerie.

A Goonpah appeared in front, coming in his direction. On the same side of the
street. There was no way to get around him no way to avoid being seen. The
Goonpah’s eyes reacted, in a reflex that was becomng painfully fanmiliar. It
squeal ed, turned, and fled. The shriek triggered the crowm, which joined in
the screami ng, but they were comng after him Sonething sailed past his head.

That put Digger in the inmpossible position of seeming to chase the fleeing
Goonpah, whose cries nust have been audible all over the waterfront.

They reached the end of the street, the Goonpah barreling along in abject
terror, Digger right on its heels. It turned right, the direction Dig needed
to go to get to the pier where the rendezvous was to take place. But the
creature, out of its mind with fear, fell down and rolled out of the way.

Di gger was di stancing the crowd. “Jack,” he said, “pier in three mnutes.”
ALL FI VE PI CKUPS passed their field tests, and they were recordi ng that night.

Di gger watched and |istened with satisfaction as the day’s custoners haggl ed
and pl eaded, criticized and pressed their hands to the tops of their skulls in



di smay. They wat ched a supervi sor behind a desk working with subordi nates and
occasionally reporting to others to whom he was responsi ble. They wat ched
young Goompahs ronmp in a park while ol der ones sat on benches and carried on
ani mat ed conversations. And they watched a semi nar of some sort conducted from
the stage in the public building. D gger was surprised how easy it becane to

i nterpret substantial passages of the conversation

Meantine a fresh transmi ssion cane in from Hutch. When Jack saw it, he ran it
for all of them

“Help is coming. The al-Jahani will have left by the tine you receive this.
Dave Collingdale is heading up the operation, and he needs as nuch information
as you can get him Particularly anything that will allow himto gain access

to the | anguage.

“Al so, we’'re dispatching the Cunberland from Broadsi de to take supplies and

equi prent to you. It’Il take off anybody who wants to go home. But it won't be
able to leave for a few days yet. It looks as if it’'ll be about seven weeks
before you'll see it. | hate to ask this of you, but it’s essential that we
keep sonebody at the scene to | earn whatever we can. So | need you to hang on
there until it arrives. | know that’s not exactly the mssion plan, and it’'s
an inconvenience to you. But you' |l understand this is a special circunstance.
“Also, | need to know what you want to do. W have to maintain an Acadeny
presence until the al-Jahani gets there. But that won't be until Decenber. Do
you want to stay on? Or do you want me to organize a relief mssion? Jack, I'd

prefer to have you stay, but | understand if you feel enough is enough. Let ne
know.

“The Cunberland will be carrying shipnments of |ightbenders and pi ckups. Pl ant
as many of the devices as you can. It’'s essential that we get the | anguage
down.

“All data relating to the Goonmpahs shoul d be designated for relay by Broadside
directly to the al-Jahani, and |'d appreciate it if you included ne as an
i nformati on addee.

“Thanks, guys. | know this doesn’'t make you happy, but if it means anyt hing,
I"’mgrateful.”

There was a long silence when the Academny | ogo appeared on-screen. They | ooked
at one another, and Kellie grinned. “The aliens are lunatics,” she said. “And
the cloud is comng. |Is there anyone who wants to go hone?”

It wasn't exactly what Digger had hoped to hear

I N FACT, THERE was one. “I don’t plan to spend the next year or so of ny life
out here,” Wnnie told Jack. “lIt’'d be different if there were sonething
constructive | could do. But I'’mnot needed. |I'mready to head out.”

So was Digger. But Kellie wouldn't be |eaving, so he wasn’t about to go

anypl ace. Digger let her see that he wanted to stay on, wanted to be part of a
maj or achi evenent, and all that. The truth was, he wanted Kellie, and
everything el se was a sideshow. But with Kellie watching, he had no choi ce but
to play the selfless hero. He knew her too well and understood clearly what
woul d happen to her respect for himif he didn't stand up and do his duty.

He wi shed, as a conpronise, he could think of a way to persuade Jack to go
back to Broadside while he stayed here with Kellie. Don’t worry about the
details, big fella. W ll take care of anything that cones up. You go ahead



and take sone tine off.
LI BRARY ENTRY
“You should never talk to strangers, Shalla.”

“Why not, Boomer? Sone of the nicest people | know are strangers.”
“But if you know them they’'re not strangers.”

“ O,]. ”
“Do you see what | nean?”
“Not really, Boomer. | nean, you were a stranger once. Should |I not have

spoken to you?”

“Well, that’'s different.”

“ |_b\,\p”

“I"ma nice person.”

“But how can | find out if |I don't talk to you?”
“I"’mnot sure, Shalla. But | knowit’s not a good idea.”

—Fhe CGoonpah Show
Al | - Ki ds Network
March 19

** Chapter 12

On board the Jenkins,
in orbit around Lookout.
Wednesday, March 19.

BILL DI D AN overni ght analysis of the food sanples and told Digger he probably
woul dn’t |ike any of the local cuisine. They forwarded the results to
Broadsi de and the al - Jahani

They were having breakfast in the common room when Wnnie carried her tray in.
“l just saw something odd,” she said, sitting dowmn at the table with the other
three. “There’s a parade of sone sort out on the road. Near where you were
yesterday.”

“Real | y?” Jack rolled up a biscuit, dipped it into his egg yolk, and fini shed
it off. “How do you mean, a parade?”

“Well, not really a parade. But a bunch of locals |ook as if they re headed
for the spot where you showed up.”

“Are you serious?” asked D gger

“They’'re coming fromthe north. About twenty of them The guy in front is
wearing a black robe.”

“They’ re probably just going through to Athens,” said D gger

Jack | ooked interested. “It’s the first bl ack robe we’ ve seen. These fol ks
like bright colors.”

Kellie had been trying to finish her breakfast w thout getting caught up in
the [ atest bout of Goonpah mania. But she sighed. “You think they cane to see
where the critter was?”

“Maybe. There’'s a bunch of wagons parked up the road a bit. W didn't have
coverage this norning because of clouds, but | think these guys rode in on
them There are still a few back there. Wth the wagons. Looks as if they're



wai ting,”
“Bil |l 2" said Jack

The screen lit up. There was indeed a Goonpah in a black robe. He was
approachi ng the spot where the avatar had appeared. Approaching in the sense,
Di gger thought, that he was coming up on it with great care. The crowd was
trailing, but giving himplenty of room

He carried a staff, and when he’'d reached the spot on the road in cl osest
proximty to the hill on which the avatar had stood, he stopped, planted the
staff, leaned on it, and appeared to survey his surroundings. After a mnute

he | ooked behi nd, and one of the onlookers cane forward. There was a
conversation and sonme pointing.

“Looks as if Digger may have stirred sonething up,” Jack said.

Right. Digger didit.

A cloud drifted into the field of view

“What do you think?” asked Kellie.

“It | ooks cerenonial.”

W nni e wonder ed whet her anybody recogni zed any of the Goonpahs.

Di gger snothered a |augh. “They all 1 ook alike. Can you tell them apart?”

“I haven't seen themup close. Not the way you have. | thought you m ght
recogni ze one of the guys you tal ked to yesterday.” She put a slight enphasis
on the verb, and she was obviously tal king about the one who had been
travel i ng al one and whom Di gger now saw was i ndeed there, carrying a javelin.
“l have no idea,” Digger said.

“He’ s saying sonething,” said Kellie, nmeaning the one in the robe.

“I think he’s singing,” said Jack. “We should have left a pickup in the area.”

The marchers spread out on either side of the black robe, formng an arc
centering on him

“It’s a chant,” said Wnnie. “Look at them” They had all begun doing a kind
of coordi nated swayi ng.

“They’'re looking for nme,” said Digger

Jack | eaned forward, intrigued. Digger, whose training should have produced
the sane curiosity, felt only a chill. “lIt’s a religious cerenony,” Jack said.

“Maybe we need to go back down,” said Wnnie. “Explain to themit’s okay.”
Kellie' s eyes shone. “I’'lIl be damed,” she said. “They think they saw a god.”
“l doubt it,” said Jack.

The one in the robe shook down | ong sl eeves and pulled a hood over his head.

The javelin was held out for himto take. He nmade signs over it, lifted it,
and waved it in a threatening gesture at the top of the hill. The chant ended.



Everyone stood quietly for another mnute or so. Then he clinbed the hil

whil e the others watched w t h—-Bi gger thought—no small degree of anxiety, and
cane finally to the spot where the avatar had stood. The one who' d been on the
road, who' d carried the weapon, called out to himand he noved a coupl e of
steps to his right. They seened to agree that was the correct |ocation. And

wi t hout further delay, he brandished the javelin with practiced ease and
plunged it into the ground.

He nade nore signs, drew his hands together, and | ooked at the sky. They al
bowed their heads and closed their eyes. Their |ips nmoved in unison. One of
them crept up the hill and recovered the javelin. And they withdrew

Down the hill and back along the road until they reached the waiting wagons.
Into the wagons and headed north.

“I think,” said Digger, “we’ve just seen a declaration of war.”

Jack was still |ooking ecstatic. “I don't think so,” he said. “l believe we’ve
just watched an exorcism”

THEY SPENT MJUCH of the next few days watching and |istening to Goonpah
conversations. Wnnie hung a sign on the bul khead that said It’'s Geek to ne.
Each of the five channels allotted to the pickups had been routed in, but one
had gone inactive. They' d seen a Goonpah hand cl ose over it, and then for a
while all they could see was the grass. And finally the unit shut down.
Sonebody had probably hit it with a stick

But they still had four |inks.

They listened and mar ked down phonetic inpressions and bounced phrases off
each other while Bill recorded everything, collapsed the signhals into
conpressed transm ssions, and fired them off every six hours by way of
Broadsi de to the al -Jahani

The | anguage seened straightforward enough. Sone of the sounds were odd, lots
of grunts and gargles, a |load of aspirates and di pht hongs. And nobody rolled
their |'s like these guys. There was an overall harshness to the diction, but
Di gger didn't hear nuch that a human tongue couldn’t reproduce. And they’d
even deci phered a coupl e of words.

Chal l a, collanda appeared to be the universal greeting. Two Goonpahs net,
nmorni ng or evening, male or female, it didn't seemto matter: “Challa,
collanda,” they woul d say.

Hello, friend. Kellie took to greeting her passengers with it, and soon they
were all using it. Challa, Jack

Di gger discovered the sheer pleasure in reproducing sone of the sounds he was
hearing. He could roll his I's and grunt with the best of them He al so began
to di scover sonething he hadn’t known about hinself: He had a facility for

| anguage. Next time he ran into sone Goonpahs he’'d be ready. He wondered if

t hi ngs m ght have gone a bit differently had he been able to raise his hand
and, in his jolliest deneanor, send the proper greeting: “Challa, collanda.”

But there wouldn’t be a next time. Lightbenders were on the way, so when they
went back down to set up nmore listening posts they d be invisible.

Wl |, there was nothing to be done about it now But he knew he’'d be tenpted
to walk up to one of the Goonpahs, no nore than a voice in the wind, and say



hel | 0. Just whisper it and watch himjunp.

He' d never worn a lightbender. They were prohibited to private ownership. A
few had gotten out and becone invaluable tools for crimnals. But there was a
Nat i onal Lightbender Association claimng that people had a constitutiona
right to the devices. It struck Digger that once they becane generally
avai |l abl e everyone woul d have to wear infrared gl asses to protect hinself.
Even i magi ning hinmself invisible bestowed a sense of both power and

reckl essness.

About a week after they d gone down to the surface, Jack announced that a
nmessage had arrived fromthe Acadeny. “W’' ve got sonmething else to | ook for
he sai d.

Hut ch’ s i mage appeared on-screen

“Jack,” she said, “This is a hedgehog.” The screen divided and produced a
pi cture of an object with triangular spikes sticking out all over it. An
acconpanying scale indicated it was six and a half kiloneters in dianeter

“To date, we have three reports of these objects. W have no idea what they
are or what their purpose is. W do know that one of them exploded while it
was being inspected by the Quagnor. If you can take a | ook around w t hout
conprom si ng your main objectives, please do so. W d like very nmuch to know
if your cloud has one. It'lIl be directly out front, running on the sane
course, at the sane speed. The ranges between the objects and the clouds have
varied out to sixty thousand klicks.

“So far, the things are identical. They have 240 sides. Lots of right angles.
If you see one, keep a respectful distance. Don't go near it. W don’t want an
i nspection; we just want to know whether it’s there.” She allowed herself a
snmle but Digger could see she was dead serious. “Thanks,” she said. “Be
careful. W don’t want to | ose anybody el se.”

The hedgehog remmi ned a few seconds after Hutch's image bl anked, and then it,
too, was gone, replaced by the Acadeny | ogo.

Al'l those spines. Like stalagmtes. But with flat tips. “Wat is it?” asked
Wnnie. “Do they have any idea?”

“You heard as nmuch as | did,” said Jack

Kellie | ooked thoughtful. “I"Il tell you what it might be,” she said. "It
| ooks designed to attract the clouds. Maybe sonmebody’s been using themto get
rid of the damm things. A cloud shows up and you give it a whatzis to chase.”

They all |ooked at her. “It’s possible,” said Digger. “That mght be it.”
Kellie' s eyes shone. It was a pleasure to be first to solve a puzzle.
“Well,” said Jack, “let’s go see if we’ve got one.”

THE CLOUD S SHAPE had changed during the few weeks since they'd first seen it.
It had becone distorted, and was throwing jets forward and to one side, blown
of f by gee forces as it continued to decelerate and to turn. At the rate the

t hi ng was braki ng, Di gger had troubl e understanding how it managed to hold
together at all. He was not a physicist, but he knew enough to concl ude t hat
the stability of the gas and dust, in the face of those kinds of stresses,
denonstrated that this was no natural phenomenon. There were w despread clai s
by mystics, and even sonme physicists, who should know better, that the onegas



were an evol utionary step, a means by which the gal axy protected itself from
the rise of the supercivilization, the one entity that could rai se havoc, that
could eventually take control and force it away fromits natural devel opnment.

It was a notion very nuch in play these days, fitting perfectly with the idea
that the present universe was sinply a spark in a vast hypersky, one of

countl ess universes, afloat in a cosnos that was perhaps itself an
infinitesimal part of an ever-greater construct. Gains of sand on a beach
that was a grain on a nuch bigger beach

Where did it all end?

Vel |, however that mght be, the omega clouds were too sophisticated to have
devel oped naturally.

“How do you know?” asked Kellie, sitting quietly |ooking out at the nonster
whi | e Di gger went on about stars and universes.

He explained. How it held together. How it had |ong-range sensors far better
than anything the Jenkins had. How it had spotted Athens froma range of 135
billion kilonmeters when they couldn't find it fromorbit.

She |istened, nodding occasionally, apparently agreeing. But when he’d

fini shed, she cormented that there were people around who’' d argue that Digger
couldn’t have happened sinply as a result of natural evolution. “I think,” she
said, “you're doing the argunent from design.”

“l suppose. But this is different.”

“ |_b\,\p”

“I't’s on a bigger scale.”

“Dig, that's only a difference in degree. Size doesn’t count.”

He couldn’t find an adequate response. “You think these things are natura
obj ect s?”

“I don’t know.” The cloud was m sshapen, plunes thrown forward and to one

side. It was a dark squid soaring through the night. “I’m keeping nmy mi nd
open.” Neither spoke for a minute. Then she said, “lI’mnot sure which scares
me nore.”

“Wi ch what ?’

“Whi ch explanation. Either they' re natural, which | eads to the conclusion that
t he uni verse, or God, however you want to put it, doesn’t approve of
intelligence. O they're built and set |oose. That neans sonebody who's very
bright has gone to a lot of trouble to kill every stranger he can find.”

AT THEI R CURRENT range, Lookout’s sun was only a bright star

The Jenki ns had begun a sweep when it had approached within 12 million klicks
of the cloud. They noved steadily closer over the next three days but saw
not hi ng.

On the fourth day of the hunt Kellie suggested they term nate.

“You're sure there's nothing there?” said Jack



“Absolutely. There are a few rocks but that’s it. Nothing renotely resenbling
the dingus.” She waited for instructions.

“Ckay.” Jack’s attitude suggested the hell with it. “Let’s go back to
Lookout . ”

Kellie directed themto belt down and began angling the Jenkins onto its new
course. It was going to be a long turn and they'd be living with gee forces
for the better part of a day. Consequently, she wasn’'t particularly happy. “If
|"d used my head,” she told Digger, “lI’'d have arranged things differently. W
could have been on a nore efficient course at the end of the pattern. But |
assuned we were going to find sonething.”

“So did I,” he said. “If you're right, though, that the hedgehogs are |ures,
they won't be everywhere. Only close to clouds that are threatening sonething
their nakers are interested in.”

Jack sent off a message to Hutch, information copies to the al Jahani: “No
hedgehog at Lookout. Returning to orbit.”

Wil e they made the Iong swing, they decided to watch a simtogether, and
Kellie, at their request, brought up a haunted house thriller. Digger didn't
have nuch taste for horror, but he went along. “Scares nme though,” he told
them naking a joke of it, as if the idea were ridiculous, but in fact it did.
He took no pl easure watching a vanpire operate, and there’'d been tines even
here, in the belly of a starship, nmaybe especially here, when he’'d gone back
through a dimy lit corridor to his quarters after that kind of experience and
heard f oot steps paddi ng behind him

The problemw th the superluni nal was that, even though it was an enbodi ment

of nmodern technol ogy, a statement that the universe is governed by reason, a
virtual guarantee that denmons and vampires do not exist, it was still quite
smal I . Al npst cl austrophobic. A few passageways and a handful of roons, with a
tendency toward shadows and echoes. It was a place you couldn't get away from
I f sonething stal ked you through the ship’s narrow corridors, there would be
nowhere to run.

H s problem he knew, was that he suffered from an overabundance of

i magi nati on. Always had. It was the quality that had drawn himinto
extraterrestrial assignnents. Digger was no coward. He felt he'd proved it by
goi ng down on Lookout and sticking his head up. He’d worked on a site in the
m ddl e of the Angol an flare-up, had stayed there when everybody el se ran. On
anot her occasion he’'d gotten a couple of mssionaries away fromrebels in
Zanpara, in northern Africa, by a mxture of audacity, good sense, and good
luck. But he didn't |ike haunted houses.

The pl ot always seenmed to be the same: A group of adol escents |ooking for an
unusual place to hold a party decide to use the abandoned mansion in which
there reportedly had been several ghastly nmurders during the past half
century. (It wasn’t a place to which D gger woul d have gone.)

There was al ways a storm rain beating against the w ndows, and doors opening
and closing of their own volition. And periodically, victins getting cornered
by what ever happened to be |oose in the attic.

He tried to think about other things. But the creaking doors, the wild nusica
score, and the tree branches scrapi ng agai nst the side of the house kept

br eaki ng t hrough. Jack | aughed through rmuch of the performance, and
energetically warned the actors to look out, it’s in the closet.



M dway t hrough, strange noises cone fromupstairs. Shrieks. G oans. Unearthly

cries. Two of the boys decide, incredibly, they will investigate. Only in the
sims, Digger thinks. But he wants themto stay together. The boy in the |ead
is tall, good-looking, with a kind of wi stful innocence. The kid next door
Despite the silliness of the proceedings, Digger’s heart is pounding as he and

his companion clinb the circular staircase, while the tenpo builds to a
climax. As they arrive at the top, another shriek rips through the night. It
cones from behind the door at the end of the hallway.

The door opens, apparently unai ded, and Di gger sees a shadowy figure seated in
an arnchair facing a window, illum nated only by the flickering |ightning. The
second boy, prudently, is dropping behind.

Stay together. Digger shakes his head, telling hinself it’s all nonsense. No
sensi bl e kids would do anything like this. And if they did, they d certainly
stick close to each other

And he found hinsel f thinking about the hedgehog. They’'d overl ooked the
obvi ous.

“WHAT WOULD I T be doi ng way out there?” asked Jack
Di gger has used a cursor to indicate where he thought the object could be
found. “We assumed the cloud and the hedgehog were a unit. \Were one goes, the

other follows. But here, we’'ve got a cloud that has thrown a right turn

“The cloud’s been turning and sl owi ng down for a long time. Maybe over a year
But there’s no reason to assunme the hedgehog woul dn’t keep going.”

“Original course and velocity?” said Jack
“Probably.”
“Why woul d it do that?” asked Wnnie.

“Why any of this? | don't know. But | bet if we check it out, we'll find it
where the cloud would have been if it hadn’'t decided to go for a walk.”

Kellie's dark eyes touched him Go to it, big boy.

“Why not take a | ook?” he asked. “It’s not as if we have to be anywhere
t omorrow. ”

THEY FOUND I T precisely where Digger had predicted. It was noving along at a
few not ches under standard onega velocity. As if the great cloud still trailed
behi nd.

LI BRARY ENTRY

The di scovery of escort vehicles with the onegas reveals just how little
research has been done over the past thirty years on this critical subject.
What ot her surprises are com ng? And how many nore lives will be sacrificed to

bureaucratic inertia?

—The London Ti nes
March 23

** Chapter 13



On board the Heffernan
near Al pha Pictoris,

99 light-years from Earth.
Friday, April 4.

THE PI CTORI S HEDGEHOG made it six for six. They all have one.

It was twenty-eight thousand kilometers in front of the cloud. Its dianeter
was the standard six and a half kilometers. “Report’s away,” Emma said.

Sky didn't |ike going anywhere near the dammed thing. But they d asked for
vol unteers, told himthey' d probably be okay, but to be careful, don't take
any unnecessary chances, and keep your head down. Emma had said not to
hesitate on her account, and the Heffernan was the only ship in the

nei ghbor hood.

Odinarily Sky | oved what he did for a living. He enjoyed cruising past ringed
gi ants, | obbing probes into black holes, delivering people and supplies to the
ultimate out-of-the-way places. But he didn't like the clouds. And he didn't

i ke the hedgehogs. They were things that didn't bel ong.

They were far enough away fromPictoris that the only decent illum nation on
t he object was com ng fromtheir probe.

“I'ts magnetic field matches the signature of the other objects,” said Bill
“Ajax is ready to go,” said Emma.

There was no known entry hatch anywhere, so Drafts would have chosen a spot at
random Which is what the Heffernan woul d do.

Emma and Sky were | ooking forward to celebrating their sixteenth anniversary

t he next day, although they hadn’'t been married precisely sixteen years.
Participating in experinments with the new hypervel ocity sublight thrust

engi nes had alternately speeded them up and sl owed them down, or maybe j ust
one or the other. He’d never been able to figure out relativity. He just knew
the nunbers didn’'t conme together in any way he coul d understand. But it didn't
matter. He'd had a ot of time with Emm, and he was smart enough to
appreciate it. She’'d told himonce, when they were still a few nonths from
their weddi ng, and were eating dinner at the Grand Hotel in Arlington, that he
shoul d enjoy the nonment because the day woul d come when they’' d give anyt hi ng
to be able to return to that hour and relive that dinner

It was true, of course. Everything was fresh and young then. They hadn’t yet

| earned to take each other for granted. Wen he was tenmpted to do so now, he
rem nded hinself that the life he had wouldn’t be forever, and if he couldn’t
go back to the Grand Hotel when his romance with Enma was still new, when the
entire world was young and all things seemed possible, it was equally true
that he’ d renenber the hedgehog, and how they’' d stood on the bridge together
watching it cone close, a piece of hardware put together by God knew what, for
pur poses no one could imagine. A bonb. But it was still a nmoment that he
savored, because he knew that, like the Grand Hotel, he would one day give
much to be able to return

Si xt eent h anni versary. How had it all gone by so quickly?
“Relativity.” She | aughed.

“Recomrend Aj ax | aunch,” said Bill



“Ckay, Bill. Keep in mnd that we want it to snuggle up very gently. Just Kkiss
it, right?”

“Just a snmooch,” said Bill. He appeared beside them wearing a radiation suit
and a hard hat. Protection against explosions. H s idea of a joke.

“Ckay,” Sky said. “Launch Ajax.”

War ni ng | anmps blinked. The usual slight tremor ran through the ship. “Aj ax
away. Time to intersection: thirty-three mnutes.”

“Ckay, Bill. Let’s leave town.”

THEY ACCELERATED QUT. Sky directed the Al to maintain junp capability, which
required firing the main engi nes throughout the sequence to build and hold
sufficient charge in the Hazeltines.

It was the first tine in all these years that he’'d been in this kind of
situation, not knowi ng well in advance whether he’d have to junp.

“Qut of curiosity—2 she said.
“ Yes ?!!

“On the junp, can you override Bill? If you had to?” The jump engines couldn’'t
be used until they were charged. That usually required twenty-eight mnutes
off the main engines. Any attenpt to do a junp prior to that risked initiating
an antimatter explosion, and consequently would be refused by the Al.

“We could do a nanual start if something happened to Bill.”

“You know,” she said, “I suspect that’'s what the hedgehog is | oaded with,
to0o.”

“Antimatter?”
“Yes. That would explain the nagnetic field.”
“I'n what way?” asked Sky.

“Cont ai nment envel ope. It’s probably what happened to Drafts. He did sonething
that inpaired its integrity.”

Sky shook his head. Who'd have expected anything like that out here?

EMVA WAS AN ast rophysicist. Wen he’d warned her that narryi ng soneone who
took a superlum nal out for nonths at a time might not be a smart nove for
her, she’d said okay, that she’'d really wanted a tall blond guy anyhow,
good-bye. And he'd tried to recover ground, said he wasn't entirely serious,
didn't want to | ose her, just wanted to be sure she knew what she was getting
i nto.

It had taken alnost two years to get the joint assignment to the Heffernan
but it had happened, |argely because the Acadeny had a policy of trying to
keep its captains happy.

They were both on the bridge, sharing, after all these years, their first
nmonent of danger. The danger was renote, fortunately, but it added a dash of
spi ce to the experience.



“Ajax has closed to four klicks,” said Bill. “Contact in eleven minutes.”

They coul d see A ax, which | ooked like an insect, wi ngs and | egs spread,
angling toward the spiked surface.

“I's it going to work?” asked Sky.

“I'f it’s what we think it is, Alax will find the frequency and interfere with
the magnetic belt. That should be enough. If it isn’t, it’ll start cutting the
thing up with its |lasers. One way or another, yes, it should work.”

Sky listened to the innumerabl e sounds the ship’s systens routinely make,
whi spers and sighs and clicks and the ongoi ng background t hrum of the engines,
boosting themto ever-higher velocities.

They tal ked occasionally about retirement, about her getting a job at hone,
maybe having the child they’'d al ways prom sed thenselves. Can’t really do that
if youre bottled up inside a container all the tine. Virtual beaches are al
right for adults, but a kid needs real sand.

Emma, reading his thoughts, nodded. “Time for sonething new?” she suggested.
“I don’t know,” he said uncertainly.
“There is this, Sky. Were else could we be this useful ?”

Can’t hug her. Not while under acceleration. So he reached over and took her
hand.

“Five minutes,” said Bill. “W are ready to junmp on command.”

One of the screens carried the cloud, its inmage captured live through the

tel escopes. Sky thought the omegas possessed an ethereal kind of beauty. Not
this one, because it was too dark, there wasn't enough light hitting it. But
when they got lit up by sunlight, they were actually very striking. He grinned
at the unintentional pun

Emma couldn’t see it. She thought they were the enbodi nent of pure

mal evol ence. A denonstration that there were devils |oose in the universe. Not
t he supernatural kind, of course. Sonething far worse, sonething that really
exi sted, that had left its footprint anmong the stars, that had desi gned booby
traps and sent themout to kill strangers.

Sky had grown up with the notion that evil inevitably equated to stupidity.
The synbol of that idea was enbodied in the fact that superluminals were not
arnmed, that no one (other than fiction witers) had ever thought of mounting a
deck gun on an interstellar vessel

It was a nice piece of mythol ogy. But nythol ogy was all it was.
“Two minutes.” Bill |oved doing countdowns. There was a picture of himon the
auxiliary screen, sitting in an arnchair, still safely tucked inside his suit,

and with his hel net visor down.
“Bill, ready to bail if we have to.” There was no way to be sure the energy
| evel s of the hedgehog were all the sane.

“We are (BY,” he said. Ready to go. Bill favored the official termnology. He
sonmetines adnmitted to Sky that he regretted that starship life was so
peaceful . He tal ked occasionally, and wistfully, of running m ssions against



alien horrors that were determned to destroy civilization, to overrun Berlin
and all it stood for. (Sky could never tell for sure when Bill was kidding.)
The Al wi shed for pirates and renegade corporations, hiding in the dust of

gi ant clouds. douds, he added, hundreds of |ight-years across, clouds that
woul d make the onegas | ook |like puffs of nmist on a summer breeze.

Bill, this Bill, had a poetic streak. Sonmetinmes he went a bit over the top
but he did seemto have a passion for flowers and sunsets and the wind in the
trees. Al a facade, of course. Bill had never experienced any of that, wasn't

even self-aware if you believed the manual . Furthernore, although the Acadeny
Als were conpatible, and in fact nobst people thought there was really only one
Acadeny Al, which sonetines sinply got out of contact with its various parts,
Sky knew that Bill was different on different ships. Sonetines the

mani festati on was wi thdrawn and formal, sel dom showi ng up visually, and then
usually in dress whites; on other vessels, on the Quagnmre, for exanple (which
Sky had piloted on a couple of mssions), he’d been young, energetic, always
advancing his opinion, usually in a junpsuit with the ship’'s patch on his
shoul der. The Heffernan Al was phil osophical, sonetines sentimental, inclined
to quote Honmer and MIton and the Bible. And apparently a fan of nel odrans.

Sky was one of the few Acadeny captains who believed that a divine force
functioned in the universe. He’'d heard Hutch say one tine that the notion of a
God was hard to accept out here because of the sheer dinensions of the cosnops.
Ri chard Feynman had nmade a coment to that effect. “The stage is just too
big.” Wiy create sonething so enornous? Wiy nmake places so far away that their
light will never reach the Earth?

But that was the reason Sky believed. The stage is i nmense beyond
conprehension. The fallacy in Hutch's reasoni ng, he thought, was the
assunption that the human race was at the center of things. That we were what
it was all about. But Sky suspected the Creator had made everything so | arge
because He sinply liked to create. That’'s what creators do.

“Twenty seconds,” said Bill.

He wat ched t he package nove in. The hedgehog was rotating, slowy, once every
thirty-seven mnutes. The others rotated at different rates. It depended on
the gravity fields they'd passed through

“Ten.”
It closed and snuggl ed i n agai nst one of the object’s 240 sides.
“Contact . ”

“Very good, Bill.”

“Thank you, sir.
He | ooked over at Enmmma.

“Bill,” she said, “proceed with A ax.”

“Proceeding.” And, a nmonent |ater: “Lockdown.” The mmgnetic couplers took
hol d. There had been a possibility that night have been enough to detonate the
thing, but Emma hadn’t thought so. If it had no nore stability than that, it
woul d have gone up long ago. Objects drifting through interstellar space are
bat hed by particles and gravitons and you name it.

“You know,” said Enmma, “1 think I’mgoing to enjoy blowing this son of a bitch



to hell.”

“There’s nobody init.”
“Doesn’t matter.” She | ooked over at him Her eyes were green, and they were
snol dering. She didn't share his faith in a benign creator, but she felt that
t he uni verse should be a place of pristine beauty and wonder. And nost of al
it should be neutral, and not | oaded against intelligence. We’re the only
reason there’'s any point to it, she believed. Unless there’'s someone smart
enough to look at it, and appreciate its grandeur, and do the science, the
uni verse i s meani ngl ess.

“Are we ready to pull the trigger?” Sky asked.

“Just enjoying the monent,” she said.
“Fire when ready, babe.”
She checked the status board. Al green. “Bill,” she said.

“Locked and | oaded.”
“Proceed to degauss.”

“Activating.” His inmage vani shed. He was all business now

Sky watched the time tick off. “Wuld the reaction be instantaneous?” he
asked.

“Hard to say. But I’'d think so.”

“l do not detect a change in the object’s nagnetic signature.”

“Doesn’ t work?” asked Sky.

“Let’s give it alittle nore tine.”

The hedgehog was getting smaller as the Heffernan continued to w thdraw.
“Still no change,” said Bill.

“Maybe it’s not antimatter?”

“I't mght be that we don't have enough energy to shut it down. O that we
haven't calibrated correctly. O who knows what else? It’s not exactly ny
field.” She took a deep breath, “You ready to go to phase two, Sky?”

“Yes. Do it.”

“Bill?”

“Yes, Emma?”

“Activate the bl ade.” The |aser

“Activating bl ade.”

“Can you enhance the picture?” Sky asked.

“Negative. W are at maxi mrum definition now.”



Emma had told himit would probably take tine, but Sky kept thinking about
Terry Drafts poking a laser into its shell. The record showed that once you
did that, things happened pretty quickly. But some parts of the object m ght
be nore vul nerabl e than ot hers.

Sky was begi nning to armuse hinself thinking howthe Acadeny m ght say okay,
it’'s obviously not going to work, go back in and retrieve the unit when it
went, erupted in a white flash.

ARCHI VE

No one denies that the effort to find a way to di spose of the omega clouds is
of value. But they do not constitute a clear and present danger. They are in
fact so rempte a hazard that it remains difficult to understand why so nany
continue to get exercised over the issue. At a tinme when mllions go hungry,
when repairing environnental damage is exhausting vast suns of money, when the
wor | d popul ati on steans ahead, we can ill afford to waste our resources on a
threat that remains so far over the horizon that we cannot even inagi ne what
the planet will look like when it arrives. The Council and the Prime M nister
need to set their priorities, and live with them despite the shifting
political w nds.

—Mbscow | nt ernati ona
April 5
** Chapter 14

Arlington
Monday, April 4.

ASQUI TH NEVER REALLY | ooked happy, except when VIP visitors were present. This
nmor ni ng, whi ch was rainy, gloomy, and sonehow tentative, was nonmentarily
devoid of VIPs. The commi ssioner was maki ng the kinds of faces that suggested
he was tired of hearing about problenms that didn’'t go away. “So we know t he
hedgehogs—an’t we get a better nane for them Hutch?—are bonbs. Tell ne about
the one that’'s going to pass close to us. Tony’s going to be over this
afternoon, and | need some answers. \What happens if it goes off?”

Tony was the ultinmate VIP: the NAU s funding |liaison with the Acadeny.

“You don’t have to worry about it, Mchael. It’'s as far away as the cloud is.
It can't hurt us.”

“Then why are we worried about it?”

“W aren’'t worried in the sense that it can do any damage to us. Not at its
current range. Maybe in a few centuries.”

“Then why do we care about it?”

“Because we don’t know its purpose.”

“So we're talking a purely acadenic issue? Nobody's at risk?”
“No. "

He' d gotten up when she canme into the room Now he eased hinself back into his
chair. “Thank God for that,” he said. He notioned her to a chair. “Wy would



anybody be putting bonbs out there?”

“We think they' re triggers.”

“Triggers. Bombs. We're arguing term nol ogy.
they trigger?”

He rolled his eyes. “What do

“The clouds.”
“What' s that? How do you nmean? The cl ouds bl ow up?”

“We don’t really know yet, Mchael. But | think it's sonething |like that.
thi nk you get a special kind of explosion.”

“How many ki nds of expl osions are there?”

She sat down and tried to get the conversation onto a |evel at which she could
handle it. “The reason they're inportant,” she said, “is that if these things
turn out to be what they seemto be, they may give us a way to get rid of the
cl ouds.”

“By bl owi ng themup.”

“Yes. Maybe. We don't know.” She felt good this nobrning. Had in fact felt
pretty good for the last few days. “We need to find out.”

“So what precisely do you propose?

“W need to run a test.”

He nodded. “Do it.”

“Ckay.”

“But not with the cloud.” The |ocal one.

“WW won’t go near it.”

“CGood.” He took a deep breath. “1’'d be grateful if it worked.”
“As would I, Mchael.”

“l guess you’ve noticed the Goonpahs have been getting popular.” H s tone

suggested that was a problem

O course she’d noticed. Everywhere she | ooked there were Goonpah dolls,
Goonpah ganes, Goonpah beddi ng. People | oved them Kids especially |loved them
“Why is that bad news?” she asked innocently. But she knew the reason

“There’s a growi ng body of opinion that the governnent hasn’t done enough to
hel p them”

“I"'msorry to hear it.”
“They’' d like to keep the nmedia away. In case things go badly.”
“They being the president and the Council.”

He nodded. Who el se? “They' re afraid there’ |l be graphic pictures of Goonpahs
getting killed in | arge nunmbers.”



“Too bad they’'re not insects.”

He didn't pick up the sarcasm “Anything but these ternminally cute rollover
critters.”

“The media say they’' Il be there.”

He nmade a sound in his throat that resenbled a gargle going awy. “I know But
there’s no way to stop them If our little experinent works out, though, the
problemw || be solved.” He | ooked happy. As if the sun had come out in the

of fice. “Make it happen, Hutch.”

“Wait a mnute,” she said. “Mchael, | think we’ve had a conmuni cati on
breakdown. Even if it works, we aren't going to be able to use the technique
to help the Goonpahs.”

Shock and di smay. “Wiy not? | thought that was the whole point.”

“The whole point is to get control of the clouds. To forge a weapon.” She
tried to sound reassuring. “I’msorry | msled you. But the cloud at Lookout
is too close.”

“How do you mean?”

“I'f we get the result we expect, we're going to |l earn how to destroy the
dammed t hings. But we expect a very big bang. Trigger the cloud at Lookout,
and you'd fry themall.”

“How can you know t hat before you ve run the test?”

“Because |'mpretty sure |I’ve seen other clouds explode. | know what kind of
energy they put out.”

And suddenly he understood. “The tewks.”

“Yes.” She'd put it all in the reports, but it was becom ng clear he didn't
read the reports.

“All right,” he said. He was still disappointed and he let her see it. “Let ne
know how it turns out.”

“Ckay.” She started to get up, but he waved her back down. Not finished with
you yet.

“Listen, Hutch. 1’ve gone along with everything you ve wanted to do. W sent
out Collingdale and his people. W sent out the kite. And we’re sending neal s,
for God's sake. W' |l be broke for three years after this. Now you owe ne
sormet hi ng.

“W’ ve gotten some help fromthe Council on this. So we need to play ball wth
them I'mgoing to tell Tony we’'ll go all out to save the poor bastards.
That’s what they want, by the way. Save them Divert the goddam cloud. If you
can’t blow it up, nake your kite work. Mke it happen

“I'f you don't, if the cloud hamtmmers them we'll all be in the soup.”
Hut ch kept her voice level. “Mchael,” she said, “we’ve had thirty years to

figure out how to do sonething about the onmegas. The Council felt safe because
t he danger seened so far away. It didn’t occur to themthat political fallout



m ght conme froma different direction. | personally don't care if they all get
voted out. But we are trying to save the Goonpahs. W were trying to do it
before it becanme politically popular.”

She was at the door, on her way out, when he called her back. “You're right,
Hutch,” he said. “lI know that. Everybody knows it. \Wich is why the Acadeny
will look so good if we can pull these fat little guys out of the fire.”

“Right,” she said, and let it drop
ARCHI VE

“Senator, we’'ve all seen the pictures of the cloud at Monlight. |Is there
anything at all we can do for the Goonpahs?”

“Janet, we are noving heaven and earth to help. Unfortunately, we haven't yet
| earned how to turn these things aside. The first shipload of supplies will be
| eaving day after tonorrow. We're doing everything we can.”

—Senat or Cass BarKker,
Press Conference, April 4

** Chapter 15

On board the al -Jahani
in hyperflight.
Wednesday, April 23.

THERE WERE TOO many people on the mssion. Collingdal e had heard that the
entire scientific community had wanted to go, despite the distance to Lookout.
And Hut ch had accommopdat ed as nmany as she possibly could. That was a mi st ake.
They were going to have to work as a team and he had the unenviabl e task of
trying to organize, nollify, control, and entertain a task force that included
some of the biggest egos on the planet. There were historians and xenol ogi sts
and mat hemati ci ans and specialists in other lines of inquiry of which he' d
never heard. Every one of whom thought of himherself as a leading light in
his or her field. And they were going to be | ocked up together until late
Novenber .

Frank Bergen was a good exanple of the problem Frank expected everyone to

t ake notes whenever he spoke. Melinda Park | ooked stunned if anyone took issue
wi th any of her opinions, even those outside her area of expertise. Walfred

d assner (“Wally” behind his back) thought everyone else in the world was a
noron. Peggy Mal achy never | et anyone el se finish a sentence. The others, save
Judy Sternberg’s linguists, were no better. Before it was over he was
convinced there’d be a nurder.

They conmprised the Upper Strata, the scientific heavywei ghts.

Bergen was, in his view, the only one of themwho really mattered. After
everybody el se had debarked onto the Jenkins, he would make the flight with
Kellie Collier to try to distract the onmega. Bergen, who was short, dunpy,
arrogant, was sure the plan would succeed if only because anything he touched
al ways succeeded. They had at their disposal visual projections, and if those
didn’'t do the job, they had the kite. One way or the other, he assured anybody
who would listen, they'd get rid of the thing. He sounded as if he thought the
cl oud woul dn’t dare defy him

In fact, it seemed to Collingdale that the only other ones crucial to the



m ssion were the linguists. They were all kids, all graduate students or
post docs, save for their boss, Judy Sternberg.

They were already at work with the data forwarded by the Jenkins, trying to
deci pher and faniliarize thensel ves with basic Goonpah. He'd have preferred to
doubl e their nunber and get rid of the giants-in-their-field. But he
under st ood about politics. And Hutch had maintained that it was inpossible to
find, in a few days’ tinme, an adequate supply of people, no nore than five and
a half feet tall, with the kind of specialized skill they needed, who were
willing to | eave hone for two years. She had done the best she could and he’d
have to make do.

They were indeed of minimal stature. Not one of the twelve, nale or female,
rose above his coll arbone.

It had been an ugly scene, those | ast few days before departure. He'd never
seen Hutch | ose her tenper before, but it was obvious she was under pressure.
You have to understand the reality, he'd told her, and she’'d fired back that
politics was the reality.

Nonet hel ess, they were doing as well as could be expected. The Upper Strata
had settled in and seened to have achi eved an ami cabl e standoff w th each
other. And the linguists were hard at work on the daily flow of recordings.
They were both enthusiastic and tal ented, and he expected that, by the tine
they arrived on-station, he’d have people able to speak with the natives.

He' d been trying to master the |anguage hinmsel f but had already fallen far
behi nd the young guns. His |ack of proficiency surprised him He spoke Gernman
and Russian fluently and, despite his fifty-six years, had thought he'd be
able to pace the help. Wthin the first two weeks he’d seen it wasn't going to
happen. But maybe it was just as well. Staying ahead of the old man provided
an incentive for them

The incom ng data consisted of audi ovisual recordings. The pictures weren't
very good. Sonetinmes the conversations took place entirely out of view of the
i mger. On other occasions, the Goonpahs wal ked out of visual range while they
tal ked. Even when the subjects stayed still, the angles were usually |ess than
ideal. At this early stage, in order to have a reasonabl e chance to
understand, the linguists needed to be able to see what was happeni ng. But
they were getting enough to match actions with talk and, still nore inportant,
with gestures.

Most of the Upper Strata were |ooking forward to putting on |ightbenders and
wal ki ng unseen anong the popul ation. They would try to do what they’d done on
Nok, penetrate the libraries, eavesdrop on conversations, observe politica

and religious activities. But Nok was a long tine ago. They' d all been young
then. And Col lingdal e had al ready noticed a reluctance anong themto |learn the
| anguage. He knew what woul d happen: They'd put it off, finding one pretext or
another to avoid the effort. And when they got to Lookout they' d be asking to
borrow one of the |inguists, somebody to go down and interpret.

It was clear that whatever was to be acconplished on this mssion would be
done by Judy’s team

When he’' d heard the conditions under which he woul d be making the flight, he'd
al nost changed his mind about going. But he had asked Hutch for the
assignment, and he didn't feel he could back away. Moreover, he hoped that
Bergen was right, that the cloud woul d be turned aside, and that they would
beat the thing. He desperately wanted to be there if it happened.



THEY WERE MAKI NG sone progress in figuring out the syntax, and they had

al ready begun to conpile a vocabul ary. They had words for hell o and good-bye,
near and far, ground and sky, cone and go. They could sonetinmes differentiate
anong the tenses. They knew how to ask for a bolt of cloth, or to request
directions for Mandigol. (Nobody had any clue where that was.)

There was sone confusion about plurals, and they were nystified by pronouns.
But Judy was there, reassuring themthat tine and patience would bring the
solutions. Her plan called for the establishnment of a working vocabul ary of at
| east one hundred nouns and verbs by the end of their first nmonth on board,
and a basic grasp of syntax by the end of the second. They'd achi eved the
first goal, but the second was proving elusive. At the end of the second
nmont h, no English would be permitted in the workroom At the end of the third
nmont h, they woul d speak Goonpah excl usively, everywhere on the ship, except
when communi cating with hone.

Several objected to that provision. How were they to talk with their fellow
passengers? To Collingdal e’ s i mense satisfaction, Judy replied that was the
probl em of the passengers. It would do Bergen and the others good, she said,
to begin hearing the native | anguage. They’'re supposed to be learning it
anyhow.

The Upper Strata, when it heard the idea, dismissed it out of hand. Utterly
unr easonabl e. They had nore inportant things to do. Not that it nattered. But
Collingdale didn't want nore division and in the end he was forced to
intervene and insist, in the interests of peace, that Judy back down. The
surrender was disguised as a conprom se: English, or other non-Goonpah

| anguages, woul d be spoken by the |inguists outside work hours when nenbers of
the Upper Strata or the captain were present, or at anytinme during any

ener gency.

Collingdale did his best to appease Judy by including in the declaration that
he henceforth considered hinself a menber of the |anguage team and woul d be
bound by their rules, except when his duties made it inpractical

THE ONLY OTHER functioning culture that had been found during the decades of
interstellar travel was on Nok. It was the right nanme for the world. The

i nhabitants were in the niddle of an industrial age, but they'd been up and
down so many tines they’'d exhausted nost of their natural resources. They were
al ways at war, and they showed no tal ent whatever for conprom se or tol erance.

The research teans had experienced massive problens there during the first
coupl e of years because everybody who wanted a |i ghtbender just checked one
out and went down to the surface. They were forever running | anders up and
down with consequent waste of fuel. They had people fighting over e-suits,
trying to nonopolize the | anguage specialists, and argui ng constantly about
the no-contact policy. A substantial nunber maintained it was inmoral for the
Acadeny to stand by while the idiots made war on one another, and huge nunbers
of noncombatants were killed. It happened all the tine, the wars never really
ended until everybody was exhausted, and as soon as they got their breath back
they started up again.

The I evel of aninosity anong the researchers rose until it becane apparent
that the human teanms weren't able to rise much above the | evel of the Noks. It
was as if the Protocol should have been working the other way, shielding
humans fromthe | ess advanced cul ture.

There was no evidence of conflict at Lookout, but once again they were facing
the intervention issue. Except this tine they were prepared to confront the
natives, if it seemed prudent.



Not everyone on board was in agreenment with that policy. Jason Hol der, who
described hinself as the world s only exosoci ol ogi st, had wasted no tine
taking Collingdale aside to warn himthat contact woul d cause extensive harm
inthe long run, that if the Goonpahs could get past the Event on their own,
they’'d be far better off if we kept out of it. “Sticking our noses in,” he'd
said, “all but guarantees they' |l be crippled.”

When Col li ngdal e asked how that could be, he'd trotted out the usua

expl anati on about the clash of civilizations, and how t he weaker one al ways,
al ways, went down. “The effects m ght not be i mediately noticeable,” he'd
said, “but once they understand there’s a nore advanced culture out there,
they | ose heart. They give up, roll over, and wait for us to tell themthe
Truth, provide dinner, and show them how to cure the conmon col d.”

“But we won't let them becone dependent,” Collingdale had said. “W won’'t be
there after the Event.”

“I't’ll be too late. They' Il know we exist. And that will be enough.”

Maybe he was right. Wio really knew? But the natives weren’t human, so maybe
they'd react differently. And maybe Hol der didn’t know what he was tal king
about. It wouldn’t be the first tine an authority had gotten things wong.

JUDY STERNBERG WAS a little on the bossy side, and she ran her operation |ike
a fiefdom She laid out each day' s assignnents in detail, added projects if
time permitted, and expected results. She might have run into sonme resentnent
except that she didn’t spare herself.

Her specialty was, she explained, the interrelationship between | anguage and
culture. “Tell ne,” she was fond of saying, “how people say nother and |’
tell you how their politics run.”

Li ke Hutch, she was a dimnutive woman, barely reaching Collingdale' s
shoul ders. But she radi ated energy.

They’ d been out nore than five weeks when she asked whether he had a nonment to
stop by Goonpah Country, which was the section of the ship dedicated to the

i ngui sts, housing their workroons and their individual quarters. “GCot

somet hing to show you,” she said.

They strolled down to B Deck, started along the corridor, and suddenly a door
opened and a Goonpah waddl ed out and said hello. Said it in the native tongue.
“Chal | a, Professor Collingdale.”

Collingdale felt his jaw drop. The creature was realistic.

“Meet Shelley,” Judy said, trying to restrain a snile

Shel |l ey was even shorter than her supervisor. In costume she was w de, green

preposterous. Her saucer eyes |ocked on him She adjusted her rawhide bl ouse,

tugged at a yell ow neckerchi ef, and held out a six-fingered hand.

“Chal l a, Shelley,” he said.

She curtsied and pirouetted for his inspection. “What do you think?” she asked
in English. The voice had an Australian lilt.

“We haven’t done nuch with the clothing yet,” said Judy, “because we’re not
really sure about texture. We'll need better data. Preferably sanples. But by



the tine we get there, we’ll have our own team of Goonpahs.”
“Well,” he said, “it |ooks good to nme, but I'’mnot a native.”

She smled. “Have faith. When we go down, nobody will be able to tell us from
the locals.”

Shel |l ey took off her mask, and Col lingdal e found hinsel f |ooking at an amnmused
young bl onde. Her figure in no way resenbl ed Goonpah anatony. And he was
enbarrassed to realize he was inspecting her

“l suspect you're right,” he told Judy.

HE SENT A twenty-minute transm ssion to Mary, describing what they were doing,
and telling her how nuch he’d have enjoyed having dinner with her tonight on
the al-Jahani. “It’s very romantic,” he said, snmling into the imager

“Candl elight in the dining room a gypsy violinist, and the best food in the
nei ghbor hood. And you never know whom you're going to neet.”

None of it nade nuch sense, except that she woul d understand the essenti al
nmessage, that he missed her, that he hoped she’'d wait for him That he
regretted what had happened, but that it was a responsibility he really
couldn’t have passed off.

He had been getting nmessages from her every couple of days. They were shorter
than he’' d have preferred, but she said she didn't want to take advantage of
Hut ch’ s ki ndness in providing the service and run up the bill on the Acadeny.
It was enough to satisfy him

This was the only tinme in his life that he’d ever actually believed hinself to
be in love. Until Mary, he’d thought of the grand passion as sonething

adol escents canme down with, not unlike a virus. He had his own nmenories of
June Cedric, Maggie Solver, and a few others. He remenbered thinking about
each of themthat he had to possess her, would never forget her, could not
live without her. But none of it had ever survived the season. He’'d concl uded
that was how it was: A lovely and charm ng stranger takes your enotions for a
ride, and the next thing you know you're conmitted to a relationship and
wondering how it happened. He’'d even suspected it might turn out that way with
Mary. But each day that passed, every nessage that came in fromher, only
confirmed what now seened true. If he lost her, he would | ose everything.

VWH LE HE WAS conposing the transm ssion to Mary, Bill had signaled himthere
was a nessage from Hutch.

“Dave,” she said, “you know about the hedgehogs.” She was seated behi nd her
desk, wearing a navy bl ouse, open at the neck, and a silver chain. “It’s
beginning to look as if all the clouds have one. Jenkins tells us there' s one
at Lookout. The cloud has fallen away fromit since it angled off to go after
t he Goompahs.” The inmager zoomed in on her until her face filled the screen
Her eyes were intense. “It gives us a second arrow. Wen Frank uses the
projectors, instead of just giving it a cube to chase, let’s also try show ng
it a hedgehog. If one doesn’'t work, maybe the other wll.

“Hope everything' s okay.”

HE WAS APPALLED to di scover that sone of his coll eagues were actually | ooking
forward to the conming disaster. Charlie Harding, a statistician, tal ked openly
about watching a primtive culture respond to an attack that would certainly
seemto them “celestial.”



i

“The interesting aspect,” he said, “will conme afterward. W' Il be able to
watch how they try to rationalize it, explain it to thenselves.”

“I'f it were a human culture,” commented Elizabeth Madden, who had spent a
lifetime witing books about tribal life in Mcronesia, “they would | ook for
somet hing they’d done wong, to incur divine displeasure.”

And so it went.

It would be unfair to suggest they were all that way. There were sone who
appl auded the effort to get the natives out of the cities, get them somewhere
beyond the center of destruction. But anyone who'd seen the inmages from
Moonl i ght and 4418 Delta (where the first onega had hit) knew that a direct
strike by the cloud night render irrelevant all efforts to nove the
popul ati on.

Most nights, before retiring, he sent angry transmissions off to Hutch,
dammi ng the clouds and their nakers.

She seened curiously unresponsive. Yes, it was a disaster in the making. Yes,
it would be helpful if we could do sonething. Yes, getting themout of the
cities mght not be enough. She knew all that, lived with it every day. But
she never mentioned giving the Acadeny a kick in the rear to try to junp-start
sormet hi ng.

THEY HAD GOOD pi ctures of several of the isthmus cities, identified by

| atitude. Their nanes were not considered a critical order of business by the
i nguists, but since they would probably not survive the Event, it seened
appropriate to get past the numbers. Collingdal e wondered which of them would
turn out to be Mandi gol

The cities were attractive. They were spaci ous and symmetrical, the streets
laid out in a pattern that suggested a degree of planning mxed in with the
usual chaotic growmh that traditionally started at a comercial area and
spread out haphazardly in all directions. Unfortunately, the patterns of the
Goonpah cities were exactly what would draw the cl oud.

Mar kover’ s peopl e had comented on a general style of design that had
approxi mat ed cl assical Geek. They were right. \Watever one m ght say about

t he cl owni shness of these creatures, they knew how to lay out a city, and how
to build.

The center of activity in the cities was usually near the waterfront area. But
he saw parks and w de avenues and clusters of inpressive structures
everywhere. Bridges crossed streams and gulleys and even, in a couple of

pl aces, broad rivers. Roads and wal kways were |l aid out with geonetric

pr eci si on.

Bui | di ngs that nust have been private homes spread into the countryside,
thinning out until forest took over. He spent hours studying the images com ng
fromthe Jenkins. The place wasn’'t Moonlight, but it was worth saving.

LI BRARY ENTRY

The notion that a prinmitive race, or species, is best served by our keeping
away fromit, is an absurdity. Do we refrain fromassisting renote tribes in
South Anerica or Africa or central Asia when they are in need? Do we argue
that they are best left to starve on their own when we have wheat and
vegetables to spare? To die by the tens of thousands from a pl ague when we
have the cure ready to hand?



Consi der our own blighted history. How nuch m sery might we have avoi ded had
some benevol ent outsider stepped in, say, to prevent the collapse of the
Hel | enic states? To offer some agricul tural advice? To prevent the rise to
power of Caligula? To suggest that maybe the Crusades weren't a good idea, and
to show us how to throw sonme light into the Dark Ages? W m ght have negl ected
to create the Inquisition, or mssed a fewwars. O neglected to keep slavery
with us into the present day.

The standard argunent is that a culture nmust find its own way. That it cannot
survive an encounter with a technol ogically superior civilization. Even when
the superior civilization wishes only to assist. That the weaker society
becomes too easily dependent.

The cultures pointed to as exanples of this principle are inevitably tribal
They are prinitive societies, who, despite the clainms made for their
conquerors, are usually inmposed on by well-nmnmeani ng advocates of one kind or
another, or are driven off by force. One thinks, for exanple, of the Native
Americans. O the various peoples of Mcronesia.

However one may choose to interpret terrestrial experience, it is clear to al
that the Goonpahs are an advanced race. It is true that their technology is at
about the level of inperial Rome, but it is a gross error to equate
civilization with technol ogy. They are, for the nost part, peaceful. They have
witing, they have the arts, they appear to have an ethical code which, at the
very | east, equals our own. A case can be nmade that the only area in which we
excel is in the production of electrical power.

There is in fact no reason to believe that a direct intervention on behal f of
t he Goompahs woul d not be of immense benefit to them Especially now, when
they face a | ethal danger of which they are not even aware. To stand by, and
permt the massive destruction of these entities in the nane of a m sbegotten
and w ongheaded policy, would be damabl e.

The Council has the nmeans to act. Let it do so. If it continues to dither, the
North American Union should take it upon itself to do sonething while there is
yet time.

—The New York Tines
Wednesday, April 23, 2234

** Chapter 16

On board the Hawksbill,
in hyperflight.
Sat urday, April 26.

JULIE, MARGE, AND Whitl ock had becone friends. The wonen called himWwit, and
t hey tal ked endl essly about omegas and cosnol ogy, el ephants and physicists,
Goonpahs and God. The days raced by, and Julie began to realize she had never
been on a nore enjoyable journey. It was al nbost as though her entire life had
been spent preparing for this epochal flight.

Whit consistently delivered odd perspectives. He argued that the best form of
government was an aristocracy, that a republic was safest, and that a
denocracy was nost interesting. Mobs are unpredictable, he said. You just
never know about them He pointed out that during the Gol den Age, the worst
nei ghbor in the Hell espont had been Athens. On the major knee-bendi ng
religious faiths, he wondered whether a God subtle enough to have invented



guantum mechanics would really be interested in having people deliver rote
prayers and swi ng incense pots in H s direction

Marge had been reserved at first, had seened al ways buried with work. But
gradual |y she’d | oosened up. Now the three of them plotted how to save the
Goonpahs, and make sure that the Acadeny was funded afterward so that it could
learn to deal decisively with the onegas.

Julie wanted to see an expedition put together to track the things to their
source. There' d been plans for years to do just that. The old Project Scythe,
for one. And then Redlight. And finally, in its early stages, Watherman. But
it was expensive, the target was thought to be near the core, thirty thousand
light-years away, and the resources were sinply not there.

“We’ |1 only get one chance to beat these things,” Wit said, referring to the
onegas. “The tine spans are so great that people get used to having them
around. Like hurricanes or earthquakes. And eventually we'll try to learn to

live with them So if we don’t succeed on the first attenpt, the wi ndow will
close and it won't get done.”

“But why does it have to be us?” Julie asked. “Wy not sonmebody six centuries
from now?”

“Because we’'re the ones who lived through the shock of discovery. For
everybody else, it’ll be old stuff. Which nmeans people will still be sitting
i n London and Peoria conpl ai ni ng about why the governnent didn't do sonethi ng
when the cloud shows up to shut them down.”

Al though he lived in a society of renewable marriages and, in many pl aces,
mul ti pl e spouses, Whit was a romantic. At |least, that was the inpression Julie
had gotten after reading Love and Bl ack Hol es, his best-known collection of
comment ari es on the human condition. True |ove canme along only once in a
lifetime, Whit maintained. Lose her, or him and it was over. Everything after
that was a rerun. Julie assunmed that Wit, who wasn’t married, had suffered
just such a loss and never recovered. She was careful not to ask about it, but
she wondered who it had been, and what had happened. And, eventually, if the
worman had any idea what she’d | et get away.

Wiitlock was tall, with a lined face, one of those faces that had been |ived
in. He had white hair, and exuded dignity. The rejuvenation treatnments had
cone along too late to do himmuch good, but he didn’t seemto nmnd. He told
her he'd lived the Iife he wanted and had no regrets. (That was clearly a

fal sehood, but a brave one.) He was on board because Hutch |iked himand |iked
his work. There’d been a battle about his coming, apparently. Wit wasn't a
serious scientist, in the view of many, and consequently was not on the sane

| evel as others who would have liked the [ast seat on the mission. Julie had
heard that Hutchins had taken sone heat for giving it to him

He asked Julie whether a |ightbender woul d be nade avail able to hi mwhen they
got to Lookout because he wanted to go down to the surface and actually see

t he Goompahs. He was even working with sone of the people on the al-Jahani
trying to famliarize himself with their |anguage, but he confessed he wasn’'t
havi ng much luck picking it up. “Too old,” he said.

He had turned out to be a dear. He did not assume a superior attitude, as
she’ d expected when she first saw his nane on the mani fest. He was al ready

t aki ng notes, not on what was happeni ng on the Hawksbill, but on his own
reaction to learning that an intelligent species was at risk. At Julie’'s
request, he’d shown her sone of his work, and had even gotten into the habit
of asking for her comrents. She doubted he really needed her editorial input,



but it was a nice gesture, and she had quickly | earned he wanted her to tel

hi m what she really thought. “Doesn’t do any good to have you just pat me on
the head and say the work is great,” he’'d said. “I need to know how you really
react, whether it nakes sense. If I'mgoing to make a fool of nyself, 1'd
prefer to keep the fact in the ship’s conpany rather than spread it around the
world.”

He had a habit of referring to humans as smart nonkeys. They were basically
decent, he told her one evening in the comobn room when they were tal king
about the | ong bl oodbath that human history had been. “But their great
deficiency is that they're too easily programmed. Get them when they're
reasonably young, say five or six, and you can make them believe al npst
anything. Not only that, but once it’s done, the majority of themw Il fight
to the death to maintain the illusion. That’'s why you get Nazis, racists,
honophobes, fanatics of all types.”

Marge Conway’ s assignment was to assume the cloud would arrive over the

i sthmus precisely on schedule, and to find a way to hide the cities. She would
do so by generating rain clouds. If a blizzard had concealed a city on
Moonl i ght, there was no reason to think storm clouds woul dn’t have the sane
effect on Lookout.

If the mission to shoo the cloud away succeeded, her job would becone
unnecessary. Marge was one of those rare persons who was primarily concerned
with overall success, and didn’'t much care who got the credit. In this case,

t hough, she couldn’t conceal that she |onged to see her manufactured clouds in
action.

Marge admitted that she'd gotten the appointnment not because she was
particularly well thought of in her field, but because of her connection wth
Hut chi ns. She’d worked on a nunber of projects for the Acadeny, but had never
bef ore been on a superluninal. She didn’t even like aircraft. “The ride up to
the station,” she told Julie, “was the scariest experience of nmy life.” Julie
wasn’t sure whether to believe her or not because the woman didn't |ook as if
anyt hi ng coul d scare her

“W have one mmjor advantage,” Marge conmented. “Nobody expects us to get the
job done.”

“Hut ch does,” said Julie.

Marge didn't think so. “Hutch puts on a good show. She knows that Moonli ght

m ght have been an anomaly. She’s seen the clouds in action, and | doubt she

t hi nks anything can turn them aside.”

“Then why are we being sent out?”

“You want the truth?” said Wit.

“Pl ease.”

“Because the politicians want to be able to say they nmade a serious effort. If
we don't try this, and a | ot of Goonpahs die, which they alnbst certainly
will, the public’s going to be |Iooking for whose fault it is.”

Whit’'s statenment cast a pall over things because he was usually so optimstic.

Mar ge asked hi m why he thought the decoy woul dn’t work.

“Because sonebody else tried it. W don’t really know who, although we suspect



it was the Monunent-Mikers. Somebody tried to save Quraqua at one tinme by

buil ding a sinulated, and very square, city on its nmoon. At Nok, they put four
cube-shaped satellites, each about two kilonmeters wide, in orbit. Both places
got hit anyhow. ”

“Sounds definitive to nme,” said Marge.
“Maybe they waited too long,” said Julie.
“How do you nmean?” asked Wit.

“At both places, the decoys were too close to the targets. By the time the
cl oud picked themup, it would already have been | ocked on its objectives.
Lots of cities on both worlds.”

Whit considered it. “You may be right,” he said. “But we'll be show ng up at
the last minute, too. It’s not as if we're getting there with a year to
Spare.”

Dead and buried, she thought. He nmust have seen her di sappoi ntnent because he
smled. “But don’t give up, Julie. There's a decent chance the rain nakers
will work.”

VH T WANTED TO | ook at the cloud-naking equi prment, so in the nmorning Julie
took them down to the cargo bay, which required everyone to get into an e-suit
because it was in vacuum

The bay itself | ooked |like a |arge warehouse. Marge and Whit had not been off
A Deck, which was the only area of the ship maintaining life support. It had
t herefore been easy for themto forget how big the Hawksbill was until they
stood gazing fromprowto stern, down the I ength of an enclosure filled with
four landers, an AV3 heavy-duty haul er, and an antique helicopter. The

rai nmakers were attached to the hull. Julie took theminto the airlock and
opened up so they could see them They resenbled |arge coils.

“They’' re actual ly chi meys,” Marge said. “Wen they' re deployed, they' Il be
three kilometers |ong. Each of them”

“That’s pretty big.”
“As big as we could make them?”
Avery Wi tl ock’s Not ebooks

One of the unfortunate side effects of organized religion is that it seeks to
persuade us that we are inherently evil. Danaged goods.

|"ve wat ched volunteers work with kids injured in accidents; |’ve seen sons
and daughters give over their time to taking care of elderly parents. There
are a thousand stories out there about people who have given their lives for
their children, for their friends, and sonetinmes for total strangers. W go
down to the beach to try to push a stranded whal e back into the ocean.

Now we are trying to help an intelligent species that cannot help itself.

VWhet her we will pull it off, no one knows. But of one thing | amcertain: If
we ever start to believe those who think God made a race of deforned children
then that is what we will becone.

And who then woul d hel p the Goonpahs?



** Chapter 17

On board the Heffernan

near lota Pictoris,

120 light-years from Earth.
Monday, April 28.

SKY STAYED WELL cl ear of the hedgehog. Since he'd watched the one at Al pha
Pictoris explode, he’'d gained a | ot of respect for the dammed things.

Emma was beside him enjoying a nug of beef stew. The aroma filled the bridge.
“Bill,” he said, “send the packages.”

He sensed, rather than heard, the |launch. “Packages away,” said Bill

The hedgehog was forty-four thousand kiloneters in front of the cloud.
“Wthdraw to five thousand kil oneters.”

Bill swung the Heffernan around and retreated as directed.

“Keep the engines running.”

The Al smiled. He was on-screen, seated in his arncthair. “We are ready to
accel erate away, should it becone necessary.” He | ooked off to his left.
“Sky,” he said, “we are receiving a transm ssion fromthe Acadeny. Fromthe
m”

Emma snmiled. “That’ || be another warning to play it safe,” she said.
“Let’s see what she has to say for herself, Bill.”

The overhead screen blinked on, first the Acadeny seal, a scroll and | anp

fram ng the blue Earth of the United Wirld, and then Hutch. She was seated on
t he edge of her desk

“Enmma, " she said, “Sky, | thought you' d be interested in the prelimnary
results we're getting. It looks as if, when these things blow up, they’re not
ordinary explosions. | can't explain this exactly, but | suspect Enma will be

able to. The energy release is sculpted. That’'s the termthe researchers are
using. They think it’s designed for a specific purpose.

“W hope, when you're finished out there, we'll have a better idea what the
purpose is. And we appreci ate what you' ve been doing. | knowit’s not the nost
rousi ng assignnent in the world.”

She |lifted a hand in farewell, the seal cane back, and the nonitor shut down.
Sky | ooked at his wife. “Scul pted?”

“Just like the lady says,” said Emma. “Think of it as a blast in which the
energy doesn’t just erupt, but instead constitutes a kind of code.”

“To do what ?”

She gazed at the inmage of the onega, floating serenely on the auxiliary
screen. “Sonetimes,” she said, “to excite nanos. Get themto perform”

THE PACKAGES ARRIVED in the vicinity of the hedgehog and opened up. Twel ve
sets of thrusters assenbl ed thensel ves, collected their fuel tanks, and



circled the hedgehog. At a signal, each |located the specific site it had been
designed for and used its set of magnetic clanps to attach itself. The twelve
sites had been carefully chosen, because on this nbst uneven object, the
thrusters lined up al nost perfectly parallel with each other. They woul d
function as retrorockets.

“Everything’s in place,” said Bill. “Ready to proceed.”

“Execute, Bill.”

The thrusters fired in unison. And continued to fire.

Satisfied, Sky got hinself a nug of Emma’s soup.

“You do good work, darling,” she said.

“Yes, | do.” He reclaimed his seat and slowy put away the soup. Bill screened
the figures on deceleration rate, the fuel supplies left in the retros, and

atti tude control

There had been sone concern that the magnetic clanps would set the device off,
but that had happily not occurred.

They were in a dark place, in the well between stars, where no sun illum nated
the sky. It wasn't like a night sky seen fromEarth. You knew you were far out
in the void. There was no charm no bright sense of distant suns and
constellations. The only thing he felt was di stance.

“Retro fuel running low,” said Bill. “Two m nutes.”

The inmportant thing was to shut themall down sinmultaneously, and not |let one
or nore run out of fuel and cause the others to push the thing off-course.

“Bill, where will we be if we shut down with thirty seconds rermai ni ng?”
“The hedgehog will have shed 30 kph.”

“Ckay. That neans the cloud will overtake it when?”

“I'n sixty days. June 27.”

“Cood. Let’'s do it.”

“I DON T LIKE these things, Em” He pushed hinself out of the chair.
“Nor do I,” she said.

He gazed down at the navigation screen, which had set up a sixty-day cal endar
and cl ock, and begun ticking off the seconds.

“I"’mgoing to turn in.”

She nodded. “Go ahead. I'lIl be along in a nmnute.” She was | ooking at the
cloud. It was dark and quiet. Peaceful. In the vast enptiness, it would not
have been possible to realize it was racing through the heavens.

“What are you thinking, En®”

“About ny dad. | renmenber one night he told ne how things changed when peopl e
found out about the onegas.”



“I'n what way?”

“Until then,” he said, “people always thought they were at the center of
t hi ngs. The universe was nade for us. The only part of it that thinks. Qur God
was the universal God and He even paid a visit. W were in charge.

“I never really thought that way. | nore or less grew up with the clouds.” She
touched the screen, and the picture died. “I wish we could kill it,” she said.

LI BRARY ENTRY

The onmegas are a footprint, a signal to us that sonething far greater than we
is loose in the gal axy. Once we used our churches to denonstrate that we were
ki ngs of creation, the purpose for it all. Now we use themto hide.

—& egory MacAllister
“The Flower Grl A ways Steals the Show
Edi tor-at-Large, 2220

** Chapter 18

On board the Jenkins.
Tuesday, May 6.

“NEVER SAW ANYTHING like it,” said Mark Stevens, the captain of the
Cunberl and, as he docked with the Jenkins. He was referring to the onega.
“Damed thing's got tentacles.”

That was the illusion. Jack expl ained how the braki ng maneuver tended to throw
it around a good bit, tossed giant plumes forward as it slowed down. And nore
plumes out to port as it continued a long slow turn. “Gves nme the chills,”
said Stevens.

Jack Markover was a Kansas City product, mddle-class parents, standard public
school education, two siblings. He'd gotten engaged right after high school

an arrangenent heartily di scouraged by his parents, who had assumed all al ong
that he’'d go to medical school, succeeding where his father had fail ed.

Jack and the young worman, Myra Kol cheska, eventually ran off, sparking a
battl e between the fanilies that ultimately erupted in full-blown |awsuits.
Meantinme, the subjects of the quarrel both lost their nerve at the altar
Let’s give it sone tinme. See how it plays out. Last he'd heard, she was
married to a booking agent.

Jack never got close to nmedicine. For one thing, he had a weak stomach. For
anot her his nother was a hypochondriac and he always felt sorry for the doctor
who had to listen to her conplaints. He suspected that doctors’ offices were
full of hypochondriacs. Not for him he’ d decided early on

He' d gone to the University of Kansas, expecting to major in accounting, but
had gotten bored, discovered an affinity for physics, and the rest, as they
say, was history. No big prizes and no major awards. But he was a gifted
teacher, good at getting the arcane out there on the table where students
could either understand it or at |east grasp why no human bei ng anywhere coul d
understand it. And now he'd acquired a place in history. He was the discoverer
of the Goonpahs. He could wite his nemoirs and toss down scotch and soda for
the rest of his life if he wanted.



THE CUVBERLAND BROUGHT fuel, food, water, wine, all kinds of electronic

pi ckups, some spare parts for the ship, and assorted trinkets that someone

t hought could be used as gifts to win over the natives. They consisted nostly
of electronic toys that blinked and donged and wal ked around. Stevens sniled
whil e he showed themto Jack. “Not exactly in the spirit of the Protocol,” he
sai d.

Jack nodded. “We won’'t be using them?”

The big itemin the shipment, other than the pickups, was a set of six
i ghtbenders. “Did you bring one for the |ander?” asked Kellie.

Stevens | ooked bl ank. “For the | ander? No, | don't think so.” He opened his
not ebook and flipped through. “Negative,” he said. “Was there supposed to be
one?”

“Yes,” said Jack. “They assured us it would be here.”

“Somebody screwed up. 1’11 |ook around in the hold. Maybe they | oaded it
wi t hout making an entry, but | doubt it.”

He went back through the airlock while Jack and Di gger grumnbl ed about
bureaucrats. It took less than five mnutes before his voice sounded on the
conm i nk. “Not hi ng here.”

“Ckay,” said Jack

“I"1'l let themknow Get themto send it out right away.”

“Pl ease.”

“Right. No point in the individual units if you can't cover the | ander.”

Stevens finished unl oadi ng and announced that he'd be starting back to

Br oadsi de that evening. Schedule’s tight, no tinme to screw around. And he

| aughed, inplying that the sane bureaucrats who hustled himback to Broadside
in a mad rush woul d keep hi mwaiting a week.

He had dinner with them and irritated everybody by referring to the Goonpahs
as CGoonies. Thought it was just inpossibly funny. “That's what they' re calling
t hem back at Broadside,” he said. And then, |ooking around at the others,
“Who’ s going back with ne?”

They’' d tal ked about it at length. Two years was a long bite out of anyone’'s
life. It apparently never occurred to Kellie to ask to be relieved. The
Jenkins was her ship, and if it was staying, she was staying. Jack saw hinsel f
as mission director and, like Kellie, felt an obligation to remain. He al so
expected to go back eventually as a celebrity. Books would be witten about
Lookout, and bi ographi es about him “If we handle this right,” he told D gger
“we can save a few of these critters and go back with our tickets punched.”

And Di gger could imagi ne no conditions under which he woul d abandon Kel li e.
O, for that matter, Jack, whose opinion of himmattered.

So only Wnnie was |leaving. “Fam |y obligations,” she explained, not without a
sense of quilt.

When the di nner ended, they said goodbye, conpanions of the past fifteen
nmonths. “Don’t get caught in the storm” Wnnie told them as she delivered
enbraces to all and di sappeared through the airlock



Stevens was telling Kellie sonething about the hyperlink arrangenents. He
wi shed them luck, and he, too, nmade his exit. The hatches cl osed, and they
heard the nuffled clangs of the docking grapplers.

Then the Cunberland was drifting away. And they were al one.

TRANSM SSI ONS FROM DAVI D Col |'i ngdal e (“Jahani granms”) had been arriving

regul arly, spelling out what the linguists didn’t know, which was a lot, and
what they needed Jack to do when the |ightbenders arrived. Mrre and better
recordi ngs. Mdre pictures to provide context for the conversations. Recordings
of the natives in various situations, at play, at worship, haggling over
prices, and, trickiest of all, during courtship. The Jahani granms becane a
maj or source of anusenent.

They al so received a transm ssion fromthe Hawksbill. A tall, dark-haired
worman, just beginning to go gray, identified herself as Marge Conway. “I1’m
bringi ng some equi prent with ne,” she said, “to try to create a cloud cover
over the cities.” She was wearing a baseball cap, which she tugged down over
one eye. Digger suspected she’d been an athlete of sone sort in her younger
days. “The equi prment will be stealth technol ogy stuff. The Goonpahs won’'t be
able to see it unless they get right on top of it.

“lI need a favor. I'd like you to scout the area for ne. Find eight places
where | can | ock down ny gear. These places need to have a few trees, at

| east. The nmore the better, actually. They should be as renote from popul at ed
areas as possible. And preferably four on either side of the isthnmus, although
that’s not a necessity. They should be spread out, to the degree it’'s
practical. | appreciate your help. By the way, |'d also be grateful if you
could have Bill do some weather scans of the isthnus and offshore waters. Get
me as much climate information as you can

“Thanks. I'm | ooking forward to working with you on this. Wth a little bit of
luck, we should be able to pull off a rescue.”

“And | bet she will,” said Jack

IN THE MORNI NG they tried out the |ightbenders. Jack was the only one of the
three who had any experience with the devices. He opened the packages, took
them out, and renoved several pairs of goggles. “So we can see each other,” he
said, pointedly holding themup and then | aying themon a table.

The |ightbender consisted of a set of transparent coveralls and a w de belt.
The belt buckl e doubled as both control and power unit.

Jack pulled on the coveralls, added a wi de-brimed safari hat, smiled at them
and touched the buckle.

Di gger watched with pleasure as Jack faded from sight. The process took about
t hree seconds during which he became transparent, then vani shed conpletely.
Except for his eyes. They | ooked back at himfromthe m ddl e of the chamnber.
More intensely blue and bigger than he'd ever noticed. And di senbodi ed.

“My irises, to be precise,” Jack said. “The systemis selective. Has to be. If
it blanked out your eyes, you wouldn't be able to see. So it isn't perfect.”

“I"l'l be damed,” Digger said. “You know, |’'ve seen it in the sins, but

actually standing in a roomwhen it happens—= He started thinking about the
possibilities of being invisible.



“That’s why they don’t sell them down at the mall,’
expr essi on.

said Kellie, reading his

She and Digger strapped on the gear. She faded away and Digger | ooked down at
hi s body, found the appropriate stud on his belt, slid it sideways, and
wat ched hi msel f vani sh. A wave of vertigo swept through him

“I't’ll seema little strange at first,” said Jack’s voi ce.
Kellie' s dark eyes were full of mschief.

“Take a pair of goggles,” said Jack, “so we can see each other.” One of them
rose fromthe table, apparently on its own, and went over the blue eyes. The
goggl es vani shed and the eyes came back. “Ah,” Jack said, “that’s better.” The
other two pairs also levitated, and one floated over to Digger. He took it and
put it on.

The light in the roomdi med, but two shinmering sil houettes appeared.

“You'll need to be careful about wal king until you get used to things. You can
see the ground, but you can’t see your feet. At |least not the way you're
accustoned to seeing them Sonetimes they re not where you think they are.
Peopl e have broken ankl es. And worse.”

Kel i e popped back into the light. “I’"mready to go,” she said.

“You know’—bi gger smiled—you could get into a |lot of trouble with one of
t hese things.”

“Try your luck, cowboy,” Kellie said.

The Cunberl and had al so brought a substantial supply of pickups. They | ooked
like large coins. WIlcox Comm Corp. was engraved on the head, with an eagle
synmbol, and a reproduction of their headquarters on the flip side. They were
powered, like the e-suits, by vacuum energy, and consequently coul d be
expected to performfor indefinite periods of time. The back side would
adhere, according to the directions, to virtually any solid surface.

They put about thirty of theminto a case and stored it in the lander. It was
| ate evening on the Jenkins, late afternoon on the isthrmus. “Let’s try to get
some sleep,” said Jack. “W’ll go down first thing tonorrow.’

When everyone had retired, Digger stopped by the bridge, saw that Kellie
wasn't there, and knocked gently on her conpartment door

“Who is it?” she said.

“NB.

The door opened slightly. She stood tying her robe. “Yes, D g?”
“l love you, babe,” he said.

“I love you, too.” She made no nove to open w der

“You know,” he said innocently, “you never know what night happen on these
surface trips.”

“They can be pretty dangerous,” she agreed.



He reached in, touched her hair, pulled her forward. She conplied, and their
lips brushed softly. She came forward the rest of the way on her own, crushed
her mouth against his, and held on to him He was acutely aware of her
heartbeat, her breasts, her tongue, her hair. H's right hand pushed agai nst

t he nape of her neck, sank down her back, cupped one buttock

And she backed away. “Enough,” she said.
“Kel l'i e—2

“No.” She put a hand on his shoulder, restraining him “Once it starts, you
can’'t get it stopped. Be patient.”

“W have been,” he said. “W just signed up for, what, another year or so out
here?”

She | ooked at hima | ong monment, and he thought she was going to bring up
Captai n Bassett, which she often did when this topic arose. Captain Bassett
had begun sl eeping with one of his passengers on a run in from Pinnacle or
some dammed pl ace. The ot her passengers had found out, the Acadeny had found
out, and Bassett had been fired. Conduct unbeconing. Violation of policy. Once
a captain engaged in that sort of behavior, he, or she, could no | onger expect
to be taken seriously by the other passengers.

But on this occasion, Captain Bassett didn't surface. Instead Kellie withdrew
into her roomand waited for him He followed her in and closed the door. The
bed was still made; a |anp burned over her desk. A book was open. She watched
himfor a long nonment, as if still making up her mind. Then she smled, her
eyes narrowed, and she did sonething to the robe.

It fell to the deck.

KELLI E TOOK THEM back to the glade they' d used on their first |anding,
descendi ng through a rainstormand arriving shortly before dawn. They packed
up a supply of water and rations and got ready to nove out. After they were
off the lander, Kellie would take it offshore to a safe place and wait unti
call ed. Jack and Digger activated their e-suits but, at Jack’s suggestion, not
the Iightbenders. “Let’s wait until we’'re out of the woods,” he said.

“Why?” asked Digger. “Aren’t we taking a chance on being seen?”

“It’s still dark, Dig. All you d do is nake it nore difficult to walk. It’'s
tricky in these things until you get used to them”

“You guys need anything,” Kellie said, “just give ne a yell.”

They waved, turned on their wristlanps, and clinbed out into the night. The

grass was wet and slippery. Jack led the way to the edge of the trees and

pl unged in. Digger hesitated and | ooked back. The | ander waited patiently in
the mddle of the clearing. The lights were off, of course, and the sky was

dark. More rain was coning.

He knew Kellie would stay put until her passengers were safely clear. The east
was beginning to brighten. Jack turned and waved himforward. He was really
enjoying his role as | eader and |ightbender expert. The lander lifted, the
treads retracted, and it rose silently into the sky.

Thirty minutes |later they were out by the side of the road. Jack told himit
was tinme to “go under,” which, it turned out, was the standard phrase for
switching on the lightbender. It had a disparate ring for Digger



He touched his belt, felt a mld tingle as the field formed around him held
out his arm and watched it vanish. Wen he | ooked up, Jack was al so gone. He
activated his goggles and his partner reappeared as a |l um nous silhouette.

They turned south. Toward Athens.

THERE WERE ALREADY travel ers abroad. Two Goonpahs appeared riding fat horses.
They were gray, well rmuscled, with snouts, and ugly as bulldogs. “Everything
inthis world,” said Digger, “seenms uglier than at hone.”

“Cul tural bias?”
“No, they're ugly.”

One of the Goonpahs carried a lantern. They were engaged in a spirited
conversation, which included grow s and thwacking their pal ms together and
jabbing fingers at the sky. They passed Jack and drew al ongsi de Di gger and
suddenly grew quiet. To Digger’s horror, the closer of the two had raised his
lantern and was looking in his direction. Staring at him

The animals sniffed the nmorning breeze, but they wouldn’'t be able to detect
any unusual scents because the e-suits |ocked everything in. Still, it was a
trifle unsettling, especially when one of the beasts turned its head and al so
| ooked at Digger.

“Your eyes, Dig,” said Jack. “Cl ose your eyes.”

He put his hand in front of them and began backi ng away. The riders exchanged
remarks, and Digger was sorry he didn’t have a recorder running because he
could guess the nmeaning. Harry, did you see that? You mean that pair of little
bl ue eyes over there?

Harry rode to where he’'d been standing and | ooked in all directions. They
exchanged a few nore conments and the one without the lantern detached a
switch fromhis saddle. Just in case sonething had to be beaten off.

Digger had to restrain a |l augh at the weapon. But he actually did hear a word
repeated by the second rider: Telio. The nanme of his conpani on?

Di gger was tenpted. Challa, Telio. But he could guess how the pair of them
woul d react to a voice comng out of the air. He conpromised by trying to
menorize the features of the one who m ght be Telio. It was difficult because
they all |ooked alike. But he marked down the creature’s nervous snile, a
battered |l eft ear, and the shape of nose and jaws. Maybe we’ll have a nore
opportune nonent.

OVER THE NEXT hour, they encountered several groups and a few | one
pedestrians. There were both nales and feral es on the road, and Di gger noted
that one of the fermal es was al one on foot. The area was apparently safe.

They began to see scattered dwellings. The forest gradually died away and was
repl aced by farms and open fields. They stopped to watch a femal e working just
outside a small building on a mechani cal device that night have been a

spi nning wheel. An aninal, a two-legged creature that | ooked |like a goose with
an extraordinarily long bill and protrudi ng ears, waddl ed out the door, |ooked
in their direction, got its neck stroked, and ni bbled at sonething on the
ground.

Di gger backed off a few steps. “You sure we're invisible to the animal s?” he



asked.

The creature’s ears canme up

“Yes. But it’s not deaf. Stay still.”

He' d | earned to squint, thereby reducing the anpbunt of exposed iris.

They passed a building that night have been a school. Inside, young ones
scribbled on stiff gray sheets.

The room was decorated with drawi ngs of trees and animals. Thick sheets,
covered with characters they could not read, were posted around the walls. He
coul d imagi ne the nmessages. Square Roots Are Fun and Wash Your Hands after

Goi ng to the Bat hroom

THERE WAS NEVER a nmonent when you could say that you were entering the city.
The fields contracted into parks, buildings became nore frequent, and traffic
pi cked up.

They were approaching a stream It ran crosswise to the road, which narrowed
and became a bridge. Jack exam ned the construction and took sone pictures.
Pl anks, crosspieces, bolts, beans, and a handrail. It |ooked sturdy. A wagon
runbl ed across, com ng out of the city, and the bridge barely trenbl ed.

A lone femal e was approachi ng. Jack and Di g al ways stopped when traffic of any
kind was in the vicinity and they did so now. But she | ooked in their
direction, and her lips formed an 'o’ the way humans do when they’re puzzl ed.
She was | ooking curiously down at Jack’s |egs.

And Di gger saw that he’'d pushed against a nel on bush. The mel ons were bright
yel l ow and bi g as balloons and maybe a trifle ripe. The probl emwas that Jack
had backed agai nst themand lifted one so that it seened to be defying
gravity.

“Watch the nmelon,” he told Jack, who eased away fromit.

The nel on sl oWy descended, the branch picked up its weight, and the plant
sagged.

“Doesn’t look as if this being invisible,” said Digger, “is all it’s cracked
up to be.”

The fenmal e wore wi de blue | eggings, a green pullover blouse, and a round hat
with a feather jutting off to one side. She | ooked dunbfounded.

Sonet hi ng noved behind him Wngs flapped, and Digger turned to see a
turkey-sized bird charging out of a purple bush. It raced clumnsily across the
ground, stunbled once or twice, and | aunched itself into the air.

The fenmale watched it go and noved her lips. It wasn't quite a smile but Jack
knew it had to be. Smiles seened to be universal anong intelligent creatures.
Noks did it. The Angels on Paradise did it. He'd heard sonmewhere that even
whales did it.

She advanced on the nelon, studied it, touched it, lifted it. After a nonent
she let it swing back down. Jaw rmuscles twitched. Then she casually turned and
conti nued on her way.

“Better be nore careful,” said Digger



“How bad was it?” asked Jack
“I't was afloat.”

Ahead, the road passed through farmand, rolling fields filled with crops,
plants and trees in long rows, green stal ks and something that |ooked Iike
banboo. O her fields lay fallow Occasional buildings with a slapdash
appearance were scattered across the | andscape. Sone were barns. Qthers were
t he huge, sprawling structures in which |arge nunbers of Goonpahs lived. They
appeared sonetines singly, sonetimes in clusters of three and four

It was clear that they were hone to conmunal groups, although what divided
them from ot her groups or bound the individuals together remained a nystery.
As they continued on, this type of structure became nore frequent, but
occupi ed smal | er segnents of land. And there were individual hones as well.
Par ks began to appear. The road became busy, and eventually expanded into a
t hor oughf are. Shops |ined both sides.

Sonme public buildings possessed a | evel of el egance alnost rivaling that of
the tenple. But nost were of a nmore pedestrian nature, austere and practical
Al were filled with the creatures, who | eaned out w ndows and exchanged
comments with the crowds outside. Young ones played in doorways, others
frolicked on rooftops. Everybody seened to be having a good tine.

“Partyville,” said Jack
Most of the shops were flimsy structures, plaster or wood with awni ngs hung
over them A few were brick. The shelves were well-stocked with fabrics, fish,

wi ne, clothing, jewelry, cushions, animl skins, and every other conceivable
ki nd of product.

“They have noney,” whi spered Jack. “Coins. A nedium of exchange.”

It was a chaotic scene. Merchants hawked products, customers pushed and shoved
to get close to the counters. A quarrel broke out in front of what appeared to
be a weapons shop. Everywhere CGoonpahs haggl ed over prices and comodities.
The coins Jack had seen were spread across the counter of a fabric shop.

Hadn' t been picked up yet by a careless proprietor. Behind himwere displayed
woven spreads and shirts and trousers and even a few decorative wall hangings.

It occurred to Digger that a coin would make a dazzling souvenir.

He hesitated. Everybody was so tightly packed together. But therein |ay
safety, right? In this crowd, who' d notice getting bunmped by an invisible man?

“Jack,” he said. “Wait here.”

“Wait, Dig. Where are you goi ng?”

“I"1'l be right back.”

The battle at the weapons shop had not gotten past a | ot of scream ng and
yelling. But it had cleared an area for himto pass through. The weapons shop
had bows, arrows, knives, and javelins on display. They | ooked nostly
ornanental , something gawdy to hang on the wall and maybe cl ai myou’' d taken

froma fallen eneny.

H's path to the coins took himdirectly past the squabbling Goompahs, who were



hurling threats and maki ng gestures at each other. Digger got jostled by one
of the conbatants, who turned in surprise and | ooked for the offender
“Kay-1o0,” he grow ed, or something very nmuch like it.

The | argest of the coins was about the size of a silver ten-dollar piece. It
| ooked li ke bronze. A plant or tree was engraved on it, and a series of
characters around the edge. In God W Trust. It was roughly made, the product
of a primtive die, but it would be a priceless artifact to take hone.

“Don’t do it, Digger.” Jack’'s voice was stern
“I't won’t hurt anything.”

“No. "

“I't’ll help the translators.”

Sil ence. Jack was thinking it over

Di gger woul d have liked to | eave sonething in exchange, another coin,
preferably, but he had nothing |like that available. He' d think of something
| ater. Come back tomorrow. Behind him the conbatants were drifting apart,
issuing a few final threats before calling the whole thing off.

He scooped up the ten-dollar piece and turned quickly away.

The shopkeeper screeched. The sound stopped D gger col d because he thought
he’ d been too quick to be observed, thought the shopkeeper had been distracted
by the dispute.

But he was staring directly at Digger. And beginning to babble. Qhers turned
his way and nopaned.

“Di gger,” said Jack. “Your hand.”

To the Goompahs the coin nust have been afloat in the air. Part of it, the
part covered by his hand, would have been missing altogether. He tried to
adjust his grip, but it was too big. He was about to slip it into his vest
when a large green paw tried to close over it. The thing held on and he
couldn't let go. One of the creatures grow ed, and another barged into him
Sonehow one got hold of his belt. They went down struggling and suddenly the
one with his belt let go, drew back with a terrified expression, and how ed.
The coin got knocked away.

They were shrieking and squealing and scranbling desperately to get away from
him He realized to his horror that he was visible. They were screaning
“Zhoka!” over and over, and the pitch was going high. He didn't know what it
meant but it was obviously not good.

He got his hands on his belt, turned the Iightbender field back on, and was
relieved to see that it still worked. He tried to scranble away from the nob.
But the Goonpahs were running for their lives. Jack cried out and damed him
for an idiot. Digger was knocked si deways and tranpled. He went down with his
hands over his head, thinking how there’s no safe harbor in a stanpede for an
i nvisible man. He took kicks in the ribs and head, and something that felt
like a pile of lunmber fell on him

When it was over, he staggered to his feet. The street was enpty, save for a
few i njured Goonpahs trying to drag thensel ves away. And Jack’s ghostly form
lying quite still.



Di gger hurried over to himand killed the e-suits. Jack’s head lolled to one
side. He tried nouth-to-mouth. Pounded on his chest.

Not hi ng.

A last lingering Goonmpah blundered into them fell, nmpaned, and got up
runni ng.

LI BRARY ENTRY

O her people have famlies. | have only nmy work. The only thing that |
really ask of this life is that | do sonething at some point that ny
col | eagues consider worth renenbering. If | can be reasonably assured of that,
I will face my own exit, however it may conme, with serenity.

—Jack Markover
Diary, March 4, 2234
(Witten shortly after discovering the Goonpahs)

** Chapter 19

On the ground at Lookout.
Tuesday, May 6.

OTHER THAN REACTI VATE the |ightbenders, Digger didn't know what to do. He told
Kellie that Jack was dead, but she didn’'t have to ask himhow it happened
because he poured it out. Damed coin. Al | did was pick up a coin and they
all went crazy. My fault. He's dead, and it’'s nmy fault.

“Take it easy, Digger,’
pause. “Are you sure?”

she said. “Sometines things just go wong.” A |long

“Yes |'"msure!”
" (](ay. ”

“He told nme not to do it.” He was sitting in the mddle of the street. It was
dusty and bl eak. There was still a crowd of the things, and every tinme he
nmoved, the dust noved, and the Goonpahs groaned and poi nted and backed away.

“Where is he now?”

“Right where he fell.” In broad daylight. On the street. A couple of the
Goonpahs had been hurt, and others were creeping cautiously closer, trying to
hel p, probably aski ng what happened.

“W have to get himout of there.”

“He's a little heavy.” Even in the slightly reduced gravity, Digger couldn’t
have gone very far with him Jack’s face was pale. The features, which had
been twi sted with agony when Digger first got to him were at rest now There
was no heartbeat and his neck appeared to be broken. “I’ve tried everything I
can, Kellie.”

“Ckay, Digger. You have to keep calm?”

“Kellie, don't start on ne.”



She ignored the conment. “You want ne to cone?”

“No. Stay with the | ander.”

“l nean, with the |ander.”

“No. My God, you'll panic the town.”

“Can you commandeer a cart maybe? Get himto a place where | can get to you?”
“You're tal king about a cart with no driver going down the street?”

“You're right. | don’t guess that would work.”

“Not hardly.” The crowd was closing in again. He hoisted the body onto his
back and staggered off with it toward an alley.

“Digger, | feel helpless.”

“Me too.” Digger was crushed by guilt. Actually, he told hinself, they killed
him The stupid Goonpahs. Who woul d have thought they’ d react the way they
di d? Dammed thi ngs were dunber than bricks.

The alley ran between the backs of private homes on one side and what | ooked
like shops on the other. It was enpty. He stunbled on and told Kellie what he
was doing. “I’'Il stay here with himuntil it gets dark,” he added. “Then we’ll
do what we can.”

HE SET JACK down but saw i mediately there was going to be too much traffic.
Goonpahs coming fromthe far end, and a couple angling off the street he'd
just left. There were sone fenced spaces behind the shops, and he chose one
and haul ed Jack i nside.

“I"mokay,” he told Kellie.

He settled down to wait. Kellie would have stayed on the circuit with him but
he was in no nood for small talk, and she got the message and signed off.

Di gger sat wi shing he could go back and change what he’d done. It was a
horrible price to pay for a nonment’s stupidity.

He coul d see past a chained door into an area that contained a couple of urns
and shelves filled with pottery. CGoonpahs thunped around inside, but no one
ever cane out into the yard. For which he was grateful

The sun crossed the nidpoint overhead and slipped into the western sky. Voices
drifted down the alley. Doors opened and cl osed, aninmals brayed and sl urped,
and once he heard soneone apparently beating a rug.

Jack’ s body began to stiffen.

He tal ked to Jack during the course of the afternoon, but quickly broke off
when he found hinself apol ogizing. No point to that. Instead he prom sed to do
what he could to nake the mi ssion successful. That's what Jack woul d have

want ed, and Di gger would make it happen. It was the only way he could think to
ease his conscience.

The rain clouds that had been threatening the area off and on all day grew
dark and oninous, but in the end there were only a few sprinkles, and they
bl ew away.



The streets becane noisier as darkness fell. The relatively subdued crowds
haggl i ng over prices were replaced by Goonmpahs out to enjoy the evening.
Traffic in the alley stopped. For a while oil |anps burned in the shop, but
they went out as the first stars appeared. Doors cl osed and bolts rattled
horre.

Kel lie checked with himoccasionally. He’'d cal ned down during the course of
t he day, had gone back and forth between bl aning the Goonpahs and hi nsel f,
woul d have |iked to pass off responsibility, but kept com ng back to the
war ni ng fromJack. Don't do it. Jack had known what woul d happen

It was al nost nidnight before he decided the attenpt could be nade in relative
safety. Even then a few Goonpahs were still hangi ng about in cafés.

“On ny way,” said Kellie.

They caught a break. She came in fromthe sea, and as far as Digger could
tell, no one saw the | ander descend over the rooftops. The Goonpahs in the

caf és were singing and | aughing and having a good tine, and they stayed in the
caf és. Kellie hovered high, above rooftop level, and threw down a |ine. Digger
| ooped it around his harness and secured it beneath Jack’s arns. Wien he was
ready, he took a deep breath. Dangling froma |l ander wasn't his idea of a good
time. “Ckay,” he said. “Ready to go.”

SHE FOUND A deserted beach and took it back down. Wen they were all on the
ground she clinmbed out, enbraced him | ooked sadly at Jack, and enbraced him
again. “I'"msorry, Dig,” she said.

They returned himto the Jenkins and conducted a nenorial service. Jack had
not been affiliated, but he’ d occasionally conented that he would have |iked
to believe in the idea of a God who so loved the world—so they read a few
appropriate passages out of the Bible. And they said good-bye to him

When it was finished Kellie told himto get a drink, and she would take care
of putting the body in storage. In the |ight onboard gravity, that wouldn’'t be
a problem so he gratefully accepted the offer

Whi | e she was bel ow, he opened one of the bottles that Mark had brought in the
day before—t seened like a different age now-and poured two gl asses, setting
one asi de.

It occurred to himthat he had his wi sh—that he was finally alone with Kellie.

HE FILED A report in the norning, accepting full responsibility. But he kept
the statenent general, not mentioning the coin, nmerely stipulating that he'd
been nonentarily carel ess and been consequently detected, and that the crowd
had pani cked. He added that he understood they woul d probably want to pull him
out. If that was their decision, he would conply. But he asked that he be
allowed to stay on, to finish the mssion

Meantime, there were pickups to be distributed around the isthnus. They
returned to the glade, but when Digger started to | eave, Kellie announced her
intention to go with him

“Too dangerous,” he said.

“That’ s exactly why you need soneone el se al ong.”

They argued about it, but Digger’'s heart was never in it, and after he felt
he’ d convinced her of his basic willingness to go it al one, he agreed, and



they started out.

By midday they were back at the scene of the riot. The garnment district. Life
had returned to normal, and if the Goompahs were tal ki ng about the previous
day’ s events, it was inpossible to know. The nerchant fromwhomhe'd tried to
pilfer the coin was still at his stand, and seemed i mersed in hawking his
war es.

“Let’s get some recordings,” said Kellie, all business, and probably
determ ned not to let himthink about yesterday.

A coupl e of blocks west of the shopping district |ay an area dom nated by
parks and public buildings. One of the structures had signboards outside,
rather like the ones you might still see near small country churches in the
sout hern NAU. They took pictures and went inside.

A broad hallway with a high, curving roof ran to the rear of the buil ding.
There were | arge doors on both sides, and a few Goonpahs wanderi ng about, | ost
in the sheer space. CGoonpah voices cane fromone of the side roons.

Di gger | ooked in and saw several gathered around a table. They m ght have been
debati ng something, but it was hard to tell. Goompahs seenmed to put nore
energy into speaking than humans did. The | aughter was | ouder, the points were
made nore vociferously, the negotiation was nore denonstrative. In this group
voi ces were raised, and tenpers seened frayed

“Fight coming,” said Kellie.

Di gger doubted it. “I think they just like to argue.”

“They don’t hide their feelings, do they?”

“Not much.” Digger wal ked quietly into the roomand planted a pickup on a
shel f that was crowded with scrolls, aining it so it got a decent view of the
table. Then they went back out into the hall.

“Bill,” Digger said. “First unit’s up. How s reception?”

“Loud and clear. Picture's five by. Wiat’'s the argument about ?”

“One of them was cheating at poker.”

“Real ly? Do they play poker here?”

Di gger grinned. “Bill has no sense of hunor.”

Kellie squeezed his arm “Sure he does. He did that last |ine deadpan.”

THEY WENT | NTO ot her buil di ngs and pl aced nore pickups. They set a few around
some of the shops and hid others in the parks.

The parks were everywhere. They were furni shed with gorgeous purple bl oonm ng
trees and cobbl est one wal kways and flowering plants in a stirring array of
colors. There were benches, |ow and wi de, inpossible for either Digger or
Kellie to use, but perfect for the locals. And there were statues, usually of
Goonpahs, sonetinmes of animals. One, depicting several w nged Goonpahs, fornmed
t he centerpi ece anong a group of wal kways. The subjects were displayed in
licentious poses. They wore no clothes, although genitals were discreetly

hi dden. The femal es, they could now confirm did have breasts on the order of
human manmmari es.



“Incredible,” said Digger, just before a cub—what did you call a young
Goonpah?—rashed into himand sent themboth sprawl i ng. But none of the adults
noti ced anything unusual. The pup squalled and pointed at the spot where

Di gger had been standi ng and | ooked puzzled. A female helped himto his feet
and chattered at him Witch where you' re going, Jason

Two teams of seven players engaged in a game that | ooked remarkably Iike
soccer. On another field, riders on the fat horses careered about, chasing a
bal | and apparently trying to unseat each other, using paddles as swatters.
Smal | crowds gathered to watch both events. At the swatting-match, it was hard
to tell whether it was an individual sport or teans were conpeting. If the
latter, Digger could see no way to distinguish the players. But the crowd got

i nvol ved, junped up and down, stonped their feet, and cheered | oudly whenever
soneone fell out of his saddle.

KELLI E WAS MOVI NG too quickly for him Digger had not entirely adjusted to
using the |ightbender. Not being able to see his own body, but only a |umni nous
sil houette, still threw him off-bal ance. He hadn’'t been aware that he wat ched
his feet so much when he wal ked.

“You all right, Dig?" Kellie asked.

“Sure,” he said. “I'mfine.”

They were wal ki ng near the north end of the park, an area lined with fruit
trees. In fact, Athens al nbst seened to have been built within a huge grove.
Greenery was everywhere, and edibles just hung out there waiting for soneone
with an appetite. No wonder these creatures seenmed to have so nuch tinme for

| ei sure.

“This place m ght be Iike sone of the South Sea islands,” said Digger
“Everything you need grows on the vine, so nobody has to work.”

THEY SPENT THE afternoon trying to anal yze how the city functioned. This |ooks
like a public building, probably the seat of governnent. And that is maybe a
courthouse or police station. (D gger had seen a uniforned functionary goi ng
in.) 1'd say that’s a library over there. And | ook at this, a G and Square of
some sort, where the citizens probably gather to vote on issues proposed by
the town council. “You think they vote here, Digger?”

“Actually,” he said, “lI doubt it. Place like this will probably turn out to be
run by a strongman of sone sort.” Around him the shops seened prosperous, the
Goonpahs content. OQther than the one uniform there was no sign of arned
guards. “Still, you never know.”

They peeked through the wi ndows of a two-story buil ding and saw rows of
Goonpahs sitting on stools, copying manuscri pts.

They visited a blacksnmith, watched an artisan crafting a bracelet, and got
stranded in a physician’s quarters when sonmeone unexpectedly closed a door
They tried to abide by Jack’s dictumthat the natives not be allowed to see
unexpl ai nabl e events. So they sat down in the presence of the physician and
his patient, and waited for their opportunity.

The patient was a male with a bright blue shirt. He was apparently suffering
froma digestive problem It was then that Digger first noticed the ability of
the natives to bend their ears forward. While the patient answered questions,
his doctor did precisely that. They left a pickup.



Later, they wandered through the markets near the waterfront. This was the
same area that Digger had visited on that first night, when he’'d placed the
original set of pickups. The shops were decorated with brightly colored Iinens
and tapestries. Pennants flew fromrooftops. There were quarrels, beggars,
some pushing and shoving, and once they saw a thief get away w th what | ooked
like a side of beef. So maybe At hens needed some policing after all.

Barter was in effect, as well as the nonetary system

Several tinmes, Digger brushed up against the creatures. It was hard to avoid.
What was significant was that the Goonpahs, after they’d bounced off enpty
space, stared at it in surprise, noved their jaws up and down and nmuttered the
same word. It was always the sane. Kay-lo. The sane thing the Goonpah in the
quarrel had said. He filed it away as an expletive, or as strange.

Two buil dings on opposite sides of an avenue each contained a raised platform
centered anong rising rows of benches. Concert halls? Places for politica
debate? Theaters in the round? They were enpty at the nonent.

“I1"d like to see the show,” he told Kellie.
“W can cone back this evening,” she said, “and take a | ook.”
IT WAS TIME to go see the tenple.

It stood atop a crest of hills on the southern edge of the city, gold nowin
t he approachi ng sunset. They clinbed a road and finally a wi de wooden
staircase to get to it.

It was bigger up close than Digger had expected, round and polished, w thout
ornanent ati on other than an inscription over the front entrance. Doric
colums. A wi nged deity guardi ng the approaches, and watchi ng over an ornate
and | ovely sundial, as though she were keeper of the seasons.

Wal kways curved around the building and arced out to the highest point of the
promontory, overlooking the sea. There were a goodly number of Goonpahs, sone
simply strolling along the paths, others wandering anong the col ums and
through the tenple itself. There was no m staking the sacred tone of the

pl ace. Voices were | owered, heads bowed, eyes distant. It was there that
Digger first felt a serious kinship with the Goonpahs.

A young one was being taken to task by a parent for breaking into a run and

maki ng a |l oud noise. A pair, nale and femal e, approached the front entrance

hand i n hand, draw ng cl oser together. Digger saw one bent with age struggle
to kneel on the grass, lift a hinged piece of stone (by a ring installed for
t he purpose), and put something beneath it. Mney, Digger thought.

An of fering?

Morments later, a child who'd been with himretrieved the object. O retrieved
part of it.

“What do you think?” Digger asked.
Kellie's hand was on his arm “Don’t know. Passing the torch, nmaybe. Bury in
sacred ground and recover. Pass it on beneath the eyes of the gods. Probably

| eave part of it for the religious establishment.”

The wi nged deity was about three-times life-size, and, unlike the ones in the
park, this one was clothed. The wings were | arger, sweeping, regal. She—there



was no question it was femal e—arried a torch which she held straight out from
her body. Save the wings, the figure shared all the physical characteristics
of the natives, but Di gger woul d never have considered calling her a Goomnpah.

They nmounted the steps. Digger counted twelve. And he thought inmediately of
twel ve months, twelve A ynpians, twelve Apostles. Was all this stuff hardw red
into sentient creatures everywhere?

The colums were wi de, maybe twi ce as far around as he coul d have reached. The
stone felt Iike marble.

The interior was a single space, a rotunda. The ceiling was high, possibly
three stories, and vaulted. A stone platform perhaps an altar, stood in the
central section. Other statues gazed down at them None had wi ngs, but al
shared a subline nmajesty. They wore the same | eggings and pul |l overs and
sandals as the locals, but in the hands of the scul ptors they' d becone divine
effects. One male divinity | ooked past Digger with a quiet smle, a female
wat ched himw th studi ed conpassi on. Another, nore matronly, fermale cradled a
child; a large warrior type was in the act of draw ng a sword.

Not entirely without conflict, were they?

An ol der deity, with a lined face and weary eyes, bent over a scroll. A girl
pl ayed a stringed instrunent. And a mal e, overweight even for a Goonpah, was
transfixed in the act of laughing. He seened sonmehow nost doni nant of all, and

he set the npod for the place.
“Are you thinking what | an?” Kellie whispered.

That all this was going to be destroyed? That the circul ar shape of the tenple
was unlikely to save it because it was much too close to the city? “You know,”
he said, “I’mbeginning to get annoyed.”

The floor was constructed fromornately carved tiles. There were geonetric
designs, but he could al so see depictions of the rays of the sun and inmages of
branches and | eaves. There were nore columms in the interior. These were
narrower, and they were decorated by the nowfamliar synbols of the Goonpah

| anguage. They noved through the tenple, taking pictures of everything.

The worshi pers wal ked quietly. No one spoke; the only sounds cane fromthe
wi nd and the sea and the periodic screamof a seabird. In the west, the sun
was sinking toward the horizon

An attendant passed through, lighting oil lanmps. “lIt’s getting late,” Kellie
said. “You ready to go back?”

Di gger nodded. He renpoved a pickup fromhis vest, kept it carefully hidden in
his hands, until he’d inserted it in the shadows between a colum and a wall.

“Last one,” he said.

“You think there’'s rmuch point, Dig? | don’t think anybody here says anything.”
“I't’s okay. The atnosphere of this place is worth recordi ng and sendi ng back.”
But he knew they woul dn’t capture the atnosphere on disk. Hutchins, sitting in
her office three thousand |ight-years away, would never understand what this

pl ace felt like.

They stood a nonment between two col umms and watched a ship pass. Digger tried
to remenber what the ocean |ooked |like to the east. How far was the next major



[ andfall?
“Traffic nmust all be up and down the isthnmus,” said Kellie. “North and south.”

Not east and west. There was no evidence the Goonpahs had been around the
world. Strictly terra incognita out there.

The visitors to the tenple were filing away; Digger and Kellie were al nost
al one. The | anmps burned cheerfully, but their locations seemed prinmarily
designed to accent the statuary.

Di gger | ooked at the flickering lights, at the figure of the woman and child.
What was the story behind that? The i mages were aspects, he knew, of the |oca
nmyt hol ogy. OF the things that the Goonpahs thought inmportant. This was

i nformation that Collingdale would want to have.

The place was different in some ineffable way from houses of worship at hone.
O even from pagan tenpl es.

They paused again before the winged figure at the entrance. “Sonebody here
studi ed under Phidias,” said Kellie.

Di gger nodded. Creature from another world that he was, he could still read
dignity and power and comnpassion in those features. And the torch that she
hel d spoke to him

He | ooked back into the rotunda. At the |aughing god.

THE | STHMUS ROAD seened unduly long on the return, and Digger was weary by the
time they reached the | ander. N ght had fallen, and he was glad to shut off
the Iightbender and the e-suit and collapse into his seat.

Kellie gave a destination to Bill, and they lifted off and turned seaward.
“How we doi ng?” she asked, rem nding himthat his bleak nmood was stil

show ng.

“CGood,” he said. “W’re doing fine.”

For a | ong nonent he could hear only the power flow “You going to be al
ri ght?” she asked.

He | ooked out at scuddi ng clouds, bright in the double noonlight. “Sure.”
Don't do it, Digger. He was okay. Alittle down, but he was okay. “Were are
we goi ng?”

“There’s an island. Safe place to spend the night.”

“Alone with Collier on an island,” he said. “Sounds |like a dream”

“You don’t sound as if you nmean it.”

“I'"'mall right,” he insisted. “This island. Does it have a nane?”

She thought a nonment. “Utopia,” she said.

LI BRARY ENTRY

The great tragedy confronting us here is not that the Goonpahs, to use the

common terni nol ogy, face massive destruction, although that is surely cause
enough for sorrow. But what nakes ne sad is that they may pass from exi stence



wi t hout ever havi ng understood the suprene joy that acconpanies the life of
the spirit. They have lived their lives, and they have m ssed the heart of the
matter.

—Rev. George Chri st opher
The Monica Al bright Show
Wednesday, May 7

PART THREE - Mdlly Kalottuls

** Chapter 20

On board the al -Jahani
in hyperflight.
Tuesday, June 10.

THE NEWS OF Markover’s death had delivered a jolt, reminding everyone on board
that the operation on which they were enbarked had its uni que dangers.

A few nmenbers of the research team had known him Peggy Ml achy had wor ked
with himyears earlier, and Jason Hol der recollected signing a petition that
Mar kover had sent around, though he could not recall the issue. Jean Di onne
renmenbered himfroma joint mssion years before. “Good nman,” she told
Collingdale. “A bit stuffy, but you could depend on him?”

Col l'i ngdal e had been on a weeklong flight with himonce. He renenbered

Mar kover as aggressive, arrogant, irritating. Al though he wouldn't have
admitted it even to hinmself, he was relieved he wouldn’'t have to deal with him
at Lookout .

THE LI NGUI STS WERE getting torrents of raw data fromthe Jenkins. They'd
broken into the | anguage, and were in the process of constructing a vocabul ary
that by then nunmbered several hundred nouns and verbs. They understood the
syntactical structure, which resenbled Latin, verb first, noun/subject deeper
in the sentence. They had the nuneric systemand nost of its terns down. (Base
twel ve, undoubtedly a reflection of the fact that Goonpahs had twelve digits.)
They knew the nanmes of about forty individuals.

The city that Markover had called Athens was Brackel in the | anguage of its
i nhabi t ants.

Br ackel
What ever el se you could say for the Goonpahs, they had tin ears.

The residents of Brackel were Brackum Well, Collingdale thought, there you
are.

Two other cities for which they had nanes were Roka and Sakmarung. The pl anet,
their word for Earth, was Korbi kkan, which (as at hone) al so meant ground.
They lived init, and not on it, inmplying they had no sense of the structure
of things. Their nanme for the sea was bakka, which also meant that which is
without limt.

They had a conpl ex conjugal system of shared spouses, which Collingdal e and
his team of specialists hadn’t quite figured out yet. Brackel seenmed to be
hone to approxi mately twenty-ei ght conmunity groups. Spouses within a group
had free access to each other, although it appeared they settled on a favorite



or two, and only had relations with others to keep up appearances or norale or
some such thing. It wasn’t an area in which Collingdale was interested, but
some of his experts were already naking |ascivious jokes.

O fspring fromone group could, on maturity, becone a menber by marriage of
speci fied other groups. But the choices were limted to prevent genetic
damage. It was a cunbersone system which would, he suspected, eventually give
way to nonogany. Hol der wasn't so sure, pointing out that simlar systenms were
still in use in remote places at hone.

They had not established whether the same systemwas in use in the other
cities, although prelimnary evidence suggested it was.

Life anong the Goonpahs seened to be pretty good. Apparently, the crops al
but grew thensel ves. Digger Dunn was still dithering about getting a reliable
climate analysis, but it |looked as if the tenperatures ranged fromcool to

bal ny.

The Goompahs tal ked a | ot about politics, |eading Holder to conclude that the
general popul ation participated in government. Wether the city was an

ari stocracy or a denocracy, or some variant, was still inpossible to say.

Al t hough sone of Collingdale s people were entranced at the prospect of
finding out, it was not a detail that particularly concerned the director

And that fact puzzled him He’'d thought that his reason for coning, aside from
managi ng a rescue, was to | earn about the Goonpahs. But he’d lost interest. In
fact, he’'d begun to suspect that he’d never really cared all that much. He
gradual |y began to realize that he’'d cone because of the cloud.

H s xenol ogi sts had insisted fromthe begi nning that he warn the Jenkins
peopl e not to establish contact with the natives under any circunstances. They
all seened to think nobody el se should say hello, but that it was okay for
themto do it because only they knew how to do it correctly.

He' d warned themthat policy had not changed to the degree that they should
expect to sit down over dinner with the natives. (They still hadn’t agreed on
an appropriate termof reference for the aliens. Goonpahs set his teeth on
edge. Brackumwas limted to the inhabitants of Brackel. Peggy Ml achy |iked
to call them Wbblies. Collingdale began trying to encourage the use of

Kor bs.)

Shel | ey Baker invariably | ooked amused when they tal ked about limting or
barring conmmuni cati on. She said nothing in front of the others, but she'd told
himprivately that the onega nade all the difference. “W' re going to have to
talk with them” she said. “If nothing else, we have to be able to tell them
to get out of the cities.”

MARY SENT A nmessage every couple of days. She kept them short, well wthin
Acadeny guidelines. She'd tell himabout a show she’d seen, or how she’'d run
into sonme old school friends downtown. O how she still went to Chubby’s, but
the sandw ches had tasted better when he was there.

He replied in kind. He was busy, and sonetines couldn’t think what he wanted
to say. But he enjoyed switching on the system and inagi ning she was in the
roomwith him He told her about the work they were doing, how he’d been
tweaki ng the visuals they were going to use to get rid of the cloud. And that
he was trying to |l earn the Goompah | anguage. “We can nmake the sounds,” he
said. “Judy says we got lucky. Nowit's just a matter of doing the work.”

Seeing her, listening to her voice, sonetines happy, sonetimes wistful, fed



his hatred for the omega. He took to spending tine in the VR tank, where he
conjured up the view from Lookout, as it would be in | ate Novenber, when the
cl oud woul d be pronminent in the skies. Vast and ugly, torn by its own gee
forces, it would be coming in over the western ocean, visible only at night,
rising shortly after the sun went down, growing |larger and nore terrifying
wi th the passage of tine.

It was obvious Judy was worryi ng about him She occasionally joined himin the
tank, when she thought he was getting too noody. “The clouds aren’t personal,”
she insisted. “Woever, whatever, did this, it happened a long tine ago. Wo
knows what the purpose was? But 1’|l bet, when we find out, if we ever find
out, we'll discover it’s nore stupidity than venom”

“You're kidding,” he told her, as they stood together on the shore near

Brackel and | ooked up at the onega. He saw it as pure malice. And while he was
not a violent man by nature, he would happily have taken the lives of the

engi neers that had put these things together

But she was serious. “Whatever it was, it’'s | ong dead. The nmachi nery keeps
wor ki ng, keeps punping themout, but the intelligence behind themis gone. And
it couldn’t have hated us. It didn’t know us. It just—= She stopped. “I’ m not
sure |’ m maki ng sense.”

He gazed up at the cloud, quietly unfolding across the star fields. “Judy,” he

said, “l don’t know how el se to explain these things other than as an act of
pure evil.”
“Well,” she said. “Maybe.” She shrugged and | ooked out to sea, and he thought

how attractive she was. More so there on the beach than in the confines of the
ship. He wondered at the capability of wonen to take on part of the beauty of
t hei r surroundi ngs.

But he could not keep his eyes long off the cloud. He yearned to be able to
reach up and strike the thing out of the sky.

JUDY WAS BARELY out of her twenties. She had a Ph.D. in anthropol ogy,
specializing in primtive religions, fromthe University of Jerusalem Her
reputation for linguistic capabilities had brought her to Hutch’'s attention
Col l'i ngdal e had heard she was also a pretty good equestri enne.

Her parents, she told him had been horrified when she volunteered for the
nm ssi on. Nobody el se crazy enough to go. Get yourself killed. There'd been a
pretty big bl ow up, apparently.

At her worksite she’d nounted pictures of several of the Goompahs for which
t hey had nanes. CGoonpahs used a string of nanes, of which two defined the
conjugal group and the region of birth. The others appeared to be individua
and arbitrary.

To Collingdale they all |ooked alike. But Judy | aughed and said there were
clear differences. This one had a large chin, that one a weak nmouth. She even
cl ai med she coul d distinguish personality traits and nmoods: Kol gar was gruff,
whi | e Bruk was ani abl e.

She’ d mastered enough of the | anguage to be able to carry on a respectable
conversation, though not with Collingdale, who' d fallen far behind. He could
commit sone of the words to nenory, and knew how to say hello, fish, cold

ni ght, home, and another dozen or so ternms. |If he were stranded he night even
have been able to ask for the | ocal equivalent of coffee, which was a brewed
hot drink called basho. Sounded Japanese to his ears.



But she encouraged himand told himhe was doing fine. And he took pride in
the fact he was light-years ahead of his peers. Bergen, Wally d assner, and
the others couldn’t have gotten the tinme of day.

They were still having trouble with the syntax. But there was plenty of tine,
and Judy was nore than satisfied with their progress, so Collingdal e was
pl eased.

They were at a point at which nost of the data coming in fromthe Jenki ns was
repetitious, but Judy’'s team was becom ng nore practiced at setting it aside,
at finding the constructions that hel ped them solve the inner workings of the
| anguage.

There were all kinds of sites where they’' d have liked to see pickups. But the
quantity of units was limted. And they were all in Brackel. They had only
verbal descriptions of the other cities.

Requests to Digger not only indicated target sites, but al so designated which
surveillance units could be noved el sewhere. A transmission still took severa
days to reach the Jenkins, and noving the pickups around took nore tinme. It
was cunbersome, but they were naking progress.

There was no information yet about |ocal religions. Collingdale had no idea
how ol d the civilization on the isthmus was. Had it been preceded by sonething
el se? What did the Goonpahs know about the rest of their world?

Di gger wanted to know whet her he should use his own judgment about the
pi ckups. Plant them let themsit for a bit, and then nove them around rather
than wait for instructions.

Yes, you nit. Do whatever you can to get as nuch coverage as possible.

But that didn’t work out either. A feed that had become interesting suddenly
went dark and by the tinme they could direct himto get it back up and worki ng,
the Iine of inquiry had dried up

Most of the cities seened to have a library. They were getting pictures of
Goonpahs sitting down to read, but Collingdale and Judy couldn’'t see the
materials. Invade one of those places, they told Digger. W need to find out
what they're reading. Send pictures of the scrolls. Sonetimes he wondered
whet her Di gger had any imagi nation at all

Judy made suggestions where the surveillance units m ght be placed for maxi mum
effect. She pointed out that they’'d gotten next to nothing whatever fromthe
interior of the tenple. Nothing ever happened on the main platform the altar
what ever it was, except that one of the worshipers occasionally got up and
stood on it in a pious manner and | ooked around.

Inevitably they ended back on Collingdal e’ s beach, where he stared out at the
dark sea—the w ne-dark sea-while she stood by to ensure he wasn’t al one.

A fewcities along a seacoast. Wdespread literacy. Sailing vessels. A
peaceful society. Probably participatory government. Apparently universa
education. Not bad, actually.

He wondered whether the human race had just encountered its first serious
conpetitor. The Korbs would need an industrial revolution and all that. But if
they could skip the Dark Ages, and the assorted other inbecilities that people
had come up with, they mght |eapfrog ahead pretty quickly.



And the omega. They’'d have to get past that too.

”

“They’ ve got a | ockup,” Judy announced without warning.

“Ajail? How do you know?”
“Somebody got tossed in.”
“Do you know why?”

“No. | think he was trying to steal sone fish. Got caught, the shopkeeper
chased hi m down, and sonebody came and took himaway. So there is a police
presence of sone sort.”

They al so had a series of ternms for what seened to be political |eaders. There
was a kurda, and a krunp, and a squant. But they were unable to get
equi val ences for them They were in charge, but whether a kurda was a king, a
representative, a ward boss, or a judge, there was sinply no way to know.

W TH SO MANY young peopl e on board, social life on the al-Jahani was active.
It didn’t usually get rowdy, but there was a fair anobunt of partying and VR
ganes. The ol der nenbers of the m ssion, anxious to get away fromthe noise,
took to congregating in a storage area on C Deck, near the shuttle bay, where
they tal ked about the m ssion, their careers, and the onegas. They worried
about whether they’'d get to Lookout in time, and rem ni sced about the old
days.

Col lingdale had traveled with nost of thembefore. And if they d beconme cranky
over the decades, they were nonethel ess good people. They' d endured nonths and
someti nes years digging on Quraqua and Pinnacle, or catal oging the systens
within a couple of hundred |ight-years of Earth until we knew the dianeter,
weat her, and mass of every world in the nei ghborhood. A couple had been at
Deepsi x when it had bl ooped into the gas giant Mdrgan. They had a history of
getting results. Melinda Park, for exanple, had served four years on Serenity,
a space station assignment that would have driven Collingdale conpletely
around the bend. But she'd directed efforts to determ ne the | aws of planetary
formati on and had won an Americus for her efforts.

Ava MacAvoy, who'd been with himat Moonlight, was there. And Jean Di onne,

wi th whom he’ d once conducted a romance that had been a kind of shooting star,
lots of flash and then an eruption and nothing left. Except regrets.
Nevert hel ess, or possibly because of that fact, they' d remained friends. Their
captai n was Al exandra Kyznetsov, who had al so been at Moonlight, | obbing nukes
fromthis very ship. She’d been enbarrassed at the way things had turned out
and assured Collingdale i mediately after departure that she’d brought no
bonbs this tine.

It would not have been correct to say that during the passing nonths they’'d
become a tightly knit group. In fact they didn't agree on nmuch. Sone thought
the basic mssion was to study the society on Lookout (before it got
obliterated?) while others thought the intent of the mssion was to get ready
to set up a rescue effort. Although how the latter was to be done was uncl ear

Sonme argued that, under the circunstances, they should forget the Protocol and
make contact with the Goonpahs, while others maintained it would do far too
much harm There was di sagreenent over how t he basic research shoul d be

handl ed, who should be all owed down on the surface, what the priorities were,
and how best to make decent coffee using the onboard equi pnent.



“Basho,” said Collingdale.

“I"msorry?” said Elizabeth Madden, who’d been conpl ai ni ng about the coffee in
Al exandra’ s presence, but who had no idea what Collingdal e was talking about.

“Basho. Coffee. You'll have to get the | anguage right if you want to prosper
on the surface.”

Madden was the nost out spoken of those who wanted to maintain the isolation
policy. She was a small wonman who al ways spoke in a |l evel tone, never got
excited, and seenmed to have a mountain of facts to support any position. There
was a quality in her manner that inplied, wthout her saying so, that her
opponents nerely needed to hear the reality of a situation to see the
fool i shness of their position. She occupied the Arnold Toynbee chair at King's
Col | ege, London. Her husband Jerry, also a xenol ogi st of considerable
reputati on, had acconpani ed her, and usually |led the opposition

She was al arned when she first heard that Judy Sternberg was having the
pi ckups noved around.

“Unconsci onabl e risk,” she maintained. “W were lucky the first tine. It would
have been prudent to wait until we were on the scene.”

Judy shrugged. “lI can't see that any harm m ght be done.”
She cl osed her eyes and sighed. “If the Korbs so nmuch as beconme aware that we
exist,” she said, “their entire worldview will change.” Their natura

devel opnent woul d be set aside, she argued, and they woul d becone dependent,
at least in their philosophy and probably in their devel opnent of technol ogy.

“Ri di cul ous,” said Judy.

“They’ Il wind up on reservations! There has never been an exception to the
general |aw.”

Madden didn’t explain which | aw, but there was no need to do so.

Sonebody- or-other had laid down a nanifesto that a civilization could not
survive collision or integration with, or even a bit of jostling by, a nore
advanced cul ture.

“I'f we don't intervene directly,” said Judy, “there won't be enough of them
left for a reservation.”

“That’ s an exaggeration, Judy. You know it and | know it. W’ ve survived at

| east one of these things at home, and other worlds have survived God knows
how many. It kills off individuals, and that’s regrettable. But it wll not
kill off the culture.” They were sitting in the area they' d fixed up in cargo,
whi ch soneone had ni cknaned the Oxford Room “Qur obligation is to save the
culture. To give themtheir chance to evolve.”

Vel |, maybe she was right. But Lookout was not a global civilization. It was a
handful of cities, positioned on a narrow strip of |and between naj or oceans.
The cl oud was coming and when the destructi on was over, maybe the
archeol ogi sts could go in and | ook at what was |left of the culture. And the
xenol ogi sts could go hone.

RAW DATA POURED in. Collingdale sent his analyses on to Hutchins, with
i nformation copies to the Jenkins.

The package went out daily at the close of day. They were, he thought, naking



excel I ent progress.

He had just finished sending off a nessage to Mary, exulting over how well the
effort was goi ng, when Judy asked himto come by the workroom

He hurried up to the B Deck conference roomthat the linguists had taken over.
Judy was there with a couple of her people, Terry MacAndrew fromthe Loch Ness
area, and G nko Amagawa from Yokohana.

She handed hima printout. “W just found this,” she said. “Thought you m ght
be interested. It’'s froma conversation on a park bench.”

It was in Goonpah, but using English letters. Nobody tried to translate it for
him and Collingdale felt the force of the conplinment. He had to translate it
however word by word

“ROM HAVE YOU NOTI CED THAT HARKA AND KOLAJ ARE M SSI NG?”

“YES. THREE NI GHTS NOW WHAT DO YOU THI NK?”

“I DON' T KNOWWHAT TO THI NK. | HAVE NEVER HEARD OF ANYTHI NG LIKE THI S.”
“I'T SCARES ME.”

“I'T SCARES ME TOO, ROM”

Collingdal e’ s first thought was that two of the young ones had been ki dnapped.
O two lovers had el oped. D d Goonpahs el ope?

“W’re not sure what Harka and Kolaj refer to. But we think they may be
stars.”

“Stars?”

Judy gl anced at G nko. G nko's eyes were dark and worried. “W think they’ ve
just seen the cloud, Dr. Collingdale.”

ARCHI VE

Nobody here can understand how it happens that a race virtually confined to a
limted | and area, sealed off both north and south by natural inpedinments, has
managed to maintain what is clearly a peaceful existence. There are no armes,
no walls, no battle fleets. No indication that anyone even carries weapons

ot her than what m ght be expected for hunting purposes.

W are not yet certain, but early indications suggest the cities are
i ndependent, that there is no formal political framework, but that sonehow
t hey coexi st peaceably.

This framework is difficult to understand in light of the fact that the
Goonpahs are clearly carnivores. Hunters. They do not appear to have a history
ext ensi ve enough to explain the amty in which they live. W would also |like
to understand why they find D gger such a fearsome creature.

We share the sense of |loss at Jack’'s death. But | would be rem ss not to
commend Digger and Kellie, wthout whomwe’d be flying blind.

—bavi d Col Iingdal e

Hyperlight Transm ssion
June 9

** Chapter 21



On the ground at Lookout.
Friday, June 13.

I NVADE ONE OF the libraries. W need to find out what they’ re reading.
Get access to the scrolls.

The Frances Moorhead arrived in the niddle of the night with the

i ndustrial -size |Iightbender, which would hide the |ander. Kellie and D gger

t hanked the captain, and transferred Jack’s body. That was an ordeal that
reopened wounds and | eft Digger wandering aimessly through the ship after the
Moor head had gone.

He' d received a synpathetic nmessage from Hutchins shortly after the incident.
She was sorry, shared their grief, don’t blane yourself, bad things happen
But she didn’'t know everything, didn't know Jack had warned himto stop
didn’t know Di gger was going to lift the coin.

“She never really asked for the details,” he told Kellie. “She nust know
left stuff out.”

“I"msure she does. But the Acadeny needs heroes.” She | ooked at the
i ght bender and | ooked at him “She’s giving you a chance, D g.”

Kellie sawto it there was no tine for himto sit around feeling sorry for
hinself. They tied the unit into the | ander’s systens, connected field belts
around the hull, ran a successful test and headed for the surface.

KELLI E TRUSTED HM Had it been someone el se, she might have been frightened.
The prospect of being caught out there alone, weeks away fromthe nearest
base, with a guy who was comi ng enotionally apart, would have been unnerving
for anyone. But she’d known Digger a long tine.

This wasn’t their first flight together, and though she’'d been aware fromthe
begi nning of his interest in her, she hadn’t taken himseriously until the
begi nning of this mssion. She wasn’t sure what had changed. Maybe she’d
gotten to know himbetter. Maybe it was that he hadn’t enbarrassed her by
becom ng persistent. Maybe it was that she’d sinply realized that he was a
good guy. In the end, she’'d come to enjoy just being with him

But the way in which Jack had died was a nightnmare. And the ironic aspect of
the event was that she wasn’'t sure she wouldn’'t have made a grab for the coin
hersel f. M stakes happen. And if you get unlucky, there's a price to be paid.
It doesn’t nake you cul pable, she told herself, and occasionally, when it
seemed necessary, Digger

She was glad to see the library request cone through. It provided a challenge
and gave him sonething el se to think about.

THE MOST ACCESSI BLE neans of entry into the center of Brackel was through the
harbor. But she couldn't sinmply set down in the water, even with the

i ghtbender field protecting the lander. Its treads would create twi n
depressions in the water, an effect that would startle any w tnesses. So they
waited until the sun went down. Wen it was reasonably dark, Kellie cane in
over the harbor, past a vessel anchored just offshore (there was a light in a
forward cabin but no other sign of life), and descended a few neters away from
a deserted pier.

Di gger was beginning to feel like an old hand. He slipped into the gear
turned on the Flickinger field, switched on his converter, put his |aser
cutter into a pocket, and activated the Iightbender. Kellie clinbed into her



own gear and foll owed himout the airlock onto the pier

He | ooked back at the lander. Its ghostly silhouette rose and fell in the
incoming tide. Kellie directed Bill to nove it well out into the harbor. They
watched it go, then turned toward the city.

It was a bright, clear night. The big nobon was overhead; the snaller one was
rising in the west. It wasn’'t much nore than a bright star

Di gger led the way through the harbor area. Lights were going on, cafés
filling up, crowds roam ng the streets. They had four pickups, two for the
library, and two, as Digger said, “for a target of opportunity.”

The target of opportunity showed up when they passed the two structures they’'d
t hought of as theaters-in-the-round. Both were busy. G |anps burned out
front, signs were promnently displayed, and the |ocals were pushing their way
in.

“Care to stop at the theater first, ny dear?” asked Di gger
“By all means,” she said. “We can do the library in the norning.”

They chose one and took pictures of the signs, several of which featured a
femal e Goonmpah with a knife, her eyes turned up. (Wien a Goonpah turns those
saucer eyes to the heavens, one knew that great enotions were wacking his, or
her, soul.)

They waited until nost of the patrons were inside before they joined the
crowd.

The circular hall was three-quarters filled. Mdst of the patrons were in their
seats; a few stood in the aisles holding conversations. Mst Goonpah
conversations were ani mated, and these were no exception. That they kept

| ooking toward the stage indicated that they were discussing the show.
Stragglers continued to wander in for several minutes. Kellie and Di gger
stayed near the entrance, where they had roomto maneuver

Gl lanmps burned at the doors, along the walls, and at the foot of the stage.

“What do you think?” asked Kellie, pressing a finger against the pickups,
which were in his vest.

“I think Collingdale would kill to have a record of whatever’s about to
happen.”

“My feelings exactly.”

They waited until everyone seened to be settled, then picked an aisle, noved
in close, and squatted. An attendant went through the auditorium extinguishing
some of the lanps. There was no reasonable place to attach a pickup, so D gger
sinmply ained it manually.

THE SHOW WAS a bl oodbat h.

At first Digger thought they were going to see a love story, and there was

i ndeed a romance at the heart of the proceedings. But all the characters other
than the principals seenmed angry with everyone el se for reasons neither of the
visitors could make out. An early knife fight ended with two dead. Swords were
drawn | ater and several nore perished. One character was hit in the head and
thrown of f the stage to universal approval



The action was acconpani ed by nmuch nmusic. There were rmnusicians down front,
manni ng wi nd and string instruments and a pair of druns. Onstage, the
characters danced and sang and quarrel ed and made [ ove. (Mich to Digger’s
shock, there was open copul ati on about m dway through. The audi ence, obviously
noved, cheered.) Later there was what appeared to be a rape. Wth Goonpahs it
was hard to be sure

The nmusic jangled in Digger’'s ears. It was all off-key. It banged and rattled
and bonked, and he realized there was nore to it than the instrunments he’'d
seen. There was sonething |like a cowbell in there sonewhere, and noi senakers
cl anked and cl attered.

Eventually, the female love interest gave in to tenptation a second tine,
either with a different character, or with the same character wearing
different clothes. Digger couldn’'t make it out until the end, when three
apparently happy lovers strode off armin arm Hardly anyone el se was |eft
standi ng. The audi ence pounded enthusiastically on any flat surface they could
find.

“Romeo and Juliet with a happy ending,” said Kellie.

Romeo, Frank, and Juliet, Digger thought. Nevertheless, in his view a
di stinct inprovenment. Digger |iked happy endi ngs.

The crowd drifted out. Some headed for cafés, others strolled into connecting
streets. Everyone was on foot. No carriages rolled up, no horses.

It had gotten late. There was a sundial in front of the theater, but that

obvi ously woul dn’t work at night. He wondered how the | ocals schedul ed a show
When the noon touched the sea? Sunset plus time for dinner plus tinme to wal k
in froma half kil oneter away?

Anyhow, he had gotten it all on the pickup. They returned to the | ander and
sent it off to the al-Jahani, wondering how it would be received there.

THEY STAYED IN the | ander, in the harbor, overnight. It was hard to sleep,
because it was the mddle of the afternoon their tine.

Despite everything, despite his culpability in Jack’s death and his synpat hy
for the Goonpahs, he had never felt nore alive. Kellie had fallen into his
arms like ripe fruit, and he knew beyond any doubt that whatever happened out
here he would take her hone with him

She |l ay dozing inside a blanket while he considered how well things were
turning out and fought off attacks of guilt over the fact that he felt so
good. It was possible his career m ght be over; he mght be sued by Jack’s
fam |y and possibly barred fromfuture nissions by the Acadeny. But whatever
happened, he was going to come out ahead.

After a while he gave up trying to sl eep and opened a reader. He scanned sone
of the nore recent issues of Archeol ogy Today, then tossed it aside for a
political thriller. Mad genius tries to orchestrate a coup to take over the
NAU. But he couldn’t stay with it and eventually ran part of the show they'd
wat ched that evening. The Goonpahs seened | ess childlike now

“The audience loved it.” Kellie s voice came out of nowhere.

“l thought you were asleep.”



“More or less.”

“I't was all pretty matter-of-fact,” he said. “Nobody seemed shocked.”

She shrugged. “Different rules here.”
“l guess.”

She rearranged herself, trying to get confortable. “But you know, if | was
reading the story line right—+t’s hard to be sure of anything—but | thought
they reacted pretty nmuch the same way we woul d have. You could pick out the
villain, and they didn't Iike him They approved of the young |lovers. Even if
there were three of them They were silent during the killings. Holding their
breath, it seened to ne.”

Di gger had had the same reaction
“What did you think of the score?”
He | aughed. “Not |ike anything |I’ve heard before.”

THEY WENT TO the library next day. It was a battered L-shaped gray stone

buil ding set along two sides of one of the smaller parks just a block fromthe
theater. They found a signboard posted inside the heavy front doors. Severa

pi eces of parchment were di splayed, on which sonmeone had |isted about two
hundred items. “Maybe it’s an inventory of the holdings,” suggested Kellie.

They took a picture and drifted into a |l arge room given over to reading. N ne
or ten Goonpahs sat at tables, poring over scrolls. A couple nore were
standi ng before boards to which notes were attached. (Looking for a ride
hone?) Another exam ned a nmap at the back of the room A couple of the readers
were making notes. To do that, it was necessary to go to the librarian, secure
a pot of ink and a pen, and do it right there at his station, where he could
wat ch, presumably to ensure you didn't have any sloppy habits. You used your
own parchnment, which was sonetines attached to a piece of wood and resenbled a
clipboard, and sonetines rolled inside a cylinder

Di gger noticed that the wi ndows were screened with netal crosspieces and
supported heavy shutters. Unlike many of the public buildings he'd seen, this
one coul d be I ocked and bolted at night.

There were two librarians, both male. Both wore bl ack bl ouses and purple

| eggi ngs. OGtherwi se, they were not at all alike. One was ol der, obviously in
charge. He noved with deliberation, but clearly enjoyed his work. He was
constantly engaged in whi spered conversation with his patrons, hel ping them
find things, consulting a wooden box in which he kept sheaves of notes. None
of the material seenmed to be in any kind of order, but he kept dipping into
it, rummgi ng, and apparently conmng up with the desired item which he would
wave in the air with satisfaction before showing it to those he was assi sting.

H s nanme, or perhaps his title, was Parsy.
H s aide was equally energetic, eternally hustling around the room adj usting
chairs, rearranging furniture, flattening the map, talking with clients. He

had something to say to everyone who canme or went.

Bet ween them they kept a close watch on the readers. Their primary function,
Di gger suspected, was to make sure no one got away with a scroll

Kellie wanted to | ook at the map. “Back in a mnute,” she said. “Don’t go



away.” He followed. The map was of the isthnmus, and it | ooked reasonably
accurate. The cities were marked and | abel ed, and he noted the synbol s that
represented Brackel. The map ended beyond the npbst northern and sout hern
cities. Terra Incognita. A few islands were included. D gger renenbered one, a
big one to the west. Utopia, which they were using as a base for the | ander
was not on the map, although it shoul d have been. Beyond the big western

i sl and, he thought, lay the edge of the world.

He took nore pictures, then resuned wandering through the room | ooking over
t he rounded shoul ders of the readers. The texts were, of course, hand-witten.

The scrolls were not laid out on shelves, as printed books m ght have been
They were kept in a back room secure frompotential thieves. A visitor
consulted the list at the front door, filled out a card, and submitted it to
one of the two librarians, who then retreated into the sanctum sanctorum
Morents | ater, he energed with the desired work. Judging by | abels, many of

t he books required nultiple scrolls, but it appeared only one scroll at a tine
could be had. And, of course, nobody checked one out and took it honmne.

The inner stack was closed off. It was a small room |ocated i nmediately
behi nd Parsy’s desk, and sealed off by furniture so that no one could get near
it without being seen by him It had no wi ndows and no other exit, save into a
private washroom Its walls were lined with cubicles, in which lay the
scrolls. The cubicles were marked with a few characters. Bi ography, D gger

t hought. Northern Isthnus Travel. Literature. Mystery. There were altogether
approxi mately two hundred | abel ed vol umes, conprised of roughly three tines as
many scrolls.

Di gger, maybe for the first tine since he’d been a child, took a nonment to
refl ect on the pure sinple wonder of a collection of books. Throughout his
life he had al ways had i nmedi ate access to whatever book he cared to | ook at,
to what ever body of know edge he wi shed to explore. Everything hunmans knew
about the world they lived in was within fingertip reach

Two hundr ed books.

Literacy appeared to be wi despread. The readers did not seem in any way he
could determine, to belong to a higher class than the Goonpahs strolling the
streets. He recalled the school he and Jack had conme across outside Brackel
Qut si de At hens.

THEY WERE PLANNING to wait until the place closed, and then begin the
recording session. It was |late afternoon, they' d been away fromthe |ander for
ten hours, and Digger discovered a need to relieve hinself. It would have been
easy enough had it been dark. Just find a renote street corner, shut the
systens off, and go. But it was still daylight. They'd not been using the
sacks that allowed one to dispose of waste inside the suit because then it
became necessary to haul it around, and neither of themcared to do that. Just
organi ze things properly, Jack had al ways mai ntai ned, and you won’t need it.

Ri ght.

Di gger was thinking how he’'d like to grab some of the scrolls and run. He
entertained an i mage of a group of scrolls apparently leaping into the air and
streaking for the exit on their own.

“You okay?” asked Kellie.

“Looki ng for a washroom”



“CGood | uck.”

He found it at the rear of the building. There was only one for the genera
public, apparently intended for both sexes. He pushed through the door and
entered a small room equipped with a floor-level drain and sonme w de benches.
No commode. You sat on a bench, if need be. The room was occupi ed, but only by
one individual. Digger waited until it was enpty, killed the e-suit, did the
deed (listening anxiously for footsteps outside, trying to plan what he’'d do
if he got caught, knowi ng he couldn’t just reactivate the unit without making
a ness of hinself).

But he got through it okay. Just in tine, though. The door was opening as he
hit the switch. Flickinger field on. Lightbender on. Goonpah in the room
standi ng uncertainly in the doorway, as if he had just seen something out of
the corner of his eye.

Al kinds of firsts were being set here. First person to watch an alien
theatrical production. First to visit a library. First to use a washroom

He smiled and wal ked out into the corridor, forgetting that, to an observer,

t he door opened of its own volition. He realized what he’d done just as he
started to close it behind him Two nore Goonpahs were com ng, one of each
sex. The door caught their attention and he noved away fromit, leaving it
ajar. They looked at it, |ooked at each other, did the Goonpah equival ent of a
pair of shrugs, and went in.

Di gger returned to the reading room found a chair toward the rear, and sat
down to wait.

CLOSING TIME. THE | ast of the readers was waddling toward the door. \Wen she
was gone, the librarians took a quick | ook around, straightened chairs, picked
up sone | oose pieces of the hard crackly material that passed for notepaper
and arranged their own stations. Parsy went into the back room counted the
scrolls, opened a | oghbook, and signed it. H's coll eague, whose nane seened to
be Tupel o, put out the oil |anps, closed and bolted the shutters, and
retrieved a wooden padl ock from his desk

Kellie was visibly inpressed by it. “They’'re not entirely w thout technol ogy,
she said.

“No big deal,” said Digger. “The Egyptians had them four thousand years ago.”
Tupel o cl osed the stack room door and | owered a bar across it. Digger had

feared they might padl ock the room and he was prinmed to try to lift the key.
But it didn't happen, and he was feeling that he was home free when soneone

knocked at the front door. The librarians opened up and a small, evil-I ooking
beast was led in on a | eash. The creature | ooked |ike an undersized pig,
except that it had fangs, fur along its jaws and across its skull, and a line

of quills down its back. It snorted and showed everyone a healthy double row
of incisors. Its master, a brightly-ribboned female, noved in with it while
the two librarians finished checking around to be sure everything was attended
to.

“That what | think it is?” asked Kellie.
The animal’s red eyes came to rest directly on Digger, and it comenced to
pull at its leash. Its master spoke to it and the thing | ooked away

monentarily and grow ed. Then its head swung back

“As soon as she turns it loose,” said Kellie, “things are going to get tense.”



The librarians filed out through the front door. The fenal e | ooked around the
dar kened room apparently puzzled by the beast’s behavior. Digger watched her
kneel beside the aninmal and stroke its neck

“Qur chance,” he told Kellie. He edged toward the stack room raised the bar
and signaled Kellie to get inside. Wen she’d gone through, he foll owed and
pul | ed the door shut.

Si mul t aneously he heard a shout. Then, unm stakably, the beast was gall opi ng
across the reading room They heard it slaminto the stack room door, which
Di gger was hol di ng shut.

More voi ces outside. How ing and scraping.

Then someone was tuggi ng on the door. Digger backed away fromit, | ooking
around for a weapon, seeing nothing except the scrolls. The comvtion outside
continued until finally he heard the female' s voice. Kellie produced a pisto
and was about to thunb it on when the door opened. But the animal was tethered
agai n.

Parsy held up a |l anp and stepped into the room Tupel o was speaki ng, probably
trying to explain how the bar happened to be in the raised position

The animal, fortunately, was being held back

They | ooked in all directions. Obviously, no one was hiding there. Wen the
ani mal continued to growl and show its teeth, its master kicked it. The thing
whi ned but quieted. They dragged it clear, the door swung shut and the bar
banged down.

“l guess we're in here for the duration,” said Digger

“W can cut our way out if we have to,” said Kellie.

They listened to receding voices. Then cane the famliar charge across the
roomby the little pig, and lots of snuffling outside their door. But the
thing wasn't trying to tear it down this tine.

Di gger heard the front door open and cl ose.

“What was the plan agai n?” asked Kellie.

The ani mal whi ned.

“No problem” he said. “Wen they cone tonorrow to secure the doggi e and open
up, we'll just stroll out.”

The Iightbender field faded, and she was standi ng before him “Have you
consi dered the possibility,” she asked, “that tomorrow nmay be Sunday?”

THERE WERE, IN fact, 587 scrolls. They were tagged and divided into fourteen
cubicles. Digger set up a lanp and worked one cubicle at a time, taking them
out singly, logging the marking on the cubicle and on the tag for each scroll
When they were ready to start, one held the pickup, the other handl ed the
scroll. And they began to record the Conplete Avail able Wrks of the Goonpahs.

Di gger once again wi shed he had command of the |anguage, and prom sed hinsel f
he would learn it, promised hinmself he’'d read at |east one of the texts inits
original formbefore he went hone.



They were surprised to discover some illustrations: animals and pl ants,
bui | di ngs, Goompahs, nmaps. O her segnments m ght have been mat hematical, but
since they didn't know what the |ocal nunbering system | ooked like, or the

mat hemati cal signs, they couldn’t be sure (other than sone sections devoted to
geonetry).

The paper used in the scrolls was of a textured quality, appealing to touch,
but thick enough to limt the length of the work that could be placed on a
singl e dowel .

The dowel s were made of wood or copper. A few of the scrolls were contained
within protective tubes that had to be renoved before the parchment coul d be
unrol l ed. The printing itself was sinple and unadorned. Like the architecture,
Di gger observed.

They wor ked t hrough the night. There was a brief rain storm around m dnight.
The creature at the door whined once in a while, scratched occasionally, but
never went away.

They wat ched the tinme, and when they knew the sun had been up for a half hour
or so, and could hear the unm stakable sounds of traffic outside, they decided
they were pushing their luck, shut down the effort, and put everything back

In time they heard noises at the front, heard the doors open, and soneone t ook
the beast away. It protested, the caretaker protested, and there was much
pawi ng and scratching at the wooden floor. And then everything went quiet for
a while. Eventually the stack door opened, courtesy of the younger Goomnpah,
and they passed out into the nusty, sunlit reading room

“I feel as if we owe this guy a good turn,” said Digger

Kellie was a glowing waith in his goggles, gliding between chairs and tabl es.
“I'f we can figure out a way to turn that cloud aside,” she said, “you’ll have
done that. And nore.” The library was enpty save for the aide. “Wat did you
have in m nd?”

“When this is over—=

“ YeS ?u

“—And we know how things stand, 1'd like to | eave sonmething for him He'd
never know where it came from A gift fromthe gods.”

“Leave what, Dig?”

“I don't know. I'mstill thinking about it. These folks Iike dranma.”
“Ch.

“Maybe sonet hi ng from Sophocl es. Translated i nto Goonpah.”

LI BRARY ENTRY

“Are books inportant, Boomer?”

“Reading themis inportant.”

“ W]y?”

“Because they take us places we can't get to otherw se.”

“Li ke where, for instance?”

“Li ke China, when they were building the Geat Wall. O Italy, when they were



di scovering that the world could be explained rationally. O Mars when MCovey
and Epstein first wal ked out the door.”

“That sounds pretty exciting, Boomer.”

“There’ s sonepl ace el se too, that’s especially inportant.”

“Where's that? Chio?”

“Chio, too. But | was thinking that it’s the only way you have of getting
behi nd sonmeone else’s eyes. It's the way we found out that we're really al

the sane.”

—Fhe CGoonpah Show
Al'l - Ki ds Network
May 21

** Chapter 22

On board the al -Jahani
i n hyperspace.
Monday, June 23.

IT WAS THE first day of full-time basic Goonpah. The change cane easier than
anyone woul d have dreamed. O the entire group of trainees, only two seened to
be struggling with the spoken | anguages, and even they could order food, ask
directions and understand the bul k of the response, coment that it was going
to rain, and inquire whether Gormr would be hone in tine for dinner

They’ d been speaki ng Goonpah al nost exclusively in the workroom since m d- May.
And now Judy and her Shironi Kul p, her Elegant El even, were ready to excise
all English fromtheir vocabul aries for the balance of the outbound flight,
save when they had sonething that had to be passed on to the makla. The word
meant outsider, she confided to Collingdale. It was the cl osest they could get
to barbarian in Goonpah.

They were pernmitted one sim per day. But teans had been assigned to translate
the English so that even the entertainnent was offered in the target |anguage.
An honor code was in effect, and violators were expected to turn thensel ves
in.

Col l'i ngdal e was present when Juan Gonez adnitted to an infraction within an
hour of converting to the new system Juan expl ai ned hinmsel f in Goonpah, and
Col lingdale couldn’t follow Sonething to do with Shelley. The penalty was
mld, arequirenment to do an extra translation fromone of the Brackel Library
texts. A heroic poem Judy expl ai ned.

Collingdale tried to restrict himself to Goonpah in the presence of the Kulp.
He was maki ng progress, and he enjoyed inpressing his young wards. They never
ceased | ooki ng surprised, and he began to suspect they didn't have a high
opinion of his intellectual abilities, or, for that matter, of those of the
Upper Strata in general. “Too locked in to their mental habits to be taken
seriously,” Judy said with a perfectly straight face. “Except you of course.”

“Cf course.”

“I't is a problem” she said. “People live longer all the time, but they stil
freeze up pretty early. Flexibility goes at thirty.”

“You really think so?”

“Lost mne |ast nonth.”



However that m ght have been, they called himin on that first full Goonpah
day and bestowed on himthe Kordi kai Award, nanmed for an anci ent Goonpah
phi | osopher famed for constructing what humans woul d have call ed the
scientific nethod.

Had his support for them been tentative, that act al one would have won him
over. They were the best people he'd ever worked with, young, enthusiastic,

qui ck |l earners, and, perhaps, nost inportant of all, they believed in what
they were doing, saw thenselves as the cavalry riding in to help an

ot herw se-doomed people. When the tine came, when the cloud darkened the skies
and frightened the wits out of the Goonpahs, the Kulp would arrive, one for
each of the eleven cities (by then they knew that the southernnost pair were a
single political unit), their alienness hidden within Judy Sternberg’s

exqui site disguises. They would go in, do a few high-tech magic tricks, claim
the gods had sent themto warn of approaching disaster, and urge the

i nhabitants to clear out. Head for the high ground.

What coul d go w ong?

“Challa, Dr. Collingdale.” They shook his hand and told himthey intended the
Kor di kai to become an annual award.

BUT SPEAKI NG GOOWPAH nore or less full-time was one thing to talk about and
somet hing el se to do. The breakfast is good. There's a fruit bow on the
table. I amreading an interesting book. They had the |lines down. And al
quite effectively, except, of course, that they really needed to engage wth
native speakers. As things were, the conversation remai ned hopel essly
superficial. It is nice out. Your shoes are untied. | ama little red penci
box.

“Pay-1o0s, Dr. Collingdale.” Good-bye. See you around. Until next tinme.

And that’'s what could go wong. There would be all kinds of nuances that they
were not going to pick up because there was no one to tell them where they
were getting it wong.

At dinnertine, he went into the dining room Five of the Kulp were at a corner
table. He wandered over and, in his neasured Goonpah, asked them how it was

goi ng.
It was going well.
Had they encountered any probl ens?

Boka, Ska Collingdale. Friend Collingdale. M. Collingdale. Acquaintance
Col l'i ngdal e. Who really knew?

BUT THEY' D LEARNED nuch since Digger and Kellie had penetrated the library.

The cities were significantly ol der than anyone had assumed. Their roots went
back at | east five thousand years. If that were so, how did one explain that
they were still sitting on the isthrmus? Wiy had they never expanded into the
rest of their world? What had happened to then?

Prior to the foundation of the first city, which the Goonpahs believed to be
Sakmarung, the world had bel onged to the gods. But they had retreated to the
skies, and had left the isthnus, the Intigo, which was also their word for
world, to the nortal beings, created by a mating between the sun and the two
nmoons; between Taris, who warns the day; Zonia, who brightens the night; and
the el usive Holen, who flees and | aughs anong the stars.



The Goompahs had started with a ménage a trois, and several of the experts
suspected there was a connection with the tradition of nultiple husbands and
wi ves in each connubial group. Collingdal e knew that nythol ogy inevitably
cones to reflect the aspirations and ideals of any society.

They’' d acquired illustrations of el even gods and goddesses, and it had not
been hard to match themw th the scul ptured figures in the tenple at Brackel
There were deities charged with providing food and wi ne, |aughter and nusic,
t he seasons and the crops. They naintained the sea, saw to the tides,
controll ed the wi nds, maintained the cycle of the seasons. They bl essed the
births of new arrivals and eased the final pains of the dying.

Jason Hol der pointed out to himthat, although their duties were simlar to
those of earth-born deities, there was a subtle difference. The gods at hone
had given their bounty as a gift, and might withdrawit if they were mffed,
or out of town, or jealous of another deity. The Intigo’' s gods seened to have
a responsibility to nake provision. It was not quixotic, but rather an
obligation. It alnost seemed as if the Goonpahs were in charge.

Al so significant, Holder continued, there was no god of war. And none of
pestilence. “All of the deities represent positive forces,” Jason said. But he
admtted he didn’'t know what to make of that fact, except that the Goonpahs
seened renmarkably wel | adjusted.

The artwork fromthe library texts reveal ed nuch about how t he Goonpahs saw
their gods. They did i ndeed enbody majesty and power; but there was also a
strong suggesti on of conpassion. One of the deities, Lykonda, daughter of the
divine trio, had wings. And she always carried a torch. So they knew who

wel coned nortals at the entrance to the tenple. There was as yet no indication
that the natives believed in an afterlife, but Jason predicted that, if they
did, Lykonda would be on hand to wel come themto their reward.

The cities forned a | eague whose political outline was vague. But they had a
common currency. And neither Judy’ s people nor Hutch’'s anal ysts back hone
found any mention of defense needs. Nor did the avail abl e Goonpah history,
sketchy though it may have been, indicate any kind of conflict that humans
woul d have described as war. Ever

Well, some intercity disagreements had sent nobs fromone town to the
outskirts of another, where they threw rocks or, in one cel ebrated incident,
ani mal bl adders filled with dyed water. There had been occasional fatalities,
but nowhere was there a trace of the kind of nass organi zed viol ence that so
marred human hi story.

There had even been a handful of armed encounters. But they d been rare, and
t he nunbers invol ved had been small. Collingdale could by no means claimto
have a conplete history of the Intigo. Still, this seemed to be a remarkably
peaceful race. And a reading of their philosophers revealed a subtle and
extraordi nary code of ethics that conpared favorably with the adnonitions of
the New Testanent.

The Goompah worl d appeared to be limted to the isthnus and the areas

i mediately north and south. Their sailing vessels stayed in sight of |and.
There was no indication whether they’'d devel oped the conpass. They had
apparently not penetrated nore than a few thousand kil oneters in any direction
from home. They had not established col onies. They showed no expansi oni st

t endenci es what ever.

The Goompahs possessed sone scientific and engineering ability. Judy’ s team



had found a book devoted to climtol ogy. Mdst of its assertions were w ong,

but it reveal ed an underlying assunption that climatic fluctuations had
natural causes, and if one could assenble the correct equations and nmeke valid
observations, weather prediction would becone possible.

Sone anong them suspected they lived on a sphere. No one knew how they’'d
figured that out, but a nunmber of references to the Intigo described it as a
gl obe. Cccasionally the adjective world-circling was attached to ocean

The team had recovered and partially translated thirty-six books fromthe
Brackel Library. OF the thirty-six, thirteen could be described as poetry or
drama. There was nothing one mght call a novel, or even fiction. The rest
were history, political science—their governments were republics of one form
or anot her—and phil osophy, which had been separated fromthe natural sciences,
itself no small achievenent.

THE UPPER STRATA nade an effort to join in the spirit of things. They prepared
lines and committed themto menmory, so the conmon roomfilled up with Goonpah
chatter.

Challa this and Challa that.

Frank Bergen wi shed everyone nokar kappa. Good luck. Literally, happy stars.
They could find no Goonpah word for luck or fortune, so they’'d inprovised.
Danger ous, but unavoi dabl e.

When WAl ly offered a chocol ate brownie to Ava, she had the opportunity to
deliver her line: “Ccho baranara Si-kee.” | amin your debt.

Ava smled, and Wally, funbling pronunciation, replied that her blouse | ooked
del i ci ous.

Jerry Madden told Judy that he hoped she found success in all her endeavors,
delivering the line frommenory. And getting it right.

She replied that things were going quite well, thank you very ruch, and that
his diction was excellent, rendering the last word in both Goonpah and
Engl i sh.

Jerry beaned

El sewhere, Peggy got a suggestion fromHarry Chin: “Wen stuck,” Harry told
her, “you can fall back on karanoka tola kappa.”

Peggy tried it, beat it up a bit, and finally got it right.
“Excel lent, Peg,” he said. “W may draft you into the unit.”

“OF course. And what does it nean?”

‘“May the stars al ways shine for you.

DI NNER WAS SERVED with a Goompah nenu, although the food was strictly
terrestrial. Wiile they ate, Al exandra, trying to use the |anguage, told
Col l'i ngdal e somet hi ng. But she butchered it, tried again, and threw up her
hands. “You have a nessage fromthe DO " she said, finally.

It was sinmply a status report. Hutchins had rounded up the assistance of a few
nore experts in a half dozen fields, and shown themthe recordings and the
texts from Lookout, and she was forwarding their coments. Her own covering



remarks were short and to the point. You might especially want to pay
attention to Childs’s observations on the arrangenent of the statuary in the
temple. Billings has interesting things to say about the recurrence of the
nunber el even, although there’'s probably nothing to it. Pierce thinks he's
isolated a new referent for the dative case. Hope all’s well

What struck himwas that she said it all in Goonmpah. And got nost of it right.
Not bad for a bureaucrat. “Alexandra,” he told the captain, “the woman has
somet hi ng going for her.”

Mich the sane thing happened when the daily transm ssion cane in fromthe
Jenki ns.

“David, we got another show for you | ast evening.” Digger did it in Goonpah.
Col l'i ngdal e hadn’t known anybody on the Jenkins was nmaking the effort.

Di gger went on to explain they' d recorded a drama for which the al-Jahan
al ready had the script. He smled out of the screen, signaling that he
understood quite well the value of that. An unparalleled chance to tie
together the witten and spoken versions of the |anguage.

Magni fi cent, Digger, thought Collingdale.
“W’ ve al so relocated some of the pickups to Saniusar. They' re all designated,
so you won't have any problemsorting themout. Raw data is included with this

package.

“One nmore thing. I'mtrying to translate Antigone into Goonpah. But we don't

seemto have the vocabulary. | don't know how to say gl orious, forbidden
fate, brooding, and a bunch nore. |’ve included the words. If any of your
peopl e have time, |’'d appreciate the help.”

Anti gone?

Al exandra | ooked over at him her forehead creased. “Wy?” she asked.

He shook his head. “lI’ve no idea, but it sounds |ike a decent exercise.”

COLLI NGDALE WAS I N the shower, preparing to call it a day, when Al exandra's
voi ce broke in with a general announcenent: “Attention, please. This is the
captain. W are going to junmp back into sublight for a few hours. There is no
problem and no reason to be concerned. But we'll be perform ng the maneuver
intwo mnutes. Please get to a restraint.”

Two mi nutes? What the hell was going on? She sounded cal m and reassuring, but
that was what nost alarmed Collingdale. This was an unschedul ed stop, so

obvi ousl y sonet hi ng was wrong.

“Everyone please find a harness and settle in.”

It struck himthat it was probably alnost the first back-to-back English
sentences he’d heard all day.

“I't’s nothing serious,” she said when he call ed.
“I't’s an unschedul ed junp, Alex. That sounds serious to ne.”

“W’re only doing it as a precaution. Bill picked up an anomaly in the
engi nes.”



“Whi ch engi nes?”

“The Hazeltines. That’'s why we're making the junp. It’s routine. Anytinme they
so much as burp, we go back to sublight.”

“In case—=

“—+n case there’s a problem W don’'t want to get stuck where no one can find
us.”

“What kind of anomal y?”
“Rise in tenperature. Power bal ances.”

He had no idea what that inplied. “I thought the engines were shut off while
we were in hyperspace.”

“Not really. They go into an inactive node. And we run periodic systens
checks.” She paused. “Actually, we’ve been getting some nunbers we don't |ike
for the | ast week.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“I't may not be a problem On the other hand, we rushed the al-Jahani into
service. Maybe before it was ready.”

“W going to be okay?”
“Ch, sure. There’s no danger to anybody.”
“You' re sure?”

“Dave, if there were any risk whatever to the passengers, any risk, |I'd shut
her down and call for help. Now, get into your bunk. | have work to do.”

HYPERFLI GHT | S A di squi eting experience, an apparently sl ow passage, at about
ten knots, through unendi ng fogbanks. For reasons he didn’t entirely
understand, he had begun to think of his relationship with Mary in much the
same way.

H s conmuni cations with her had dropped off sonewhat. Hs fault, really.
Not hi ng new ever happened on the al-Jahani, other than the progress they were
maki ng under st andi ng t he Goonpahs. At first he'd told her about that, but her
replies suggested the stories about zhokas and tenples and Goompah revels were
not exactly at the center of her interests.

So now, at |east, he had sone real news to report. W are back out under the
stars, he told her, and they | ook good. You don't appreciate them when you see
t hem every ni ght.

He' d been cooped up for nore than three nonths. It was already the | ongest
nonstop flight he’d made, and it would be another half year before they
arrived at Lookout. “All sense of novenment is gone, though,” he said. “W’'re
at almost 1 percent of |ightspeed, but we seemto be frozen in space.”

Becal ned in an endl ess sea.
One-third of the way to Lookout. He tried to say it aloud in Goonpah, but he

didn’t know how to express fractions. O percentages. Did Goonpahs have
deci mal points?



They nmust if they’ d designed and built the tenple.

And his mnd ran on: How woul d you say junp engi nes in Goonpah? Mlly was
junp. No reason he couldn’'t use it as an adjective. And a machine, a
mechani sm |ike the hand-cranked punp they used to get water into their

pl umbi ng system was a kalottul. Hence nmolly kalottuls, literally junp
machi nes. Wthout their nolly kalottuls, howlong would it take to get to
Br ackel ?

It occurred to himthat he was putting all this into the transmission. But it
woul d scare her, even though he’'d assured her there was no danger. Still, he
went back and deleted it. He finished up, telling her they would be on their
way again shortly. And that he m ssed her

He didn't tell her that he thought he was |losing her. That he felt every nile
of the void between them Not the void as it was counted in |ight-years. But
as in distant, renote, hidden

The | aughter was gone.

When he’ d conpl eted the transm ssion and sent it off, he went back to the
problem he’d set hinmself. How long to travel to Lookout at current velocity?

They were still about eighteen hundred |ight-years away. At one light-year per
century.

Better have a good book ready.

Al exandra came back on-line: “Dave, you can tell your people we’'re okay. Just
runni ng sone tests now. W' Il be getting under way again within an hour.”

“W're clear?”

“Well,” she said, “we’ve got sone worn valves and a feeder line, and the
cl ocks have gotten out of sync. W' ve checked the nmai ntenance reports, and
t hey never got to themin port.”

Hs first reaction was that heads would roll. And it rmust have shown when he
told her that he hoped they’d be able to get to Lookout w thout any nore
pr obl ens.

“You can't really blame the engineers, Dave. Everything was being rushed to
get us out of there. Actually, it should have been okay for a couple nore
runs. But you can never really be sure. |I'’mtalking about the valves and the
feeder line now The clocks we’'ve already taken care of. And |’ mreplacing the
line. The val ves, though, are sonething else. Heavy work, in-port stuff. W
can’t do nmuch about them except take it easy on themthe rest of the way.”

“How do you take it easy on a junp engi ne?” he asked.

“You say nice things to it.”

“Alex, let me ask you agai n—=

“There’s no risk to the ship, David. These things are engi neered so that at
the first hint of a serious problemit junps back into sublight and shuts

itself down. Just as it did this norning.” Her voice changed, becane subdued.
“Whet her we get to Lookout or not, that’s another story.”



LI BRARY ENTRY

“How far is the sky, Booner?”
“I't’s close enough to touch, Shalla.”
“Real ly? Marigold said it's very far.’
“Only if you open your eyes.”

i

—Fhe CGoonpah Show
Sunmer Speci al, All-Kids Network
June 21

** Chapter 23

On board the Heffernan
Friday, June 27.

“ELECTRI CAL ACTIVITY PICKING up inside the onmega,” said Sky. It was getting
cl ose to the hedgehog.

“Estimated time fifty minutes,” said Bill. The rate of closure was just over
30 kph.
The Heffernan had backed away to 80 million klicks, the mninumrange set by

Hut chi ns. They were wat ching by way of a half dozen probes running with the
onega, and they were maintaining junp status so they could leave in a hurry if
the need arose. That used a substantial quantity of fuel and would require al
kinds of refitting when they got back to Serenity. But that was the point:
They were maki ng sure they woul d get back

“lI don’t know how big this is going to be,” Sky told Em “but they’ve got ny
attention.”

The overhead nonitor carried a picture of the onmega as seen fromthe nonitors,
a wall of churning m st streaked with bursts of incandescence. The cl oud was
usual |y dark and untroubled, but now it alnost seened as if the thing was
reacting to the chase. Sky was glad to be well away fromit.

O her displays provided views of the hedgehog and the forward section of the
onega. He watched the range between them growi ng shorter. Watched the fl ow of
bl ack mi st across the face of the cloud, the electricity rippling through its
dept hs.

Emma refused to comit herself about what woul d happen. “Large bang,” she
said. Beyond that, the data were insufficient. It was all guesswork. That was
why they were out here doing this, to find out.

The cl oud seened al nost to have a defined surface. Like a body of water rather
than mst. Sky had | ooked at some of the visuals fromresearchers who had
snuggl ed up agai nst onmegas and even on a couple of occasions penetrated them
The cl ouds | ooked thick enough to wal k on

A flash of lightning, reflected through the monitors, it up the bridge. The
pi ctures broke up and cane back. “Big one,” he said.

The hedgehog had seened enornbus when the thruster packages had closed in on
it two nonths before. Six and a half kilonmeters w de. Skyscraper-sized spines.
Seen agai nst the enormpus span of the onega, it mght have been only a

fl oati ng spore.



More heavy |ightning.
“Bill,” said Sky, “let’s buckle in.”
The Al acknow edged, and the harnesses descended around them

“You know,” said Enma, “about twenty years ago they towed an old freighter up
to one of these things and pushed it inside. One of the Babcock nodels. Looked
like a big box.”

“What happened?”

“I't got within about twenty klicks before a bolt of lightning took it out. Al
but blew it apart.”

“At twenty klicks.”
“ Yep. ”

“Wn't be long for our guy.” He tried to relax. Theirs was an unsettling
assignment. God knew they were far enough away to have plenty of warning, and
they could junp out of danger. But Hutch had explained there was a risk, they
just didn’t know, she would understand if they’'d just as soon pass on the
assignment. In case the worst did happen, they were nmaintaining a
nonent -t o- nonment on-line feed to Serenity.

The range shortened to twenty kilometers, the range of the freighter, and then
to fifteen. The cloud flickered, and Sky coul d have sworn he heard a runbl e,
but that was, of course, inpossible, so he didn't say anything but just

wat ched the gap continue to close.

At twelve klicks Bill reported that electrical activity inside the cloud had
i ncreased by a factor of two over its normal state.

At ten, a lightning bolt | eaped out of the roiling m st and touched the
hedgehog. Enbraced it.

One of the imagers went out. “l think it hit the package, too,” said Emma.

The hedgehog was by then so close that none of their angles showed separation
It was alnost into the cloud.

A second bolt flickered around the hedgehog, licked at it, seened to draw it
forward. The mists churned. And the hedgehog slipped inside.

The pictures com ng fromthe probes showed not hing but cloud. He checked the
time. Sixteen forty-eight hours. Adjust for signal |lag and make it 1644.

They wait ed.

Ragged bolts ripped through the cloud. It brightened. And then it began to
f ade.

“Well, Em” said Sky, “that was sonething of a bust. Do we go around the ot her
side to see if the hedgehog comes out?”

Emma was still watching the screens. “Not so fast,” she said.

For several minutes the onega grew alternately brighter and darker. Lightning
flowed along its surface like liquid fire. Then it began to shine.



And it went incandescent.

One by one, the feeds fromthe acconpanyi ng probes died.
Emma’ s eyes | ooked very bl ue.

“Bill,” said Sky, “be ready to go.”

“Say the word, Sky.” The engi nes changed tone.
It was becomi ng a sun.

“What' s happening to it, EnP”

“l have no idea,” she said.

“Bill, has it expl oded?”

“I don’t think so. The sensors are gone, but the renptes haven't detected a
shock wave.”

“That's good.”

“Readi ngs are off the scale,” said Em

He shut down the nonitors.

“Sky, do you wish to | eave the area?”

“This is goofy,” said Em “How can we not be getting a shock wave?”

“l have no idea.”

“I't shouldn’t be happening. | can’t be sure because everything we have is

bl own out. But the way it was going, |'d guess it’s putting out the
light-equivalent of a small nova. Wthout the explosion. Wthout the blast.”

“I's that possible?”

“W’ || see what the neasurenents |look like. Meantine, yes, |1'd say we're
wat ching it happen.”

“I don’t think I understand.”
“Think flashbulb,” she said. “And tell Bill we should go.”
LI BRARY ENTRY

. And then there are those who say there is no evidence of the existence
of Cod.

Thi nk about the universe. To understand how it works, one must grasp the
significance of light. It is the speed Iimt, the boundary, the neasure of
physical reality. W use it as a metaphor for know edge, for intelligence, for
reason. We speak of the forces of light. It is so bound up in our souls that
we think of it as the very essence of existence. And yet there is no definable
necessity for a physical force that can be observed by sense organs. By eyes.
If there is proof anywhere of an involved God, it is the existence of |ight.



—C€onan Magr uder
Time and Tide
** Chapter 24

Wyodbri dge, Virginia.
Sunday, June 29.

HUTCH SAT ON a rocker on the front deck watchi ng Maureen and Tor tossing a

beach ball back and forth. Maureen's tactic, when she had the ball, was to
charge her father, giggling wildly, while he ran for cover. But she inevitably
| ost control of the ball, popping it in the air or squirting it sideways or

kicking it into the rosebushes.

It was an early-sumer day, filled with the sounds of a ball game a couple of
bl ocks over, and the barking of Max, their neighbors’ golden retriever, who
wanted to get out to play with Maureen, but they weren’'t hone and nobody was
there to unlatch the screen door. So Max whi ned and barked and snuffl ed.

The warning from Al ex, fromthe al-Jahani, had cone in only nonments ago. |If
you have an alternate plan, you mght want to inplenent.

Yes, indeed. Send in the second team

Alex was citing a fifty-fifty chance that she could make it to Lookout. But
Hut ch knew she didn't really believe that. Captains were expected to be both
accurate and optimstic. It was a tradition that probably went back to
Qdysseus. But it didn't take much insight to see how she really felt.

The problem was that, other than the Hawksbill, there was no alternate plan
If the al-Jahani broke down, she’d have nothing left but the kite.

Maur een was chargi ng her daddy again, trying to raise the ball over her head.
Max was barki ng. Sonebody must have just belted a | ong one at the ball park
because the crowd was roaring. Maureen tripped over her own feet and went rear
end over beach ball. She canme up scream ng, rubbing her eyes. Tor hurried to
her side and scooped her up and returned her to the deck, where Hutch soot hed
her and checked her for scratches and handed her a gl ass of | enpnade.

“You all right?” Tor asked.

It took a nmoment before she realized he was talking to her and not to Maureen.
“Sure. Wy do you ask?”

He sat down beside her and | ooked at her in a way that said she was wearing
all her envotions.

She shrugged. “Maybe it’'ll get there. Sometines | tend to assume the worst.”
Tor nodded. “That’'s what |’ve al ways heard about you.”

Maureen was trying to gulp her | enpbnade. “Take your tine, sweetie,” said
Hut ch

Cat hi e Bl ayl ock canme out of her house across the way, waved, picked up
somet hi ng on her deck, and went back inside. Maureen put the | enbnade down,
sai d, “Daddy, again,” and started tugging at her father’s knee. Ready to go
anot her round.



“You don’t have anybody you could send after then?” he asked. “Pick themup if
they get in trouble?”

“No,” she said quietly, “nobody who could do that and get themto Lookout on
tine.”

“So what are we going to do?”

“Only one thing we can do.”

“And what’'s that?”

“Hope our luck holds. And alert Digger that he night have to get inventive.”

VWH LE SHE WAS on the circuit, the watch officer told her that the results from
t he Hef fernan had just come in.

Hut ch hel d her breath. “What happened?”

“I't lit up,” he said. “The cloud becane a torch.”

“Is it a tewk?”

“Too soon to tell. The lab just got it. But they're pretty excited.”

Two hours later she had confirmation from Charlie. “No question,” he said.
“It’s the sanme spectrogram”

ARCHI VE

COSM C MARKER. It now appears that the omega cl ouds, which have nystified
scientists for thirty years, and have spawned a whol e new branch of research
may be only an experinental device thenselves. Although their purpose renains
uncl ear, according to Dr. Lee MacElroy of the International Research Center in
Edi nburgh, they may well be part of an experinment gone awy.

—Sci ence News
June 30

LI BRARY ENTRY

Priscilla Hutchins's Diary

(Reaction to above)

MacEl roy never got anything right in his life.
—July 3

** Chapter 25

Lookout. On the ground at Brackel
Wednesday, August 13.

DI GGER HAD BECOMVE fasci nated by the Goonpahs, had | earned to enjoy the shows,
woul d have gone down every day to mingle with the crows, to visit the tenple,
to stand outside the cafés, w shing he could take a place at one of the tables
and join in the conversation

Kellie told himhe had cabin fever. But it was nore than that. He had never
been anywhere before where the inhabitants seened to enjoy thensel ves so
t horoughly. The nights were filled with laughter and music, and the downt own



area pl ayed host each evening to happy crowds.

So they took the | ander down regularly, and, to the extent they were abl e,

m xed with the locals. Sonme nights they strolled al ong the beaches. Ohers,
they went to concerts and visited sporting events, and sonetinmes they just sat
in one of the parks.

Had they been able to set aside the conming storm and the haunting nenory of
Jack’s death, it would have been a golden tinme. Kellie was bright and upbeat.
She shared his fascination, had picked up enough of the |anguage to understand
much of what was going on around her. And he knew that the day woul d conme when
he’ d | ook back on these evenings with a sense of w stful ness and | oss.

The omega had by then beconme visible in the sense that a small patch of stars
had gone mi ssing. Cccasionally Digger overheard conversations about it,
conversations that grew nore frequent as the weeks passed and nore stars

bl i nked out. The Goonpahs admitted to each other that they’ d never seen
anything like it. There was no record of any such occurrence in the histories,
and Di gger could see they were getting nervous. He wondered how they’ d be when
it filled the sky.

The thing rose at night a few hours after sunset, and dropped into the sea
just before dawn. And the Goonpahs wat ched

Where was Mel akar ?
Wher e was Hazhur pol ?

Behind the cloud, he was tenpted to tell them They're there, and if you fol ks
know what’ s good for you, you'll start thinking about packing up and headi ng
for the hills.

It mi ght have been the sense that Athens, Brackel, with its theaters and its
parks and its scrolls, was approaching its dem se: It mght have been this
realization that drove himthrough its streets |like a ghost, savoring its life
and its fragile beauty.

Kellie tried to sl ow himdown. She told himhe was becom ng obsessed. Mybe,
she said, he should think about going back. Going hone. Get away fromthere.

But he would not do that. Wuldn't consider it.

Kell'ie thought the kite m ght work. She knew Hutchins well and had a | ot of
confidence in her. Digger didn't point out that Hutchins hadn’t hidden her
feeling that the al-Jahani/Hawksbill m ssion was a |ong shot.

Now that they could wap a |ightbender field around the |ander, it was much
easier getting in and out of Brackel. Kellie usually brought themin anong the
orchards and open ground on the north side of the city. One day, she picked

i nstead a gl ade a short distance off the isthnus road. “Breaks the nonotony,”
she said, as the invisible craft descended.

Di gger | ooked at the woods, hunting for Goonpahs, but Kellie reassured him

“Bill can’t see anybody down there,” she said. “It’s okay.”
Anybody.
It was, as far as he could recall, the first tine.

HE EXPECTED THI S to be an interesting evening. Even nore popul ar anong the



Goonpahs than the theater was an event that was part |ecture, part
free-for-all. A speaker, usually a visiting authority of one kind or another
attenpted to present a point of view on a given topic while the paying
customers engaged himin open debate. (O agreed with him as the case m ght
be, though, in Digger’'s experience, it seldomwas.) The visitor m ght be

di scussing the health benefits of sunlight, an abstract ethical issue of one
kind or another, the nerits of a drama that had recently been hooted out of
town, or a supernatural visitation she had undergone and which had led to a
spiritual awakening and the sure and certain know edge that the menbers of her
audi ence were groping through noral darkness and needed to get their act in
order. It was all great fun, and Di gger was often left in doubt whether any of
t he Goompahs on either side of the issue were serious. The attendees paid for
the privilege, the speakers | ooked for subjects that woul d provoke outrage,
and everybody had a good tine.

They were called sloshen, for which there is no conpletely accurate English
translation. Call it a felicitous quarrel, a happy argunent, a glorious
di fference of opinion.

That evening’' s guest speaker, according to notices that had been posted for
several days, would be Macao Carista, who was described as a cartographer
Macao was from Kulnar, a city i medi ately northwest of Brackel. According to
t he di spl ays, she was wi dely known throughout the Intigo.

While lingering several days earlier in the |obby of the building that would
be used for the presentation, D gger had overheard enthusiastic patrons
commenti ng that she al ways brought maps of places to which no one had ever
journeyed, or sonetimes of which no one had even heard.

She used the evenings, apparently, to talk about her travels, describing
various kinds of fantastic creatures she’d seen, arnored terps as tall as she
was, bandars that spat venom at a range exceeding the dianeter of the hal
(whi ch was considerable), flying solwegs, talking bolliclubs. Last tine out,
she was reported to have described two-headed Goonpahs, which she’d seen on an
island in the eastern ocean. One head, she’d said, always spoke the truth, and
the other always lied. But you never knew which was which

And there was Yara-di, the city of gold.

And the bridge across the bottom ess Carridan Gap, built by unknown hands,
usi ng engi neering principles beyond the grasp of any alive today. The bridge
was so long that, when she crossed on the back of a berba, it had taken three
days.

She’ d spoken of the Boravay, the carnivorous forest, fromwhich no traveler
save Macao, had ever returned.

“Sounds like a hell of a woman,” said Kellie.
CGoonpah, thought Digger. She’'s a Goonpah. Not a woman.

A strict and fornmal decorum was observed during the slosh. No hooting, no
rai sed voices. “If the honored speaker woul d pause for a nmonent,” one m ght
say, “before we wander farther into confusion—=

It was a cool night. A brisk wind blew off the sea, and nanagenent needed
several fires to warmthe hall to a confortable level. Macao was obviously
popul ar because Goonpahs filled the building, and sat talking quietly to one
another while they waited for her to appear.



The audi ence, about two hundred strong, were seated above the stage,
anphitheater style, but restricted to three sides. Kellie and Di gger, who had
I ong since planted a pickup near the stage, lurked in the roped-off section
wel | out of the way. At the appointed hour, two workers pulled a | arge
arnchair into view, nmade a great deal of fuss getting it aimed in the proper
direction, and returned with a franme on which Di gger assumed Macao woul d put
her maps. Then they brought out a roll of aninmal skin and | eaned it agai nst
the side of the chair. They added a table and a lighted oil |anp, and when
they had everything arranged to their satisfaction, they scurried off. A bel
tinkled, the audi ence quieted, and a Goonpah in red and gold entered fromthe
side. He placed his pal s together, the equival ent of bowi ng to the audience.
Di gger missed part of his comrents, but it came down to, Welcone, |adies and
gentl eren, please give a hand to our world-traveling guest, Macao Cari sta.

The audi ence rapped politely on any available flat surface, and Macao made her
entrance. To Digger’s eyes she was pretty nuch indistinguishable fromthe
other females. She wore a bright yellow blouse with fluffy sleeves. Geen

| eggi ngs. And ani nmal - hi de boots. A gold nedallion hung on a purple ribbon
about her neck.

“Well,” she said, “this |ooks |like a desperate bunch.” And they were off and
runni ng. Macao, it seemed, had just returned froma |long overland journey to
the north. Through the desert and beyond the jungle where, she clained, it
grew cool er again. She regal ed her audience with tales of the nystica
Lyndai a, where the gods had placed the first Goonpahs; of attack bobbos and
the flying groppe, and a giant falloon, which had half a dozen slithery
tentacles, and “only last year, as we all know, dragged a full-masted ship to
the bottom” And finally she spoke of Brissie, the city on the edge of
forever. “Fromits towers, one can see the past and the future.” She

recogni zed a hand in the audience. “Please give us your nanme,” she said.

“Telio. And what did you see, Macao?”
“Do you really wish to know, Telio?”

The questioner had a snashed ear. It was the sanme Telio he’d seen on the
i sthmus road what now seenmed a | ong tine ago.

“Yes,” he said. “Tell us.”

“Be aware first that | |ooked to the west, to the past. Wat’'s past is done,
Telio. There's no point gazing that way.”

“So what did you see?”

“Well.” Feigning reluctance. “In the east, | sawa world filled with gl eam ng
cities. Wiere our ships crossed the seas, and no part of the Intigo was hidden
fromus. Were travelers could find (sonething) wherever they went.”

Digger and Kellie were off to one side, but at the edge of the stage. They
were getting everythi ng—Macao, Telio, and the audi ence reaction. Dave
Col lingdal e’ s people would | ove this.

“Orky,” said soneone in the audience. A female. “Crossed the seas to where?”
“Ch, yes,” Macao said. “That is the question, isn't it?” She hadn’t sat down
yet in the chair. She was using it instead as a prop. She circled it, gazed at
her audi ence frombehind it, leaned on its arm Played to the expectant
silence. “What do you think is on the other side of the sea?”



“There is no other side,” the questioner said. “The sea goes on forever. There
may be ot her islands out there somewhere, but the sea itself has no end.”

“How many believe that?”
About hal f the hands went up. Maybe a bit nore than hal f.

Macao fastened her gaze on the questioner. “The sea is (sonmething),” she said.
“I't never stops. That sounds like a lot of water.”

O ky made the rippling sound that passed for |aughter anong Goonpahs. A few

pounded on chair arms. “If the sea has an end, what kind of end is it? Does
the water sinply stop? Is there a place where you can fall off, as Taygla
says?” Macao, obviously enjoying herself, flowed across the stage. “It’s

really an interesting question, isn't it? It alnost seenms there is no

sati sfactory answer to these things.” She got up, opened the roll of animal
skin, and withdrew a map, which she put on the frame. This was an attenpt at
cartography on a nuch larger scale than anything they’' d seen at the library,
whi ch had been linmted to the area in and around the isthnus. Her map showed
icy regions in the south and deserts to the north, both correct. But it showed
a western continent nuch closer than it actually was, and the big pol e-to-pole
continent a few thousand klicks east was m ssing altogether.

But the map contained a shock. “Wait here,” he told Kellie.
“What ?” she whi spered. “Where are you goi ng?”

He was already up on the stage, noving behind Macao, until he stood directly
in front of the map. It rem nded himof those sixteenth-century charts that
showed personified clouds blowing in different directions, or whal es spouting.
There were no whales or animated winds on this one. But it did have what
appeared to be a graphic of a human being. A nale.

It was at the bottom of the chart, riding a winged rhino.

It wasn't done in sufficient detail to know for sure that it was human. But it
was cl ose. Eyes, mouth, and ears were all snaller than a Goompah’s. It had
pal e brown skin, and it | ooked a |ot better than the natives. Its clothing was
standard, a loose-fitting shirt and leggings. And it carried something that

| ooked i ke a harpoon

“The sad thing is,” Macao was saying, “we really don’t know whether Orky is
right or wong. W don’'t know whether this map is right or wong.” She
advanced without warning in Digger’'s direction and he had to scranble clear
Damed t hi ngs were qui cker than they | ooked.

“I't’s one of us,” Digger told Kellie.

“What is?”
“On the chart.”

Macao paused in front of the map, pretending to study it, but they could see
her eyes | ook away whil e she considered what came next. “In fact, we don’t
even know what |ies beyond the Skatbrones.” Digger had heard the term before
and believed it referred to the mountain range that sealed off the northern
continent fromthe Intigo.

“We come here and talk about all manner of curious beasts, some of which |I’'ve
actually seen, and some of which not. But not one of you knows which is true



and which an imagining. And | put it to you that that is not a supportable
state of affairs.”

“I't’s not a perfect representation,” Digger continued. “Arns are too |ong.
Feet are too nuch like their own. But it’'s close.”

A cup of water and an oil lanmp stood on a table beside Macao. Digger decided
she | ooked good in the glow of the |lanp. Large nall eable ears. Supple arns.
Cute in the way, maybe, that a giraffe was cute. If her features were |ess
than cl assic, they were nonethel ess congenial and warm Her eyes swept across
hi m and seenmed for a heart-stopping nonent to linger. As if she knew.

More hands were goi ng up. She recogni zed one.

“I"'mKoller. It’'s true we can't see far, Macao; but it’'s inpious to talk the
way you do. The gods (sonething, sonething) these things for a reason.”

“And what is the reason, Koller?”

“I don’t know. But we should (something) the will of the gods. You come here
and nake up these wild tales, and | wonder whether the gods |augh to hear what
you say. |I’'mnot sure | want to be sitting this close to you when we all know

that a bolt could cone through the roof at any nonent.”
She smled at him “Koller, | think we’'re safe.”

“Real | y? Have you | ooked at the sky recently?” And with that Koller got up
made his way into the aisle, and left the building.

“Well,” Macao said. “I hope nobody gets (sonething, but probably *singed )
when it happens.”

The audi ence was silent, except for a couple of nervous | aughs.

“The thing is,” said Digger, “it looks like us, but not quite. And it’s
sitting on one of those rhinos. But the rhino has w ngs.”

She had to go |l ook for herself. Wen she canme back she touched his arm “Never
see the day one of those things could get off the ground,” she said.

“That’ s what |’ m wondering about.”

“How do you mnean?”

“I't’s obviously a nythol ogi cal beast.”

“So you thi nk—=

“—Fhe guy that |ooks Iike us is a nythol ogical beast, too.”

“Hey,” she said, “he looks |like you, not ne.”

So the next question was, what sort of nythol ogical beast? Considering the way
everyone had pani cked whenever they’ d caught a glinpse of Digger, he thought
he coul d guess.

“l actually have done a fair anmount of far traveling,” Macao was sayi ng.
“There are a |l ot of strange things out there. Some strange things in here,

too.” She said it lightly, and they pounded their appreciation. “If you go out
the front door of this place and turn left, and wal k a few hundred paces,



there’s a park. It's called Binlo, or Boplo—=
“Barl o,” soneone said fromthe third row

Di gger suspected she’'d known all along. “Barlo.” She tasted the word on her
tongue, rolled it around in her nmouth, smiled, and took a coin out of her

sl eeve. “Later this evening, when we're finished here, if your way hone | eads
t hrough Barl o Park, stop a minute, and consider that this is the world that we
know.” She held the coin so it flashed in the lanplight. “This small piece of
nmet al enconpasses the entire known world. Where we live. It’s the isthmus, and
the and up to the Skatbrones, and the Sunrise Islands, and the Seawards, and
the Wndeneres, and the shoreline as far as we can see. And south to the

Skybr eakers. Every place where we’ve wal ked.” She gazed curiously at it. “And
the park is the world beyond. The great darkness into which we’ve cast no
light.

“We boast of our maps, and we call ourselves (sonmething). W pretend to much
know edge. But the truth is that we are gathered around a fire”—she lifted the
| anp, and watched shadows nobve across the roonm—=in a very large and very dark

forest.” She turned the stemand the light flickered and died. “I can’t bring
nmyself to believe there’s an infinite amount of water in the world. But naybe
I"mwong.” Soneone was trying to get her attention. “No,” she said, “let ne

finish my thought. W live on an island of light. Wat extends beyond us in
all directions is not the sea, but our own ignorance.” The |lanp blinked back
on, as if by magic. “Persons |ike ne can conme before you with the nost
preposterous stories, and no one really knows what is true and what is not. In
fact, despite everyone’'s (sonething), there really is a falloon. It doesn't
actually gulp down ships.” She noved to the edge of the stage, gazing out over
her audience. “As far as | know. ”~

Di gger and Kellie nmoved cautiously around the stage so they could see better

“I"ve seen it with nmy own eyes,” she continued. “Yet when | tell you about it,
you assune that | make it up. Why? Is it because you have evidence to the
contrary? Or because you expect ne to invent such tal es?

“Each year, in the spring, the citizens of Brackel celebrate the founding of
their city. Kulnar, which is, of course, older by several hundred years,
cel ebrates in mdw nter.”

Several of the audience stood to repudi ate her remark. Sonmeone flung a scarf
into the air. The question of which city was ol der was obviously a matter in
di spute, and advocates were present for both clains.

Macao let it go on for a bit, then waved themto order. “The truth is, nobody
really knows which city is older. But it’'s of no consequence.” Her audi ence
qui eted. “However—= She drew the word out. “—Fhat we have been here so | ong,

and know so little, even about our own history, is to our discredit.” D gger
could hear a cart passing outside.
She held up a scroll. “This is Bijjio's Atlas of the Known Wrld. It’'s

accurate, as far as anyone knows. But it is really no nore than a few

i ntroductory remarks and a | ot of speculation.” She paused and took a sip of
the water. “We all know the story of Mdro, who sailed east and returned from
the west.”

An armwent up in back. “My nane is Goffel.” The speaker swelled with the
signi ficance of what he was about to say. “You're not going to tell us the
world is round, | hope?”



“Goffel,” she said, “it’s time we found out. Found out if there really are
| ands over the horizon. If there really are two-headed Goonpahs. But we need
support. W need you to help.”

There were shouts. “The Krolley mssion,” soneone said. And: “They're
lunatics.” And: “My honored friend should open his mnd.”

A voice on the far side, near the wall: "I assunme, Macao, we're tal king about
contributions.”

She waited until her audi ence had subsided. “W are tal king about an

i nvestment,” she said. “W are tal king about our future, about whether we will
still be wondering about these issues a hundred or six hundred years from
now.” She seened to grow taller. “I don't say who's right and who's wong. But

| do say we should settle the matter. W should find out.

“Three ships will make the voyage. Like Mo, they will travel east, into the
sunrise. They will record whatever islands they encounter, and eventually they
will return over there.” She pointed toward the back of the auditorium West.

A murmur ran through the audience.

“But why now? Wien the signs are bad?”

Kellie stirred. “Signs?” she asked. “Does he mean the cl oud?”
Anot her voice: “How long will it take?”

“W estimate three years,” she said.

“And on what is the estinate based?”

“The size of the world.”

“You know the size of the world?”

Anot her smile. “Ch, yes.”

“And how big is it?”

“I't is a sphere, 90,652 gruden around the outside.
“Real | y?” This was Orky again. “Not 653?”

“Round it off a bit, if you like.”

Soneone in back stood up. “You' ve neasured it?”

“I'n a manner of speaking. | have seen it neasured.” She waited for the
| aughter, got it, let it die away, and added: “I amquite serious.”

“And was it done with a neasuring rod?”

“Yes,” she said. “Actually it was done with two neasuring rods.” She was
conpletely in control. “Schol ars placed rods of identical |engths at Bracke

and at T'M ngl etep. Wo knows how far T"Mngletep is from here?”

“Along wal k,” said someone in back. But he didn't get the laughter he
expected, and he sat down.

“That’'s right. Although it’s on the western sea, it's alnmost directly south of



Brackel. And the distance has been neasured. North to south, it is precisely
346 gruden.” Digger had seen the term gruden before, but until that noment he
had no idea whether it was the length of sonmeone’s armor a half dozen klicks.

“The shadows cast by the rods were neasured through the course of the day. The
shadows are longer in T"Mngletep. And the difference in | engths between
T Mngletep and here nmakes it possible to calculate the size of the world.”

“It’s too nuch for me,” said Oky.

Whet her 90, 000 gruden seened outrageously big or too small to the audi ence,
Digger couldn’t tell. But he knew the experinment, of course. It was simlar to
t he one perforned by Eratosthenes, who got very close to the size of the Earth
in 240 B.C

They were silent for a tine, and she recognized a big Goonpah in the front
row. “Klabit,” he said. “Macao, | don’t know whether it’'s round or not. But if
it really is round, wouldn’t the water run off? Wuldn't the ships thensel ves
fall off when they got far enough around the curve?”

Macao | et them see the question had stopped her. “lI don't know the answer to
that, Kl abit. But the ground between here and T'"Mngletep is curved. That's
est abl i shed beyond doubt.” She | ooked out over her audience. “So the truth is,
nobody really knows why the water doesn’t run off. Obviously, it doesn't

happen, or there'd be no tide tonight.” (Laughter.) “I admit | don’'t
understand how the world can be round, but it seenms that it is. | say, let’'s
find out. Once and for all. Let’'s send the ships east over the ocean and watch

to see fromwhich direction they return.”

Her audi ence had becone restive. Macao left the stage and went out anmong t hem
“The mssion will cost a great deal of noney. The funds fromthis evening,
after |1've taken ny expenses—=-

—of course—= said a voice on the far side.
“—of course. After that, | will contribute the proceeds to the effort. This is
your opportunity to becone part of the nost significant (sonething) expedition
ever attenpted by our two cities.

“But they need sonething nore than noney. They need vol unteers. Sailors.” She
paused and | ooked down at Telio. “It will be a dangerous voyage. Not sonething
for the faint of heart. Not sonething for the unskilled.”

“I fish for a living,” said Telio.
“Just what they need. 1'lIl send your name over.”

The audi ence | aughed. Someone commented that Telio was [ucky to have gotten
such an opportunity.

Macao was back on her stage. She held up her hands. “Vel ascus tal ks about the
defect each of us has, inplanted by Taris, to prevent our being perfect. For
you—= she | ooked at one of the Goonpahs off to her left—=it is perhaps too
great an affection for noney. And for Telio over there, it may be a

(somet hing) toward jeal ousy. For nme, perhaps, it is that | have no sense of
hunor.” (Laughter.) “But for each of us it is there. The individual defect.
But there is another flaw that we all share, that we share as a comunity.

“You renenber Haster?”



Yes. They all did.
“What ' s Haster?” asked Kelli e.
“No idea.”

“The colony failed within three years. As did the several attenpts that
preceded it. Wiy do you suppose that is? Wiy have so many efforts to nove
abroad been abandoned?”

There were several older children seated in the rear. One of them stood to be
recogni zed. “It is wild country beyond the known | ands,” she said. “Wo would
want to live there?”

“Who i ndeed?” echoed Macao. “And | put it to you that herein lies our fatal
defect. Qur conmmon flaw. The characteristic that deters us. W | ove our
honel and too nuch.”

VWHEN THE LAST of the lights had gone out, and the cafés had enptied, Kellie
and Di gger wandered the |onely wal kways that bordered the sea at the southern
edge of the city. They were wet, and the Flickinger field produced by the
e-suits was notoriously slippery underfoot, especially in such conditions. It
didn't seemto matter what sort of shoes he wore. He turned it off, and gasped
in the sudden rush of cold salt air.

Kellie heard his reaction and guessed what he had done. She foll owed his | ead.
“I't’s lovely out here,” she said.

The sea was rough. It roared against the rocks and threw spray into the air. A
sai ling ship, squat and heavy, lay at anchor. Lights poured out of the after
cabin, and Digger could see a figure noving about inside.

“Do the Goonpahs have the conpass?” asked Di gger

“Don’t know.”

“Does Lookout have a nmagnetic north?”

“Yes, Dig. About twelve degrees off the pole. Wiy? Does it matter?”

“I'f they don’t have a conpass, how will they navigate on that round-the-world
jaunt they’re tal king about?”

“Sun by day, stars by night. Shouldn’t be all that difficult. Except | don't
know how they’' || get past the eastern continent. They' Il have the sanme problem
Col unbus did.”

It was too dark to be able to nake out where the horizon net the sky. Digger
tried to visualize the sea east of Athens. He remenbered a couple of big

i sl ands out there, and a few smaller chunks of |and beyond. Then it was open
ocean for several thousand kil oneters.

He understood why the Goompahs had never crossed their oceans. How | ong had it
taken before Leif Eriksson and the |ongboats made the run across the Atlantic?
But it seemed odd that there’ d been no serious effort to explore the continent
on which they lived. It was true there were natural barriers, but they had
sail, and they had easy access by water. They weren't in the classic Geek
situation of being penned in an inland sea.

They wandered out onto a wooden pier, and Kellie's hand lay gently on his hip.



It was a floating pier, and sone of the planks were | oose or mssing. They
kept going until they reached the far end, where they stood listening to the
ocean. Afewgulls were in the air. The universal creature. Any world that
produced oceans and living things eventually produced gulls. Swanps gave you
crocodi |l es. Forests always had wol ves. Living worlds were exceedingly rare,
but their creatures were remarkably alike. Wich after all nade sense. How
many di fferent ways are there to make a fish? The variations were al nost
always limted to details.

A lantern noved across the deck of the ship.

He liked this place. It felt a bit like an island lost in tinme. “You know,
Kellie,” he said, “I wish there were a way we could talk with her.”

“Wth whon?”

“Wth Macao.”

“Forget it,” she said. “You d scare the devil out of her.”
LI BRARY ENTRY

The oddest thing about the entire evening was the image on the map. Except
that his skin color was a bit light, the guy on the wi nged rhino | ooked |ike
nmy uncle Frank.

—Jenki ns Log
Captain’s entry

** Chapter 26

Lookout .
On the ground at Sani usar
Sat ur day, Septenber 6.

MORE SURVEI LLANCE DEVI CES had arrived, and Kellie and Jack had spread them
t hroughout the isthnus this tine, instead of confining themto Brackel

Sani usar, the northernnmost Goonpah out post, was the last of the cities to
receive its allotnment.

It occupied the shores of a bay and was surrounded by a ring of picturesque
hills, which grew progressively higher until they ascended finally into
t oweri ng nount ai ns.

Beyond the nountains |ay dense jungle, and beyond the jungle lay a broad
desert, extending for thousands of kiloneters, well north of the equator

Di gger was begi nning to understand why the Goonpah world ended on the north at
Sani usar.

“But they have ships,” protested Kellie. “I can understand why they haven’t
crossed the seas. But running up and down the coast shoul dn’t have been a
probl em”

“Don’t be so sure. How far did the G eeks go?”

“But they were hemmed in. Couldn't get beyond the Mediterranean.”

They’ d been wandering the streets of Goonpah cities |ike the wind, unseen
irrelevant. He m ssed Jack, and he nissed being able to sit down with friends,



and he m ssed being able to party.

He had been relatively isolated before. But it had al ways been in sone

desol ate spot, renote fromeverything, with maybe a couple of technicians who
spent all their time tal king about the | ocal grade of sandstone, or the |evel
of humdity at a given latitude. But here, with Kellie, he was surrounded by a
vi brant comunity whose energy crackled through the cities every day and Iit
up the night, and he was cut off fromit all

He touched her luminous form her arm her shoulder. The mld vibration
projected by the external surface of the e-suit was reassuring. She noved
beneath his fingers and fol ded herself into him Everything was accessible
through the field except her lips, which were shiel ded behind the hard bubble
that covered her face.

They were standi ng outside a doubl e-doned buil ding on the edge of the city,
| ooking north toward a tangle of river and valley and granite. A few of the
nati ves were wandering about, sone working, some playing with young ones, somne
just wal king. To the west, over a few hilltops, the sea was bright and cool

“I love you, Kellie,” he said.
Her body noved agai nst him She was | aughi ng.
“What's funny?”

“At the monent,” she said, “your choices are limted.”

“I don't know.” He switched his e-suit off. The snell of salt air swept in.
Lovely stuff. “lI saw sonme pretty good-looking femal es at the park yesterday.”

The tingle blinked off with her suit. “I love you, too, Digby,” she said.
“I wish | could see you.”
“Maybe tonight, if you behave.”

He found her lips, and they stood quietly for several nonents, enjoying each
other. “Kellie,” he said, “l1'd like very much if you would be ny wife.”

She stiffened, sinmultaneously pulling himforward and pushing hi m away.
He wondered if anyone el se had ever proposed to an invisible woman.

“Di gger,” she said, “I’m honored.”
That didn’t sound good.
“I’"’mnot sure it would work.”

He switched of f his goggles, and the spectral form vanished. Only those dark

eyes remai ned. “You wouldn't have to quit,” he said. “It wouldn’t nean your
career. We could work sonething out.”
The wind off the sea was cold. “It’s not that.”

“What’' s the probl en?” he asked.

Her eyes narrowed. He’'d | ong since beconme accustoned to di senbodi ed eyes, and
had di scovered that they did actually reflect nmobod and enotion. He'd al ways



assuned that only happened in the context of a conplete facial expression

“Digger, I1'd like very nuch to marry you—-=
“—But —=2”
“I"'mnot interested in any short-termarrangenent. | don’t want to conmt

nmysel f to you and di scover that a few years from now everything’ s changed and
we head our own ways.”

He pull ed her back into his arns. Al resistance was gone, and he was
surprised to notice her cheeks were danp. “You want ne to sign an agreenent
that 1'd renew?”

She thought it over. “No,” she said. “lI wouldn't ask that. Wuldn't do any
good anyhow. | just—2 She trenmbled. It seened out of character. “In ny famly,
we don’t believe in doing things hal fway. You commit, or you don’t. If you
conmit, don’'t expect that if you change your nind in five years, |’'mgoing to

shake hands and say let’'s be friends.”

He was hol ding her tight by then. And he wanted very much to see her, but
there were too many Goonpahs drifting around. “It would never happen, Kellie.
| love you. I want you to be ny wife. Forever. No time off. No letting the

| ease run out.”

“You’' re sure?”

“Yes.”

“And you' Il feel the sane way when we get hone?”

“OfF course.” He pressed his |lips against hers. “You' re a hard sell.”
“Yes | am And if you don’t mean any of this, the price’'ll be high.”

ASI DE FROM DI STRI BUTI NG pi ckups, they’d al so roaned through the cities
recordi ng engraved synbols, statuary, architecture, whatever seened of
interest. They'd found a museumin Mandigol, filled with artifacts excavated
from beneath existing cities. So there were Goonpah archeol ogi sts.

They’ d found several academi es, or colleges, the nost extensive of which was
| ocated in Kulnar, the home of Macao. Mrakap, an island city that was
actually part of T'Mngletep, hosted concerts al nost nightly. They’'d recorded
several, sonme purely instrumental, others enploying singers. The Goonpahs, by
t he way, conceded nothing to humans in the range of their voices. On the

al - Jahani, Collingdal e and his people seened to have a hi gher estimation of
native rmusic than did Digger and Kellie.

They wat ched sail boat races at Hopgop, on the northeastern shore, and track
events at Sakmarung. In all these places, the café was king. Everyone retired
at the end of the day to the assorted bistros and taverns, and the evenings
slipped away in |laughter and conversation

Life was good on the isthmus. The land was fertile, the sea full of fish, and
it didnt look as if anyone had to work very hard.

“They’ ve been around as |ong as we have,” Digger commented on one of the
reports to the al-Jahani. “But technol ogically, they ve gone nowhere. Does
anybody have any kind of explanation at all?”

They didn't. There were a couple of people with Collingdale, Elizabeth Madden



and Jason Hol der, who thought that Goonpahs sinply weren't very smart. The
fact that they could use tools and build cities, they argued, didn't nean they
coul d manage an industrial revol ution

But if they hadn’t progressed technol ogically, they were doing well
politically. Al the cities had representative governnents, although the
machi nery was different from place to place. Sakmarung had a single executive
chosen by a parlianentary body fromanong its nunber. He (or she) served for
two | ocal years and could not under any circunstances reassune the post. The
parliamentary body was elected by a free vote of the citizenry. Collingdale

t hought everyone was granted the franchise, but that question was still open

Mandi gol took the classical Spartan approach: It had two executives, with
equal power, who apparently kept an eye on each other. Brackel elected a
parliament and an executive council, not unlike the world governnent at hone.
There was no indication of political unrest, no inclination to nmake war, no
poverty-stricken Goonpahs in the streets.

On the whol e, thought Digger, they've done pretty well. O course, it hel ps
when you can pick your food off the trees on the way hone.

“Maybe it’s the Toynbee idea,” said Digger
“Who’ s Toynbee?”

“Twentieth-century historian. He thought that, for a civilization to devel op
the environment has to be right. It has to offer a challenge, but not so nuch
of a challenge that it overwhel ns everybody. That’s why you get progress in
Chi na and Europe but not in Mcronesia or Siberia.”

But CGoonpahs were not humans. And who knew what rul es applied? Yet the shows,
the parks, the tenples, the late nights on the town: The Goonpahs seenmed human
in so many ways. They were, he thought, what we night have chosen to be, if we
coul d.

But what was the secret?

They were capabl e of quarrels and scuffles. He’'d seen a few. They had thieves.
The | ocked doors at the libraries and other places that held objects of value
denonstrated that. But their fenmales thought nothing of walking the streets at
night. And there were no armes.

“Their society s not perfect,”
right.”

said Kellie. “But they’'re getting a lot of it

“Could it be the DNA?" he asked.
“You mean a peace gene?” She shrugged. “l1 have no idea.”

“I mean an intelligence gene. Technol ogy or not, |’m beginning to wonder if
they're smarter than we are.”

Two statues stood atop the twin domes. They appeared to be representations of
two of the deities they’'d seen at the tenple in Brackel: the elderly god, the
one who'd had the scroll; and the young fenale with the nusical instrument.
“Mnd and passion,” suggested Kellie.

Al the tenples they' d seen—each city seenmed to have one, and there’'d been a
few out in the countrysi de—were roofed, but were otherwi se |left open to the
elements. It was always possible, at any tinme of day or night, to enter a



tenpl e.

A few visitors wandered anong the columms that supported the twin donmes. The
gods seemed to have been assigned separate quarters there. They were seated or
standing or, in a couple of cases, reclining on benches. The effect created
was | ess distant and majestic than they d encountered el sewhere. These were
the gods at hone, informal, casual, come on in and have a drink

Along the walls, they were depicted helping children ford a river, calnng a
storny sea, holding a torch high for travelers lost in a forest. That was
Lykonda, her wi ngs spread wide to keep the chill of the night from her
charges. Fromthe scrolls, they knew a little about her. She was described as
t he defender of the celestial realm although they did not know why she held
that exalted title. She was the guardi an of know edge, chanpi on of the weak,
protector of the traveler. Mstreat a stranger and answer to Lykonda.

El sewhere they found the | aughing god, who was apparently in the mddle of
delivering a punch line to a group of convul sed Goonpahs.

“When a god tells a joke,” whispered Kellie, “who’s not going to |augh?”

ANOTHER DEI TY, WHOSE nane they did not know, w el ded a sword.

“Look!” Kellie stopped in front of the frieze. He wore a war helnet, held a
staff with a fluttering pennant in one hand, and raised his weapon in the
other. He | ooked enraged, with denmonic creatures swarnming toward him The
attackers were armed with spears and cudgel s. Brute weapons.

Di gger caught his breath.

The denonic creatures—

—ooked reasonably human. Like the figure on the wi nged rhino.

“Their noses are a little long,” said Kellie, speaking into a sudden sil ence.

As were their linbs. And they had claws rather than fingernails. Their hair
was straggly, trailing down their backs. Their expressions breathed

mal evol ence and treachery. They were nale and fenale, and they very nuch
resenbl ed the denons one found in fifteenth-century art.

“W been here before?” asked Di gger

A group of birds scattered out of a tree, regrouped, and fluttered off to the
west .

“Well,” said Kellie, “lI guess we know why they went screamng into the night
when you showed up.”

THE LAND BEYOND t he tenple rose through broken country toward the Skatbrones,
t he Goompah nane, not for a single range, but for the vast nountainous north.
A few hones dotted the | ower slopes, and there were a couple of orchards. The
| ander had been left on a rempte crag.

Kellie summoned it, and they boarded it fromthe tenple grounds, taking a
chance. But she kept the starboard side toward the sea so that no one could
see the airlock open

They clinmbed in and cl osed the hatch. Kellie took them up and headed back to
the crag. Digger shut his systems down, and when they | anded he happily
grabbed a hot shower, changed cl othes, and collapsed into his chair. After



Kellie had her turn in the washroom Bill served dinner. To her delight,
Di gger produced candles and a bottle of red wine fromthe Jenkins’'s store.
“What ever made ne think,” she said, “that you weren't very romantic?”

“I majored in romance,” he said. “It’s why wonen have chased ne so
persistently all these years.”

“l understand conpletely. Pour the wine.”

He' d have preferred chanpagne, but their small store was |ong since gone. And
he’d have |iked sonething a bit nore el egant for the occasion than neat | oaf,
but the lander had its limts. He filled their glasses, lit the candl es,
proposed a toast to his lovely fiancée. They closed the viewports so that no
light would | eak out, and enjoyed an evening that Di gger knew he woul d
remenber forever.

THE FOLLOWN NG NI GHT, they flew over the city.

Digger loved riding in an invisible aircraft. They kept the lights doused

i nsi de, and when he | ooked out, there were no stubby wi ngs and no hull. It

rem nded himof his early boyhood, when he’d ridden the glide trains from

Phi | adel phia to WI dwood, New Jersey. They' d crossed the Del aware R ver en
route, on a bridge whose span and girders and trusses weren't visible from
inside the train. Sitting in his seat with his parents across fromhim D gger
(who had been Digby then, and no nonsense about it) had |oved to | ook out at
the sky and the river, and pretend the car wasn’'t there, pretend he was an
eagle. It had been a long tine, and he hadn’t thought about those rides, those
flights, for thirty years.

The city lights were dimby human standards. QG| |anps here and there

Candl es. A couple of open fires. Yet they were warmand inviting, illumnating
a place of magic. A place he’d want to come back to one day, when the crisis
was over.

Romeo and Juliet was playing that night, would play for the next three
eveni ngs. The actual title was Baranka, and it was indeed a tale of |overs
fromfeuding famlies. Baranka was the girl’s father, portrayed as an
essentially decent but strong-wlled character who cannot get past his own
anger at his perceived enem es.

Reading it in a | anguage he hadn’t begun to master, Digger couldn’t nmake a
judgment as to its quality, but he was struck by the degree to which it dealt
with famliar issues. When he’d nmentioned it to Kellie, she d conmented that
they’ d been tal king about a sense of humor as a universal anong intelligent
creatures, and she suggested the nost characteristic universal could turn out
to be programred stupidity.

He wondered whether a translation might not play one day in New York and
Berlin.

“How do you feel ?” she asked, breaking a |long silence.
“Good.” He thought she was referring to their new status.
“Real | y?” She seened surprised

“What are we tal king about, Kel?”

She grinned. “How s it feel to be the eneny of the gods?”



“Ch.” He produced an image of the frieze. The resenbl ance to humans was
uncanny. “Not so good, actually.” He raised his voice a notch. “If you're
listening out there, whatever | did, | didn't nmean it.”

Kellie' s eyes glowed. “You think there are human-style critters around here
sonmewher e?” she asked.

He thought about it. “Don’t know ”

“I't occurs to me,” she said, “that if there are, the cloud could be a godsend
for them”

“I'n what way?”

“I'f it were to wi pe out the Goonpahs, it mght clear the boards for the second
wave. ”

“The nonkeys.”
“Yes. Maybe.”

“Fromthe ook of things,” he said, “I don't think it would be an
i mprovemnent.”

They | anded and strolled anong the crowds, and even went into a Goonpah café,
turned off the e-suits, and sang with the custoners. It was great fun, and

Di gger yearned to shut down the |ightbender as well and tell them he and
Kellie were there and they liked a good tinme as nuch as anybody. Despite the
isolation, they made it a special evening. At the end, with the omega back in
the sky, and the lights going out, they returned to the |Iander and fl ew back
to the crag. It overlooked the tenple, a jagged piece of rock with sheer walls
droppi ng away on all sides. And it was glorious in the light of the big noon.
Farther north, the hills and ridges gave way to dark forest. The city was
quiet, little nore than a few snoldering lights in the night.

They got out of the lander. There was a stiff wind out of the west, and Bil
was predicting rain sonetime during the early-norning hours. But when you're
tucked safely inside a Flickinger field it doesn’t matter much. They were
still out there when the stormcane. It was an exhilarating feeling, to be
caught up in the wind and the rain, with the tenple bel ow and Kellie hol di ng
tight. But when the first lightning flickered across the sky they decided the
situation called for prudence. They lingered nonmentarily in each other’s arns,
and Digger turned off her field. Before she could react she was drenched.

She pushed himaway and ran for the |ander.

He foll owed happily, using his rembte to switch on the navigation lights. Her
cl ot hes had becone transparent.

I T WAS STILL dark when he came fully awake. He listened and heard a di stant
sound. Felt it in the |ander

Voi ces.
Chant i ng.
Kellie was asleep beside him He lifted hinself carefully out of the bl ankets,

but couldn’t see anything frominside. He pulled on his e-suit and went out
into the night. It was coming fromthe tenple grounds.



He wal ked to the edge of the crag and | ooked down. There were torches and
novenent. And the chant.

But it was inpossible to see what was happeni ng.

H s experience with the Goonpahs told himthat they weren't big early-norning
ri sers.

He went back inside and woke Kellie.

THERE WAS A pair of Goonmpahs wearing bl ack hoods and robes and carrying
torches, led by another in white. It imediately felt like déja vu, here they
cone again, where’s the javelin? And sure enough, there it was, haul ed al ong
by a bearer.

The crowd had grown. Someone was playing a set of pipes, and the nmarchers were
chanting, although Digger could catch only an occasi onal word. “Darkness.”

“Ri ght eousness.” “Your glory.” “Help.”

Hel p.

Hel p us put a new roof on the tenple?

Hel p us in our hour of need?

They were crowded together. Digger and Kellie kept a cautious distance.

The three robed figures noved al ong one of the wal kways, staying in step, not
mlitary precision, but practiced neverthel ess. The crowd fell in behind. He
estimated it at several hundred, and they were joining in the chant and
becom ng nore enthusi asti c.

The rain had cleared off, and the stars were bright and hard.

The processi on noved through a patch of woods and issued finally onto a beach
When Di gger got there, well in the rear, the three | eaders had thrown off
their sandal s and advanced a few paces into the surf. They spread out into a
semcircle. The one in white | ooked ol der than the others, and he wore a

wi de-brinmred white hat.

“Creature of =

The onl ookers had gone quiet. They all stayed back out of the water

“—the ni ght—=

Di gger suddenly realized he hadn’t brought a pickup. He had no way of
recording this.

“—Pepart =

They got as close as they could, noving down into the wet sand, |eaving
footprints. But it was too dark for anyone to notice.

The marchers were | ooking out over the sea—

No, in fact they were |ooking up. At the black patch, which was sinking toward
the northwestern horizon.

“—Hour of need—=



A large wave rolled in, and the one in the white robe floated over the top.

He raised his arns and the night fell silent. He stood several nonments, and it
seened to Digger he was hesitating. Then he went a step or two farther out.
The bearer appeared al ongside himand offered the javelin. He took it and held
it aloft. His |ips noved. Trenbled.

More Goonpahs were arriving at every nonment, sonme coming fromthe tenple area
others arriving fromthe far end of the beach. But they were all silent.

He ainmed the javelin in the direction of the onega, jabbed at it a few tines,
and handed the weapon off to one of the others. And as Di gger watched in
growi ng horror, he strode out into the waves, his robes floating, until at

| ast he was floating. Then he was sw nmm ng, struggling to nove forward agai nst
the tide. The sea tried to push himback, but he kept going and at |ast he got
beyond t he breaki ng waves.

He continued swi mm ng for several mnutes.
And he di sappear ed.

The one who had received the javelin stripped off his outer garnment to revea
a white hood and robe. He raised the weapon over his head, and called out to
Tari s, the defender of the world.

“W beg you accept our (sonething). And protect us fromT Klot.” The hole. The
onega. “Malio takes our plea to your divine presence. Hear him we beg you,
and extend your hand in this our tinme of need.”

LI BRARY ENTRY

Religion is like having children, or taking medicine, or eating, or any of a
t housand ot her perfectly rational human activities: Taken in small doses, it
has much to recommend it. One need only avoid going overboard.

—&egory MacAllister
“Slippery Sl ope”
Edi tor-at-Large, 2227

** Chapter 27

On board the al -Jahani
i n hyperspace.
Wednesday, Septenber 17.

SI X MONTHS AND t hree days out. Collingdal e had expected his people would be
climbing the walls by then. But they were doing okay. It was true that sonme of
the early enthusiasm had worn thin, but that mi ght have been because there was
|l ess to be gleaned fromthe streamof data coming in fromthe Jenkins. By and
| arge, they had recovered an extensive vocabul ary, and they understood the
syntax. Fromthere on, mastering the | anguage would be largely a matter of
pronunci ati on and nuance.

Once they’d gotten on top of things, Judy had cut back on the Goonpah-only
requi rement. They' d derived some serious benefits fromthe restriction, but it
had lost its charm quickly and, despite the early conpronises, it had begun to
strain relations between the Shironi Kulp and the other passengers. In a
nonst op voyage of record-breaking duration, it just wasn't a good idea. So the



linguists continued to limt thenselves to Goonpah in the workshop, but they
had | ong ago becone free to use whatever |anguage they liked, with the
provision that they were to regard Goonpah as their native tongue, and to
resort to it as the |l anguage of choice.

It had worked well.

The brief tensions that had appeared subsided, the Goonpah jokes |lost their
edge, and Collingdale noted a decrease in the resentnment that everyone on
board had devel oped toward hi m and Judy.

Well. There you were. But, as he’d explained to Alex, and to several others,
Judy had had a job to do, and the | anguage policy had been the best way of
getting it done.

They’' d extracted a series of Goonpah aphorisns fromthe library materi al
whi ch were posted on a bul khead in the workroom Deal justly with your
nei ghbor .

Assi st the weak.
Be kind to all.

Everyone was invited to add to the collection, and Col lingdal e stopped to

scribble one that he’'d cone across in a treatise of the teachings of Omar

Koom (That first name brought a smile. Wre there al so Goonpahs sonewhere
nanmed Frank? Or Harriet?)

The principle that he’'d added to the collection: Accept no clai mwi thout
evi dence.

He |iked that. Wiere's the proof? |'’mfrom M ssouri

How peaceful would the history of his own world have been if that idea were
uni versal ly accepted? Yet these were the sanme creatures who exorci sed denopns
and had all owed one of their own to walk into the sea in an effort to head off
the cloud. It hadn't taken much analysis to confirmthat was what it had been
about, the idiot cerenpny that Di gger had wat ched.

Wl |, humans weren’'t very consistent either

He stood a few nonments studying the list. Enjoy your life because it is not
forever. \Whatever gives pleasure wi thout injuring another is to be sought, but
| et no pleasure become so ingrained that it overcones reason. Beware

addi ctions; the essence of the good life is a free exercise of the will,
directed by reason.

Bewar e addi cti ons.

Judy was tal king about eventual publication. Goonpah Wt and Wsdom M ght be
a best-seller one day.

He admired their utilitarian approach to life. Beauty equated to a kind of
simplicity. Suiting the formto the purpose. No frills. They'd never have
approved of Renai ssance cathedrals or Main Line mansions. Keep a clear eye on
what is inmportant and do not get caught up in the frivol ous.

It was, he thought, mundane stuff. But it had a ringing clarity and | acked the
Puritani cal sense of guilt that this sort of code would have had back hone. If
you get something wong, fix it and nmove on. Do not weep for that which is



beyond your control

Accept responsibility. Bring no one into the world whom you are not prepared
to I ove and nouri sh.

He wondered how a society that seemed to put no limts on sex nmanaged that ?

ONE OF THE lingui sts had becone ronmantically involved with Ed Paxton, a

mat hemati ci an, and the captain had performed the weddi ng. Collingdal e had

al ways found mat hemati ci ans dull, nethodical, and uni magi native. Wiy anybody
woul d marry one, he could not understand. He’d wondered why evol utionary
forces hadn’t wi ped the breed out.

Paxt on had seened typical of the tribe, but he had conquered the heart of
Marilyn McCee, an attractive bl onde who had shown a penchant for w nning the
shi pwi de chess tournanents

Anot her wedding was in the works, this tinme between two of the |inguists.
There was tal k of doing a Goonpah cerenony. Digger had captured a coupl e of
i sthmus weddi ngs for the record, so they had nodels. And Judy was al ready
designing a costune for the captain. Everybody involved would need an
appropriately styled hat, and the only projected change would be a
substitution of the Judeo/ Christian God for Taris, Zonia, and Hol en

They’ d al so done a few Goonpah sing-al ongs. Those had become popul ar with
everyone. And they'd staged two native dranas.

Judy had col l ected ei ght Goonpah dramas fromthe scrolls, and two nore that

Di gger had recorded. Two were tragedies in the classic sense; the others were
i ke sonmething out of the Baines Brothers, with lots of slapstick, characters
running into walls, getting caught en flagrante, and constantly falling down.

The shows frequently involved the audience. In one, a staged braw spilled
over into the front rows, where the patrons got caught up in the battle.
Characters chased each other through the aisles. One conedy was apparently

i nterrupted m dway when bandits, fleeing fromauthorities, raced down a center
aisle with bags of coins. One of the bandits tossed his oot to a patron, who
was then set on and dragged off by the authorities. The audi ence loved it, and
t he human observers needed tinme to recognize that it was all rehearsed.

Anot her show stationed a nedical unit at the rear of the theater.
Periodically, when soneone fell down onstage, or walked into a chair, the
actors called out “Gnalla tinbo,” which translated roughly to nmedi cal team
The gwalla tinmbo would then gallop forward, bearing stretchers and splints,
collect the injured party, plunk himuncerenoniously onto the stretcher, and
charge back out, usually dropping the patient en route. It was hilarious.

He woul d have liked to spend an evening in a Goonpah theater with Mary.

THEY ALSO WATCHED t hree funerals. The dead were wapped in sheets and interred
in the ground in the presence of famly and friends. The mourners did not give
in to weeping or other signs of hysteria, although several had to be hel ped
away, and two col | apsed al t oget her.

Collingdale and the linguists listened closely to the cerenonies. The

bl essi ngs of the gods were invoked in two, and religious references did not
show up at all in the third. There was no talk at any of them of a hereafter
or suggestions that the deceased had gone to a better world, |eading the
humans to suspect that the Goompahs did not believe in an afterlife. He
suggested to Judy that she advise her people not to nention the fact in



personal nessages honme. “No point stirring up the mssionary society,” he
sai d.

They al so were able to interpret the signs that Jack and Di gger had seen on
the schoolroomwall on their first visit. It had been sonmewhat difficult
because the characters were stylized. But they read TH NK FOR YOURSELF and
SHOW ME THE EVI DENCE

They had a record of one class in which the students were | earning basic
arithmetic. They were operating off a base twelve. Wich nmeant that 14 + 15 =
29, but there are actually 33 items in the result. Ed explained it to him but
it gave Collingdal e a headache, and he sinply nodded yes when asked if he
understood. It didn't really matter anyhow.

He was inpressed by the fact that w despread literacy seened to exist. That
was no snmall acconplishment when one considered the paucity of reading
materi al s.

There was a priest class, whose actions Digger had recorded on severa
occasi ons.

Thi nk for yourself.

There was no visual record of the sacrifice nade at Saniusar. Digger had said
there were several hundred locals in attendance. Pretty sparse crowd when you
think of it, in atown with a population they'd estinmated at around thirty

t housand.

That was 1 percent for a service intended to i nvoke salvation for the city.
“I't tells me,” Frank Bergen said, “that these critters don't take their
religious obligations very seriously.”

THE ONE ASPECT of life on Lookout that Collingdale found unsettling was the
open sexuality. That struck himas stranger even than the cleric who had gone
into the ocean. Schedul ed orgies could be found nobst nights in nost cities.
Wth signs inviting participants to pop by. The Goonpahs no | onger |ooked |ike
t he happy i nnocents of the early days.

Hut ch had al so been surprised and had told himshe would have liked to bury it
for the time being, but the news had already gotten out. A nunber of
politicians and religious | eaders had expressed their shock. If you could do
orgies at city hall, what kind of society were you running? No wonder they
didn't have tinme to conduct wars.

The general public, Hutch thought, seened to be taking it in stride.

He was still in the workroom | ooking at the Goonpah aphorisns when Bill broke
in. “Incoming for you, David,” he said. “Fromthe Hawksbill.”

Julie Carson was about an hour and a half away via hyperlight transm ssion
One of the screens lit up with the Hawksbill seal, then Julie appeared.
“Dave,” she said, “lI wanted to say thanks for the material on the Goonpahs.
W' re getting an education. Wit, by the way, is trying to |l earn the |anguage,

but I don’t think he' s having nmuch |uck.”

Collingdale felt a sudden bunp and heard the steady thrum of power in the
bul khead change tones. It grew | ouder. And becane erratic.

“He thinks they're nore advanced than we are.” Julie smled. At |east he



t hought she had. Her inmage disintegrated, cane back, and began to roll over.
“He says they're less violent and | ess hung up about sex. |’ve watched them
pop one another in the street, and they don't seemless violent to nme. They
just look funnier when they fall down.”

“

The screen went bl ank. The captain’s voice broke in: Everybody pl ease get to

a harness. W'Il be naking a junp in less than one mnute. | say again . ”
Col lingdal e s heart sank. They were still ten weeks from Lookout.
ARCHI VE

W now know that the creatures the nmedia have been so blithely referring to as
Goonpahs, with all the innocence and unsophistication that terminplies, in
fact worship pagan gods, practice an equival ent of human sacrifice, and engage
in unrestrained sex. Margaret, this is shocking behavior, utterly beyond
belief. It denponstrates the absolute depravity of the Nonintervention
Protocol. Do these unfortunate creatures possess souls? O course they do, or
they woul dn’t be seeking their Creator. But they re being msled, and they
need to be shown the truth. | urge everyone who's out there watching today to
get in touch with their congressman, to wite to the Council, to demand t hat
the Protocol be declared null and void.

When you think about it, Margaret, it’'s already too late for a lot of them A
di saster of mmjor proportions is about to overtake them and |arge nunbers of
themare going to their judgnent utterly unprepared. W have an obligation to
act, and it seens to nme if we fail to do so, we will share their guilt.

—Rev. George Chri st opher
The Taber nacl e Hour

** Chapter 28

On board the al -Jahani
Wednesday, Septenber 17.

THEY WERE OUT under the stars again.

“No chance?” he asked Al exandra, pleading with her, demandi ng that she come up
wi t h somet hi ng.

“I"'msorry, David,” she said. “It’s kaput.”

They were noving at 20,000 kph. Crawling. “How about if we just try it? Just
make the junp back? See what happens.”

Al exandra was about average size, came up maybe to Collingdal e s shoul der. She
| acked the presence of sonme of the other femal e captains he’d known, did not
have the knack of putting iron into her voice when she needed to, did not have
Priscilla Hutchins’s blue gaze that warned you to back off. Neverthel ess she
sai d no, and he understood that she would not risk the ship.

She was bl ond, with good features, not beautiful, but the kind of wonman you
knew you could trust if you were in trouble. Under normal circunmstances she
was congeni al , easygoing, flexible. “Overriding,” she said, “would pose a
severe risk to the ship and the passengers, and we will not do it.”

There wasn’t much jiggle roomthat he could see. He argued for a couple of
m nutes before reluctantly conceding. “1’'d better let Julie know.”



“I"ve already sent a nessage to the Hawksbill. They should be getting it in
about "—she checked the tinme—an hour.”

“How about Hut ch?”

“l thought you' d want to do that.”

Yes. The crash-and-burn transm ssion.

First he needed to informthe passengers. He did it fromthe bridge, telling

t hem what they’ d undoubtedly al ready guessed, that they were stranded, that
hel p woul d be conming, but that all possibility of noving on to Lookout was

gone. “I'msorry,” he said. “W took our chances, and it looks as if we lost.”
He paused and shrugged hel plessly. “1’mnot sure yet how long we'll be here.
Br oadsi de has been notified. They'll send over a relief mssion, but the

captain tells me it’s going to take a few weeks to get to us, at best. So
everybody nake thensel ves confortable.

“l should add, by the way, that there’'s no danger.”

He sent the bad news to Hutch fromhis quarters, keeping it short, nothing but
the facts. Engine burnout. Going nowhere. We've |et Broadsi de know.
Everybody’' s safe. W have plenty of air and food. He tried to sound upbeat,
knowi ng the news would hit her hard. There was nothing she could do, of
course. She was too far. There’'d be no rabbits out of the hat this tine, l|ike
t he ones at Deepsix and on the chindi.

The next nessage went to the Jenkins. “Digger, we won't be coning. Junp
engines blowmn. I'mgoing to try to arrange transportation for myself on the
Hawksbi || . But you better assune everything’ s up to you. You need to figure
out a way to get the Goonmpahs to evacuate the cities prior to the hit.”

Then he considered what he wanted to tell Julie. He started by calling
Al exandra, who was back on the bridge. “If we ask themto conme here, to us, do
they | ose enough time that we endanger their mssion?”

Al ex | ooked tired. “Hard to say, Dave. |If they get lucky and find us right
away, it shouldn’t be a problem But the junps are inprecise. You know that as
well as | do. And especially under these conditions.”

“What conditions do you nean?”

“They’'re already in hyperspace. They're going to have to jump out, figure out
where they are, set a new course, and cone get us.”

Dam. He | ooked out his portal at the stars. He could see the Tyrol ean O oud
that, according to Melinda Park, was a hundred |light-years across, filled with
burni ng gas and young stars. At their present speed, the al-Jahani woul d need
five mllion years just to go fromone end of the cloud to the other. *Thanks,
Al ex,” he said.

He switched over to the Al. “Bill, nessage for the Hawksbill.”
“Ready to record, David.”
The Hawksbill was a cargo hauler with a total passenger capacity of two. They

al ready had two. They’'d need Marge, so Witlock would have to come aboard the
al - Jahani, trade places with Collingdale.



How the hell could he say that? Julie, it looks as if the al-Jahani is out of
action. | need you to pick me up. | know there’'s a space problem but we don’'t
really need the poet.

No, best not insult Whitlock. Julie seemed to |like him

He wote his ideas down, made a few adjustnments, activated the system and
read it to her, trying to | ook spontaneous. Then he told Bill to send it.

Next he tracked down Judy. “Let’s get everybody together,” he said. “W need
to talk.”

The nmood on the ship was bl eak. The frustration was fed not only by the

percei ved i nmportance of the mssion, but by the depth of individua

conmitment. These were people who'd invested a year and a half of their lives.
H s group of linguists, his Goompahs, had spent seven nonths working to
acquire the | anguage, had done so, had actually believed they were going to go
into the Intigo and rescue tens of thousands of the natives. The others, the
seni or personnel, the Upper Strata, were watching an unparallel ed opportunity,
a chance to observe a functioning alien civilization, go south.

“What are you going to tell then®”

Before he could answer, his link vibrated against his wist. “Collingdale,” he
sai d.

“Dave.” Alexandra’s voice. “lI’ve got a del egation of your people up here.”
He | ooked at Judy. “You know about this?”
She shook her head. “No.”

The bridge was off-limts except to a few specified persons, or by invitation.
It was supposed to be the one place in the ship to which the captain could
retreat from social obligations. Wen Collingdale and Judy got there, al

el even of their linguists were either crowded inside or standing around the
open door.

Harry Chin tried to take Judy aside.
“After we clear the bridge,” she snapped.

But Harry showed no inclination to be put off. “Listen, we’ ve got too nuch
invested in this to just sit here.”

Col l'i ngdal e had never been a good disciplinarian. In fact he had relatively
little experience with difficult cases. The people he’d | ed on past mi ssions
had al ways been mature professionals. Tell them what you needed and they
produced. They m ght question authority on occasion, but the tone was subtle.
This felt Iike nutiny.

But Judy never hesitated. “Listen,” she said, raising her voice so they could
all hear. “The decision’'s been nade. Everyone go back to the workroom W’ |
talk there.”

M ke Metzger had been standing beside Harry, |ending support. He was tall and
reedy, usually the epitone of courtesy. A nuscle in his neck was tw tching,
and his expression was a m xture of anger, regret, nervousness. He turned and
| ooked at David. “Can’t you do sonethi ng?” he asked.



It wasn’t clear whether he was tal king about remaining stalled in the niddle
of nowhere, or returning to the workroom But he was close to tears.

Terry MacAndrew put an arm around his shoulders to calmhim “Judy,” Terry
said, lapsing into the Scottish burr that David had only heard previously when
Terry drank too rmuch, “we’'ve talked it over. W're all willing to take the
chance. And we know you are.”

“You've all agreed to this.”

“Right. W say we should nove ahead. Take our chances.”

“Real ly.”

“The stakes are too high just to sit here.”

“ ‘The stakes are too high'? You ve been reading too nany novels.”

Terry gl anced back at Al ex, who was out of her seat, standing by one of the
navi gati on panel s, |ooking bored and annoyed. “W’'re too close to quit now

Bill thinks we'd be okay if we tried it.” He turned toward Alex. “lsn’t that
right, Captain?”

She di smi ssed himand spoke to Collingdale. “As | told you earlier, David, if
we go back in and the system breaks down, which it is threatening to do, we'll
stay in there.” She | ooked around at the others. “Permanently. That’'s not
goi ng to happen to ny ship. Or to ny passengers. Bill has nothing to say about
it.” Her eyes cane back to Collingdale. “Please get your people off ny

bri dge.”

THE REPLY FROM t he Hawksbill arrived shortly after mdnight. Julie’ s nmessage
was sinple and direct: “On our way. We can nake room for one nore.”

ARCHI VE

Al ex, sorry to hear about the problem |’ m sending the Vignon. They'Il do a
tenmporary fix to get you running again. But everybody, including you, will be
evacuated to the Vignon before attenpting transit. Let Bill bring it in.

Good | uck. Frank.
—Br oadsi de transm ssi on
Sept enber 18

PART FOUR - Chi meys
** Chapter 29

Lookout .
On the ground at Kul nar
Fri day, Septenber 19.

THEY WERE SI TTI NG on the docks watching the Goonpahs get ready to launch their
round-the-worl d nission. Three ships stood in the harbor, flags flying, nasts
filled with bunting. A band was bangi ng away. The sail ors were saying
good-bye, it seemed, to the entire population of the Intigo. Small boats
wai t ed al ongside the piers to ferry themout to the ships. Bouquets were being
tossed, and on at |east two occasions celebrants fell off the piers and had to
be rescued. Various dignitaries, including Macao, were maki ng speeches. In the
m dst of all this a nmessage canme in from Dave Col | i ngdal e.



You better assune everything’ s up to you. You need to figure out a way
to get the Goonpahs to evacuate the cities prior to the hit.”

Up to me? Digger listened to a nore detailed report fromAlex to Kellie,
descri bing how the al -Jahani was stranded in the mddl e of nowhere, of how
they were safe and not to worry, but that they woul dn’'t be goi ng anywhere for
a while.

“Well,” said Digger, “at least they' re okay.”

“Dig,” she said, “what are we going to do?”

Sonehow or other, Digger had half expected sonething |ike this would happen
Hut ch had warned him and he remenbered the old |line that anything that can go
wong will go wong. It had been on his mnd for weeks, a dark possibility
that he kept trying to push away. But the sad reality was that his options
were limted.

“We can’t work miracles,” she said. “And when they have a few minutes to think
about it, they' Il realize that.”

Di gger wat ched sonet hi ng spl ashing out in the harbor

“We shoul d ask for specific instructions, Dig. Don't let himlay this on your
back.”

“The Hawksbill is still coming,” he said.

“ Yes. ”

“Maybe they can decoy it. If they can do that, there’s no problem” He
listened to the murmur of the sea. The band was starting up again, and nore

flowers were flung into the air.

Kellie' s sil houette was seated a couple of neters higher up on a grassy sl ope.
They were well out of the way of the crowds. “I'’msorry, Digger,” she said.

The night before, they'd |istened to Goonpahs tal king about T'Klot. The hole
in the sky.

“There’s a rational explanation,” sone were saying. And others, that it was
the work of zhokas. Devils.

“I don't like it.”
“I don't care as long as it stays in the sky.”

“They were saying down at Korva's that the priests think it’s coning here.
That the gods are angry.”

“I's that possible?”

“I don’t know. Not too long ago |I’'d have thought a hole in the sky couldn’'t
happen.”

“I wonder whether it’s not because of all the immorality.”

“What imorality?”



“Well, you know, children don’t have nuch respect for their elders anynore.
And a | ot of people say there are no gods.”

“Are there gods?”
“I” m begi nning to think not.”

The omega was |located in a constellation the Goonpahs called T Gayla, the
Reaver. It consisted of an arc of six stars that they thought |ooked like a
scyt he.

SEVERAL OF THE departing sailors broke away fromthe crowd, wobbled out onto
the pier, and clinbed into the boats that would take themto the waiting
ships. There was nuch waving of colored filigrees and throw ng of seeds, not
unli ke the customof tossing rice at new yweds. The band picked it up a notch

Digger felt sorry for them Like Colunbus, they were attenpting an inpossible
journey. Colunbus had thought the planet considerably smaller than it actually
was. |sabella’s retainers knew better, and that was the reason they’ d resisted
underwriting the voyage. Had North America not been there, the great nariner
woul d probably have di sappeared somewhere at sea and becone a different kind
of | egend.

The Goompahs had the di nensi ons down, even if many of their well-w shers
refused to believe the world was round. But once again there was a ngj or
continent blocking the way. Two, in fact. There was an east-west passage

t hrough each, long chains of rivers and | akes, but finding their way woul d be
an inpossi ble task for the voyagers.

He wat ched, suspecting none of the sailors would see home again. Hs old
friend Telio was among them wth his smashed | eft ear and his | opsided smle
He was hefting a bag made of animal skins, ready to go on his great adventure.

By midafternoon the sailors were all aboard. The ships were the Hasker, the
Regunt o, and the Benventa. The Charger, the Spirit, and the Courageous. They
hoi sted anchor, put up sail, and, acconpani ed by cheers and druns, started
toward the nouth of the harbor. There was a ridge several hundred nmeters north
of the piers, and another crowd had gathered there, where they could get a
better view as the ships stood out to sea.

“We shouldn’t be doing this,” said Digger

“Letting them go?” asked Kellie.

He nodded. “They're going to die out there.”

She | ooked at hima long moment. “It’s what noninterference neans.”

“You know, we have authorization to intervene.”

“Not for something like this. Listen, Dig, you want to junmp in and figure out
a way to turn themaround, I’mw th you. But | think they should be left to
find their own way. Build their own | egends. One day this’'I| be part of their

hi story. Something they can be proud of. They don't need us involved in it.”

He gazed sadly after them “The day will cone when the crews on the ships wll
be praying for someone to step in.”

She had gotten closer to him and her hand rubbed his shoulder. “This is why |
|l ove you, Dig. But it’'s not our call. Even if it was, what would you do? G ve



thema map of their world? Maybe throw in the conpass? Were do you stop?”

Di gger had no idea. He wondered what human hi story woul d have been |i ke had
someone arrived to shut down, say, the Persian Wars. Handed us a printing
press and some | enses and spi ked the gunpowder. Wuld we really be worse of f?
There was no definitive answer, but he knew that, in this tine, at this
nmonent, he wanted to reach out to the three ships, now rounding the spit of
land at the north end of the harbor

They were silent for a tine. The wind bl ew across them The crowd began to
break up. “Look at it this way,” she said. “As the situation is right now, the
shi ps probably have a better chance of surviving than the people | eft behind.
They’' Il be well away when the cloud gets here.”

“That’s a consol ation.”

“Well, what do you want ne to say?”

“I still think we should warn them” said Di gger

“CGod’ s position.”

“How do you mnean?”

“You can intervene for a short-termbenefit. But it mght not be advantageous
over the long haul.”

“W’re not going to get netaphysical, are we?”

She |l ay back on the soil and stared up at the sky.

Di gger got to his feet and | ooked toward the city, spread out across a range
of hills behind them And at the nmountains beyond. “I think we have to make

another attenpt to talk to them”

He heard her sigh. “lInstead of just wayl ayi ng sonebody on the road,” she said,
“how about we select a likely candidate this tinme?”

“Macao, ” he said.

She nodded.

THEY HAD LCST her in the crowd. How did you go about finding soneone in a
nontech city? You couldn’t look in the directory, and there was no way to ask

wi t hout scaring the citizens half to death.

They tried scouting the lecture circuit. But they found no advertising, no
pl acards, nothing that suggested Macao was on the schedul e.

“We don’t even know for certain that she lives here,” grunbled Di gger. “She
m ght just have been here for the |aunch.”

“No,” said Kellie. “In Brackel, she was |listed as Macao of Kulnar. This is her
hone.”

“Or maybe where she was born. But okay. Let’s assune you're right. How do we
find her?”

“There has to be a way to conmuni cate with people. To pass nessages around.”



Di gger thought about it. How did you get a nessage to Cicero? You wote it out
on a piece of parchnment and sent it by nessenger, right? But where could they
get a nessenger?

They called it a night and took the I ander out to U opia, where they were
saf el y al one.

In the norning, as they were getting ready to return to Kul nar, he asked
Kel I i e whet her he could have the silver chain she wore as a neckl ace.

“May | ask why?”
“I want to give it to another wonan.”

She canted her head and regarded himw th a conbi nati on of anmusenent and
suspi cion. “The nearest other worman is a | ong wal k, Di gger.”

“I"’mserious,” he said. “It’s inportant. And when we get home, I’'Il replace
it.”

“It has sentinental value.”

“Kellie, it would really help. And maybe we can figure out a way to get it
back.”

“I"msure,” she said.

On the way into the city, he retrieved one of the pickups and attached it to
the chain. “How s it |ook?”

“Li ke a pickup on a chain.”

Actual ly, he thought it |ooked pretty good. If you didn't | ook too closely,
t he pickup m ght have been a polished, dark, disk-shaped jewel. It was the way
a Goonpah would see it.

They found the | ocal equivalent of a stationery store. It carried ink,

quill -styl e pens, parchnent of various thicknesses, and docurment cylinders.
Because the weather had gotten cool, a fire had been built in a small netal
grate in the mddle of the floor. Its snoke drifted out through an opening in
the roof. It wasn’'t Segal’'s, but it was adequate to their needs.

“So where do we get a messenger?” asked Kellie.

“Macao’s an entertainer,” he said. “They should know her at the public halls.”
He disliked stealing nerchandi se, but he put the store in his nental file

besi de the Brackel Library, for future reconpense. He lifted two cylinders, a
pen, a pot of ink, and sonme paper that could be rolled and placed inside. Then
they went next door to a shop that sold carpets, and nmade off with some coins.

The public buildings that hosted sl oshen, shows, and other public events, were
lightly occupied at that time of day. They picked one and | ooked in. Except
for a couple of workers w ping down the walls, it seenmed enpty.

They found a roomwith a table, closed the door, and sat down to wite to
Macao.

The cylinders, which were nmade of bronze, were about a third of a nmeter |ong.
They were painted black with white caps at either end. A tree branch with
| eaves for decoration on one, birds in flight on the other. Wat would one of



t hese be worth at hone?

“What do we want to say?” asked Digger. “Keep in mind that | can't wite the
| anguage very well.”

“I don't see why we should wite anything,” said Kellie. “All we want to do is
find out where she lives.”

Sounded reasonable to him He tw sted the caps and opened both cylinders, but
stopped to wonder whether the nessenger mght | ook inside. “Better put
something in there,” he said. He sat down at the table, pulled one of the
sheets toward him and opened his ink pot. Challa, Micao, he wote. And,
continuing in Goonpah: W’ ve enjoyed your work. He signed it Kellie and

Di gger.

She sm |l ed and shook her head. “First witten interstellar conmuni cati on turns
out to be a piece of fan mail.”

He inserted the nessage, tw sted the cylinder shut, put the caps on, and
reached for a second sheet. Please deliver to Macao Carista, he wote.

They found an inner office occupied by a Goonpah who seenmed to have sone
authority. He was installed behind a table, talking earnestly to an aide,
descri bing how he wanted the auditoriumset up for that evening s performance.
They were staging a show titled Wanmba, which rang no bells for Digger

Shutters were cl osed against the cool air. A pile of rugs was pushed agai nst
one wall, and a fire burned cheerfully in a stove. A pipe took the snoke out
of the buil di ng.

Whi |l e the Goonpahs were engaged in their conversation, Digger noved to the
side of the table, keeping the cylinder inside his vest, where it renai ned
i nvi si bl e.

“Up there, Grogan,” said the Goonpah behind the desk

Grogan? Anot her peculiar name for a native. Kellie snickered. The sound was

| oud enough to escape the danping effect of the suit and attract the attention
of the Goonpahs. Puzzled, they | ooked around while she held one hand over her
mout h, trying to suppress a further onset. G ogan. Digger, watching her, felt
a convul sion of his own conming on. He fought it down and took advantage of the
distraction to slip the tube onto the table, along with three of the coins
he’d taken. Wth luck, it would |ook like a piece of outgoing nail.

“I't nmust have been the fire,” said G ogan

The one behind the table scratched his right ear. “Sounded |ike a chakul,” he
sai d.

That brought a second round of snorts and giggles fromthe corridor, where
Kellie had retreated. Digger barely made it out of the office hinself before
expl oding with | aughter. They hurried through the nearest doorway into the
street, and let go. A few passersby |ooked curiously in their direction.

“This being invisible,” said Digger, when he could cal mdown, “isn’'t as easy
as it’'s supposed to be.”

W TH JACK' S DEATH, they’d shed the policy of not splitting up. Their
increasing famliarity with the cities of the Intigo m ght have caused themto
become carel ess, but Kellie had pointed out that they had cominks, that if



either of themgot into trouble, help was al ways near by.

So they divided forces. Digger would stay near the office, watching to see
what happened to the nessage they'd left, while Kellie would post another one
at a second likely location. Eventually, they hoped, one or the other would
get delivered.

But the prospect of hanging around the nearly enpty building all day did
nothing for his state of nind.

When she’d left, and he’d gone back inside, he saw that the coins had vani shed
and the message had been noved to the edge of the table. That was encouragi ng.
But the cylinder renmained untouched through the bal ance of the morning, and he
began to wonder whet her he should have marked it URGENT.

There were several other visitors, including a femal e who exchanged sexua
signals with the office occupant and then, to Digger’'s horror, closed the door
and proceeded to engage himin a sexual liaison. Al this occurred despite the
fact there were others i medi ately outside who could not possibly have

m sunder st ood what was happeni ng.

Di gger, unhappily, was forced to watch.

There was much gaspi ng, clutching, and sl obbering. C othes went every which
way, and the conbatants noaned and | aughed and si ghed. There were
protestations of affection, and when, m dway through the proceedi ngs, sonebody
knocked, the nanager politely told himto come back |ater

When it was over, and the fenal e gone, the nmessage remmi ned. The occupant of
the of fice, whose nanme Digger now knew to be Kali—dnless Kali was a derivative
of lover or darling—threw sone wood on the fire and settled back to his
paper wor k.

Di gger opened a channel to Kellie and told her what had happened. “Val or above
and beyond,” she said.

She had pl anted her nessage, she told him only to see it get tossed aside.
She’ d recovered it, and the coins, and had gone to a third | ocation

Kali left several times to wander through the building. Digger stayed with the
cylinder, and was | eaning against the wall, bored, when Kellie called to say
her message was on the nove.

“I"1'l let you know what happens,” she reported. “Meantine | think you should
stay put.”

Kali came back and went out again. Kellie was by then followi ng the nessenger,
who' d been given one of the three coins. “l guess we overtipped,” she said.

“Crossing the park. Headed north.

“Messenger’s a female. Really noves along. I'’mhaving all | can do to stay up
with her.

“Threatening rain.
“ u]- Oh_ ”

Di gger was watching Kali trying to stay awake. “Wat do you mean ‘uh-oh' ?”



“She’s gone into a stable. Tal king to sonebody.”

One of the workers canme in and began straightening up the office, working
around Kali. Digger waited in the corridor, but he kept an eye on the
cyl i nder.

“Digger, they're bringing out a berba. One of those fat horses.

“She’s getting on.”

“The nessenger?”

“Yes. And there she goes, trotting off into the park. Bye-bye.”

“How about grabbing one of the critters for yoursel f?”

“You think anybody woul d notice?”

Di gger had a vision of a riderless berba galloping through the park. “I don't
know.’

“Believe me, it wouldn't be pretty.”

“I'f you can keep the animal in sight, Kellie, 1'Il try to have Bill follow
her.”

“The park is the one i mediately west of where you are. She’'s headed north.”
“Ckay. Hang on. 1’ve got a channel open to Bill now.”

Bill acknow edged his instructions. Meanwhile, the cleaning person finished up
and left. It was a perfunctory effort. Kali never stirred.

Bill was on the circuit to Kellie: “Can you describe the ani nal ?”

“I't’s got big jaws. It waddles when it runs. And it |looks like all the rest of
them”

“Color. What color is it? There are a | ot of Goompahs down there riding
around.”

“Green. It was green. Wth a big white splash across its rear end.”
“Wait one.”

Kali shook hinsel f awake, wandered outside, |ooked at the sundi al that
dom nated the area in front of the main entrance, and cane back in.

“l can't find the animal,” said Bill
" mrm. ”

“I need nmore information. Several of themlook |like the one you describe. How
about the nessenger? Any distinguishing characteristics?”

“She’s a Goonpah.”
“CGood. Anything el se? Wiat color’s her jacket? Her |eggings?”

“White. Wiite jacket. No, wait. Yellow | think it was yellow”



“Leggi ngs?”

“Wiite.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.” But she’ d hesitated.

BI LL I NSI STED THERE was no rider wearing yellow and white atop a beast of the
description Kellie had given. But it didn't matter. Near the end of the
afternoon, Kali bundled up the cylinder with sone other papers, glanced
curiously at it, shrugged, picked up a bell to sumobn an assistant, and handed
hi m everyt hi ng. The assistant made a further distribution. The cylinder and a
couple of other itens ended in the hands of a young Goonpah with a bright red
hat .

Di gger, having learned fromKellie' s mstake, noted his clothing, noted al so
that Kali kept the three coins, and foll owed the creature out of the building.
“Mne’s on the way,” he reported. The big itens in the description were the
red hat and a violently clashing purple scarf, a conbination that should be
easily visible to the naked eye fromorhit.

The nessenger stopped for a cup of the heated brew that passed locally for

tea. He engaged in a loud conversation with a couple of others. He wasn't
anxious to go home, he told them His mate, wife, zilfa, was still angry. They
| aughed and took turns offering advice on how he should handle it. One of the
comments translated roughly to “Show her who’s boss.” When he’'d finished, they
agreed to neet tonorrow, and he picked up his deliveries and headed across the
street into a stable. Mnutes later, he saddl ed up and headed north.

“I"ve got him” said Bill.

MACAO LIVED IN a brick cottage on the northern side of the city. It was a | ong
wal k, nmostly uphill, and they were exhausted when they arrived. By then, Bil
reported, the cylinder had been delivered.

The cottage was one of several set at the edge of a dense forest. There was a
small barn in the rear, and a nodest garden probably given over to raising
veget abl es. The sun was down, and the first stars were in the sky. An oil |anp
flickered through closed, but inperfectly fitted, shutters. Bl ack snoke rose
out of a chi mey.

Sonet hi ng yow ed as they approached, but nothing chall enged them A gentle

wi nd noved agai nst the trees. They heard voices farther along the crest,
sporadi c, sonetinmes |aughing or shouting. Digger could nake out only part of
it. “Kids,” he said.

CGoompah ki ds.

They paused under a tree facing the house. Sonething noved against the |ight.
“I think it should be just one of us,” said Digger

Kellie agreed. “Has to be you,” she added.

“My personality?”

“Right. Also your language skills.” He felt her hand on his wist, restraining



him “Maybe you should kill the |ightbender.”

Di gger took a deep breath and t hought of the denonic, foul creatures being

di spatched by the god with the sword. They all |ooked like himand Kellie. So
how best approach her? Denon or di senbodi ed voi ce?

He turned off the device. “I don't ook so terrible, do I?”

“You | ook ravishing, |ove.”

“All right. Let’s try it this way. She is, after all, enlightened.”

“Yes. Absolutely.”

“Can’t go wrong.” He wal ked up to the front door, which was a bit low for him
It was constructed of planks laid side by side, painted white, and polished
with a gum of sone sort. “First contact,” he told Kellie. And he knocked.

“Who' s there?” He recognized Macao’ s voice

Foot st eps approached the door

“Di gger Dunn,” he said.
“ W]O?”
“I was at your slosh in Brackel, and | listened to you speak at the |aunch

Could | ask a question, please?”

A bolt was thrown, and the door swung out. Her eyes |locked on him He'd
expected a screech in those first nonments, screans foll owed by bedl am

nei ghbors on the way, animals howing, torches in the night, God knew what. He
was prepared at the first indication of panic to hit the switch and wap

hi nsel f again in the |ightbender

But she | aughed. And when he stayed where he was, hal f-shrouded in darkness,
she reached back and produced an oil lanmp. She held it up to inspect his face.
And the | aughter died.

“I's that real ?” she asked, staring and beginning to breathe irregularly. She
was gripping the door, hanging on to it for support.

“Roblay culasta.” I'ma friend. He didn't budge. Did nothing she could
interpret as threatening. “Macao,” he said. “I know ny appearance is strange.
Frightening. |'"msorry. | come fromvery far.”

She stared. Her mouth worked but nothing came out.

“From beyond the sea,” he said. “It’s inportant that we speak.”

She sighed and staggered back into the room She wore a bright yellow bl ouse
with rolled-up sleeves and a pair of red shorts that hung to her knees. Digger
hesitated, edged forward, saw that she was on the verge of collapse, and
reached for her arm

She did not react.

He took hold of it and eased her into a chair.

“Still got the old charm” said Kellie.



Macao needed a couple of mnutes. She opened her eyes, |ooked at Digger, and
instinctively turned her face aside as though he were too horrible to behol d.
He tried his nost winning smle. “I won't harmyou, Macao,” he said softly.
“And 1’ m not a zhoka, even though I |ook |ike one.”

She quailed in his presence. “Don’t hurt me,” she said, in a tiny voice.

“I would never do that.” He eased the door shut, found cups and a flagon of
wi ne on a table, and poured sone for her. She shook her head no. He was
tenmpted to try it hinmself. “No,” she said. Her voice was barely audible.
“Lykonda, protect ne.”

“l, too, have great affection for Lykonda,” he said.

She sinmply sat there, linp as a wet towel, staring at him as if she’'d
retreated into some far corner of her nind

“Macao, I'’msorry to frighten you. But it’s inportant that we tal k. About
TKot.”

Her jaw nuscles tightened, and he again thought she was going to pass out.
“I"ve come to try to help you.”

It was a pl easant home. Fireplace, several chairs, plank floor, a |ooking
glass, a table, and a shelf with several scrolls. The shutters were flanked by
thick blue curtains. A second room opening off the back, was dark. “I will
leave in a few mnutes, Macao. Because | know that is what you wi sh. But first
| need you to listen to ne.”

She tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t cone.

“I't’s all right,” he said. “I"'ma friend.”

She got her breathing under control. And finally |ooked directly at him “I
did not see you,” she said, “at the slosh.” And she | aughed. The sound touched
a few notes that sounded hysterical, but she held on. “Wy have you conme?”

“The hole in the sky,” he said, forgetting hinmself and using English.
“T"Klot.”

“Yes.” She gl anced past himat the door. It was supposed to be furtive, he
t hought, but maybe Goonpahs weren’'t good at that sort of thing. “Is it the
creation of Shol ?”

“Who’ s Shol ?”

“You are Shol.”

“No. No, Macao. | am Digger, and Shol didn't create the hole. But it is very
dangerous.”

“I'f you are not Shol, not a zhoka, what are you?”

“I" m sonebody who’s conme a long way to hel p you, Macao. Let ne tell you first
that, in Brackel, you were right. The world is round.”

“I's that true?” Alight cane into her eyes. And she seened to recover herself.
“I's that really true?”



”

“Yes,” he said. “It’'s really so. But it’s not why |I'’mhere.”

She started to ask the obvious question but, probably fearful of the answer,
st opped.

The chairs were made frominterwoven strips of hide on a wooden franme. They
were a bit low for Digger, but they were nore than sufficiently wide. “May [?”
he asked, glancing at a chair facing her

She nade no nove to say no, so he lowered hinself into it. “The Hol e presents
a serious hazard. To everyone in the Intigo.”

She gl anced at the cup of wine and he passed it to her. She took it, gazed
into it as if assuring herself that it would not snatch away her soul, and put
it to her lips. “You nmay have sone,” she said, “if you w sh.”

The universal. Share a drink with soneone and bond. Wuld it prove to be true
in all cultures? He poured a few drops into a second cup and raised it to her
“To your courage, Mcao,” he said.

She managed a snile.

He held the cup to his lips and tasted the brew It was bitter. “It’s actually
a cloud,” he said, “a vast storm It will arrive in ninety-three days, and

it’s going to weck the eleven cities.”

Ni nety-three of the shortened days at the Intigo. Eighty-six standard days on
board the Jenkins. The target date was Decenber 13.

It was the nost painful conversation of Digger's life. Macao was terrified,
and the news wasn’t helping. “lIt'Il bring tornadoes and |ightning and high
wat er and rocks falling fromthe sky and we don’'t know what el se.”

In spite of everything, she managed a half snmile. If you don’'t know, who
woul d?

She was struggling to control her emptions. And he found his respect for her
growi ng. How many of the women back home could have sat nore or less calnly
conducting a conversation with a denon?

“Rocks cannot fall fromthe sky,” she said.

“Believe me, they can.”

“Then why can | not see then®?”

“l don’t understand the question.”

“There are no rocks in the sky. If there were, surely we would see them”
“The rocks are very far away. And hidden in the cloud.”

“How far?”

How to translate 30 mllion or so kiloneters into a nunber she could
understand? “Very far,” he said.

“The sky is only a shell. Wat you are telling ne is inconprehensible.”



“Macao,” he said, “what are the stars?”

“Some say they are the light fromthe celestial realm which we can see
t hrough holes in the shell.”

“But you don't believe it?”

“No. "

“Why not ?”

“I't does not seemto nme to make sense.”

“CGood for you. What do you think the stars are?”

“l do not know.”

“Ckay,” he said. “I want you to take ny word that the hole in the sky is
dangerous. That, when it comes, it will bring great suffering. Your people,
t he people across the Intigo, nust get away fromthe cities, nust get to

hi gher ground. If they cannot do this, they will die.”

Her eyes cut into him “Despite your words, you are, after all, a
mani festation of evil.”

“l amnot.”

“I'f you are not, then stop this thing that you say is comng. Surely you are
able to control a hole. O a cloud. O whatever it is.”

“It’s a cloud.”
“Only a cloud? And you, with all your power, cannot brush it aside?”

“I'f I could do that, do you think I would be here asking for hel p?”

She | ooked at himand shuddered. “1 don’t understand any of this. Wo are you,
really?”
“Macao,” he said, “in Brackel you tal ked about |ands beyond the seas. And

about giant falloons and attack groppes and flying bobbos—=

“Bobbos that attack and groppes that fly—=

“Par don?”

“You had it backward.”

“Sorry. Menory fails.”

“Bobbos do fly.”

“Ch.

“Ordinary bobbos fly all the tine. They are in the trees outside at this very

nmonent.” She injected an adjective after ordinary that he did not understand.
Probably sonething like run-of-the-mll. “How could you not know?”

”

“That bobbos fly? Because |I’mnot from around here.” He gazed intently at her
“I wouldn’t know a bobbo froma seashell.” He put the cup down. “You talked,



in Brackel, about the city from which people can see the past and the future.”
“Brissie,” she said.

“Yes. Brissie.” He | eaned forward, watched her push back in her chair, and

i mediately retreated. “Macao, we are | ooking at two possible futures now |If
you are willing to trust me, you can save your people. O, if you cling to the
superstition that brands ne as sonething out of the dark, then you and al

t hat the Korbi kkans have built, will be destroyed.”

“I'n ninety-three days, you say?” Her voi ce shook

“ YES. ”

More wine. “And | amto do what ?”

“Warn them”
“They will not believe ne.”
“Who will not?”

“Everyone. People are afraid of T Klot, but they would not believe that a
supernatural messenger has conme to me with this news.” She | ooked at him
carefully. “OF all persons here, me especially.”

“And why is that?”

“Because | am a professional storyteller. An exaggerator of considerable
reputation.” A bit of pride |eaked into her voice.

“I' will go with you.”

“No!” It was al nbst a shriek. “That would be the worst thing you could do.”
Time for another tack. “Do you know the mayor?” The boogli k.

“l’ve met himonce.”

“Can you get in to see hin®”

“Possibly.”

“Do so. Tell himwhat |1've told you. Tell him when the tine gets close, he
has to get his people out of Kulnar. Have them take several days’ supply of
food and cl othes. And bl ankets. Go to high ground. Any who fail to do so will
al nost certainly be lost.”

She fol ded her hands in the manner of one praying. “lIt’s no use,” she said.
“He won't listen to nme. It’s ridiculous.” A tear ran down her cheek. It
surprised himto realize she had tear ducts.

“Di gger Dunn,” she said. “Is that really your nane?”

“ Yes. ”

“I't is a strange nane.”

He funbled in his jacket, and found Kellie s necklace. “I have sonething for
you.” He held it out to her. “It will bring you good | uck.”



She | ooked at it uncertainly, as if it mght bite. Gft froma zhoka. But at
| ast she took it, and while she drew the neckl ace over her head, Digger tried

the nobst harml ess smile of which he was capable. “It |ooks |lovely,” he said.
“Li ke you.”
“Thank you.” She pressed her fingertips against the pickup. “lI have never seen

anything like this. Wiat is it?”

“There is only one in the world.” In a sense, it was true. “It was made
especially for you.”

Macao gazed at herself in the | ooking glass. She turned back toward him
pl eased, frightened, uncertain. “Thank you,” she said. “Di gger Dunn.”

He nodded.
“For everything,” she added.
LI BRARY ENTRY

The general public seens surprised that the Goonpahs are so nmuch |ike us. They
had expected aliens to be, well, alien. As if their mathematics should be

i ncomprehensible, as if they would devel op from somet hing other than a

hunt er - gat herer society, as if they would not need shelter fromthe storm as
if they would not love their children

I ndeed, they have all these things, and a great deal nore. They have selfish
politicians, they have squabbles, they even enjoy ball ganes.

There are, of course, sonme differences. To our eyes, they | ook odd. They do
not seeminterested in traveling far fromhone, to the extent that they hardly
know what |ies a few hundred kil ometers beyond their seacoasts and their
borders. They have primitive religious notions. And they seemto have sone

i deas about sex that nobst of us would frown on. At least, if anyone’s | ooking.

Maybe it’s time to recogni ze themfor what they are, spiritual siblings. If
one could sweep the differences in appearance and technol ogy aside, who could
doubt that many of us would feel quite confortable in Brackel, the city that
our researchers still insist on calling Athens? And it’s probable that these
creatures of a far world would enjoy thensel ves thoroughly in Georgetown, or
out on the Mall.

The Goompahs, the Korbi kkans, as they call thenselves, join us and the Noks as
the only known living civilizations. The Noks quarrel constantly. The

Kor bi kkans seem to have found a way to live in peace. How can we | ook at

ei ther of them and not see ourselves?

—€. W Chri ssinger
Stayi ng the Course

** Chapter 30

Lookout. On the ground at Kul nar
Fri day, Septenber 19.

THE | MAGER ON Macao’ s neckl ace was apparently facing her skin, so they got no
picture. It seenmed likely that she lived al one. They heard no conversation
during the evening, just the sounds of soneone noving around, pouring water,



pl ayi ng one of the stringed instrunents. The wi nd bl ew agai nst the side of the
cottage, and forest creatures hooted and tw rped. Doors opened and cl osed, the
bolt rattled, and occasionally soneone sighed.

It was the rattles that got Digger. How many tinmes could she check the | ock?
And the sighs. Well, he could understand that. She’'d just had a visit froma
zhoka, and if the Goonpahs shared the standard earthly tradition, that the
devil could be very smooth, all Digger’s charm m ght not have hel ped.

Most surprising, they both thought, was that, when he’'d left, she had not run
screamng into the night. Had not gone to a friend or neighbor to describe
what had happened.

They were listening from Utopia. D gger was enotionally exhausted. Al nost as
if he had just gone through an unexpected neeting with a denon. He’'d gotten a
shower as soon as they arrived, and sat wapped in a robe, listening to Macao
nove around her cottage.

“I'f it were ne,” said Kellie, “I’"d be out of there and headed for ny nother’s.
O something. Anything to get with other people.”

The omega was rising. It was approaching too slowy to nake out any rea

change in its appearance fromnight to night. But when he conpared i mages from
a couple of weeks earlier, he could see the difference. And the Goonpahs, nore
attuned to watching the night sky than he was, knew it was grow ng.

He pushed his seat back and drifted off. Digger usually woke two or three
times during the night, but this time he slept straight through until Bil
woke himshortly after dawn. “ Macao is up,” he said.
The i mager was facing out now, so they watched while she stoked the fire,
tossed in a log or two, washed, and got dressed. Then the neckl ace went inside
her bl ouse, and the visuals were gone again. But they could hear, and that
shoul d be sufficient. She left the cottage for a few minutes, exchanged

pl easantries with a nei ghbor, |ooks like rain, how s your boy?

Then she was back, and water was pouring again. They heard wet sounds they
couldn’t identify. Dishes noved around. Cabinet doors closed. Uensils
cl i nked.

“When did we get knives and forks?” asked Kellie.

“The wealthy had themin the Mddl e Ages.”

Kellie got bored and made for the washroom He listened to her splashing
around in the shower. When she returned, wearing a Jenkins junpsuit, nothing
had changed. They could hear the rhythm c sound of Macao’s breathing. And her

heart beat .

Kellie | ooked out at a gray ocean. “Wat do you think?” she asked. “Did you
convi nce her?”

Yes, he thought he had. He was sure he had.

Kell'ie brought hima plate of toast. He sneared strawberry jelly on it.

They heard boards creek. And nore sounds at the fireplace. The visual, which
had sinmply been a field of yellow, the color of her blouse, changed. Becane

the interior of a roomhe hadn’t seen before. The back room Then they were
| ooking up at a ceiling, with no novenent detectable. “She’s taken it off and



laid it down,” said Digger.

A bolt lifted, and a door opened and closed. “Front door,” said Kellie.
“Well, that’s not so good.”

“She m ght just be headed for the barn. Of to feed the animals.”

MACAO WAS GONE several hours. Wen finally she cane back anot her fenmale was
with her.

“Where?” asked the other fenale.

“Here.” They saw a novenent between the lens and the ceiling. An arm maybe?
“Right there.”

“And you stayed here all night?”

“Oa, | believe him”

“That’ s why they' re so dangerous, Mac.” Mac? Mac? “Shol is the king of liars.”
“Look,” Macao said. “He gave ne this.”

The picture blurred, and they were | ooking at Ora. She was wearing a red

bl ouse and a viol et neckerchief. One green eye grew very | arge and peered out
of the screen at them “It’s quite nice,” she said. “Lovely.” And then:
“What's wr ong?”

A long pause. “lI was wondering if he m ght be here now.”

“I't’s daylight. They can’t stand the daylight.”

“Are you sure? There was talk of a zhoka out on the highway last spring. In

the mddle of the day.” The eye pulled away. They saw walls, then they were
| ooking at the ceiling again.

”

“Mac, you're giving ne chills.” That wasn’t precisely what she said. It was
nmore |ike causing her lungs to work harder. But Digger understood the neaning.

“Why did it come to ne? Ora, | don't even believe in zhokas. O at |east |
didn’t until last night.”

“I warned you something like this would happen. Wl ki ng around | aughi ng at the
gods. What did you expect?”

“l never |laughed at the gods.”

“Worse than that. You denied them”

“Ora,” she said, “lI don’t know what to do.”

The debate continued. Macao denied the charges, argued that she'd only

mai nt ai ned the gods did not run day-to-day operations. Did not make the sun
nove. O the tides roll in.

Ora seened nervous about being in the cottage, went on about apparitions, and

suggested Macao might like to stay with her a while. Watever devilry Digger
m ght have inposed, it didn't stop the two fenales fromeating. And then they



were gone, with no indication what step Macao woul d t ake next.

The pickup still provided a clear picture of the ceiling.

NOT KNOW NG WHAT el se they could try, they sinply waited it out. A large

i nsect buzzed the pickup. The shutters were apparently open because there was
plenty of daylight. After a while, the light became di nmer, and they heard
rain on the roof.

“She’s gone to see sonebody about it,” said Kellie.

It was possible she’d gone to the governance building, T Kalla. The chi ef
executive in Kulnar was the booglik. 1'"'mon ny way to T'Kalla to talk to the

boogli k. It sounded al nbst nornal .

He was still sitting, staring norosely at Macao' s overhead, at Mac's over head,
when he heard the door open. By then the rain seened to have stopped.

“Did you get it?” Ora’'s voice.

“Ri ght here.”

Foot st eps noved across the planks. “No sign of hin®”
“No. We're alone.”

“Cood. Listen, save sone of the kessel for me, Mac.”
He heard sounds like a knife cutting through onions.
“I thought you didn't believe it would work.”

“No. | said | don’t trust it to work. But there’s nothing to | ose by trying
it.”

The cutting continued. Then: “There, that should be enough.”

“Where do you want to put it?”

“I'n the doorway. Just block the threshold with it.”

“All right. You're putting it in the windows too, right?”

“And in the fireplace. Just in case.”

Bill broke in: “I have a reference to kessel.”

“Let’s hear it,” said Kellie.

“I't’s a common herb, found throughout the Intigo. Sometinmes ground into grains
and used as a seasoning. It’s also thought to provide a bar against denons and
other spirits of the night.”

“A bar?” said Kellie

“That’s why they're putting it in all the entrances. Keep the denon out.”

“What good’'s a sliced vegetable going to do?”

Digger was tired of it all. He was tenpted to go back to the Jenkins and just



sit tight until help arrived. Let sonebody el se deal with these | oonies.
“Think garlic,” he said.

“VWHAT DO VE do now?”

Di gger was ready to call it off. “Only thing | can think of, other than
concedi ng we are not going to get through to these yahoos, is to go directly
to the head guy. There must be sonebody in this town who isn't afraid of
goblins.”

“I"’msure there is. But | doubt it’s the gl oobik.”

“Booglik,” he said. “So who do you recomend?”

“Don’t know. Maybe the captain on the round-the-world voyage. What was his
name?”

“Krolley.”

“Maybe we could get to him He's got to have sone sense.”
“He’d have to be willing to turn around.”

“You don’t think he’'d do that?”

“lI don’t know him But | suspect we’'d have a better chance w th sonebody
| ocal .”

Kel i e | ooked di scouraged. Di gger was beginning to realize she’d thought, as
he had, that they’d won Macao over. “Even if we’d succeeded with Macao,” she

said, “she’d still have had the problem of convincing the authorities. Macao
didn't think she could do it. And, despite the way things turned out, | don't
bel i eve she was playacting.” She closed her eyes. “I think we need a different
appr oach.”

“What do you think will happen with her?”

She thought about it, and smiled sadly. “Wen the cloud closes in, | think
she’ Il fix herself some sandwi ches, grab a tent, and head for the high
ground.”

“Taki ng no chances.”
“That’s right. Maybe she'll take a few friends with her.”

Di gger saw no way out. Other than going directly to the booglik and trying to
persuade him “W need sonme of Collingdale’ s costunes. If we could at | east
fix ourselves up to ook like the | ocals, we mght have a chance.”

Kelli e | ooked di scouraged. “Face it, Dig,” she said, “Wat we need is sone
divine intervention.”

They had returned to the Jenkins and were on the ni ght side of Lookout. C ouds
bel ow were thick, so he couldn’'t tell whether they were over |and or sea. He
was becoming famliar with the constellations, and had even made an effort to
learn them by their CGoonpah names. Tow Bokol Kar, the Wagonnaker, fl oated just
over the rimof the world. And there was T Kl eppa, the Pitcher. And just
beside it, T Mnga, a bird that had probably never existed. Its closest cousin
interrestrial nythol ogy was probably the roc. It was reputed to be able to
carry of f Goonpahs.



“How about,” said Kellie, trying to shrug off her nood, “staying inside the
i ght bender when we talk to then®”

“You think that’' Il scare themless than the zhoka?”
“Can it scare them any nore?”

He shook his head. It wouldn’t work. D senbodi ed voices never work. It’'s a
rul e.

“Maybe there’s another possibility,” she said.

“I"'mlistening.”

“Why don’t we try using an avatar agai n?”

He shook his head. “Can’t synchronize their lips to match the dialogue. It’'s
okay if the avatar goes down with a prepared speech, delivers it, and clears
out. But the first question sonebody tosses at him like, where did you say
you were from and we're dead.”

“I't’s a shot,” she persisted.

“Wn't work.” He could inmagine hinmself in the booglik’s quarters, playing a
recording to match the previously prepared |ip nmovenents of the Goonpah
avatar. And the booglik breaking in, hey, wait a mnute, while the avatar

ei ther gall oped on, or stopped dead and picked up again where he left off no
matter what question got asked.

They were catching up with the sun. The long arc of the world was brightening.
H s circadi an rhyt hns had been scranbl ed. Mving constantly between the
shorter days and nights of the Intigo and the standard twenty-four-hour clock
on the ship had left them both uncertain what time of day or night it was. But
even if dawn was coming, he was hungry. “How about sone di nner?” she
suggest ed.

TWD HOURS LATER they sat in the long stillness of the Jenkins. There were

ti mes when Di gger thought that if he put on the infrared goggles, he' d see
Jack’ s ghost drifting through the corridors. He heard echoes that hadn’'t been
there before, and whispers in the bul kheads. When he nmentioned it to Kellie,
she comrented that now he mi ght understand a little of what Macao had felt.
“The noi ses,” she added, “are made by Bill. Sonetines he talks to hinself.”
“You’ re kidding.”

“No. Really. He holds conversations.”

“What about ?”

“l don’t know.”

“Haven' t you ever asked hinP”

“ YES. ”

“What did he say?”



“Ask himyoursel f.”

Di gger was reluctant. It seemed intrusive. But that was silly. You couldn’t
offend an Al. “Bill,” he said. “Cot a minute?”

A literary version appeared, world-weary with high cheekbones and a white
beard. He was seated in the chair that Jack used to favor. “Yes, Digger. How
may | be of assistance?”

“Bill, sometinmes | hear voices. In the systens.”

“Yes. | do, too.”

“What are they?”

“The systens communicate all the tine.”

“They do it by talking?”

“Sonetines.”

“But don’t you control the systens?”

“Ch, yes. But they're separate fromne. They have their own priorities.”
“Ckay,” he said. “Let it go.”

Bi Il vani shed.

“Satisfied?” asked Kellie.

“I don't think he told ne anything.”

“The voices are his.” She was browsing through the ship’s systens. O maybe
ganepl aying. He couldn't tell.

“l have a question for you,” Digger said.
“Anot her one.”

”

“Yes.” He straightened hinself. “W haven't set a date yet.”

“Ah. No, we haven’t.” She narrowed her eyes, appraising him “W won’t be hone
for along tine.”

“We don’t have to wait until we get hone.”
“You're sweet, Digby.”
“l’m serious.”

She was framed in the soft glow of the conputer screen. “What do you suggest?”
she said.

“A ship’s captain can performa weddi ng.”
She all owed hersel f to | ook shocked. “Surely not her own.”

“I had Julie Carson in m nd. Wen the Hawksbill gets here.”



She thought about it. “All right,” she said finally. “If you re deternined
how can | stand in the way? W’ Il have to send for a license.”

“W’ve plenty of time.”

“Ckay, Digger.” She grinned. “Seeing how you affect the other femal es around
here, though, maybe | should rethink this.”

THE AVATAR | DEA was not entirely without nerit. Provided it was possible to
produce one that could deliver the nmessage and clear out. Here's the deal and
no questions asked.

“But how woul d you do that?”

“You suggested we coul d use divine intervention.”

“Can you arrange it?”

“l have an idea, Watson,” he said, doing his best Oxford accent. “W’'d need
some projectors, though. A lot of projectors.”

“Tell me what you have in mind.”

“Bill, let's see sone Goompahs.”

“Any in particular?”

“Yes. A female. Macao would be good. G ve us a picture of Mcao.”

She blinked on. It was Macao as she' d | ooked during the slosh at Brackel
Bright yellow blouse with fluffy sleeves. Green | eggings and ani rmal - hi de
boots. And the medal lion on the purple ribbon

“Ckay. Bill, have her say something.”
Macao smiled at him “Challa, Digger,” she said, in a perfect imtation of
Kellie' s voice. “You are a little zhoka, aren’t you?”

He grinned. “The lip sync is okay. Not perfect, but okay.”

“I't wouldn’t fool anybody. Unless you give her a fan and have her hold it in
front of her nmouth. To get it right, | need to have a little warning in
advance what she’'s going to say.”

“I don't get it,” said Kellie. “If we’'re agreed the real Macao probably
couldn’t acconplish anything, what can her avatar do?”

“W need to nmake sonme adjustnments. Then, maybe, quite a lot.”
ARCHI VE

From t he Goonpah Recor di ngs
(Tyree of Roka at a slosh in Brackel)
(Transl ated by G nko Anagawa)

Strange things are happeni ng. There have been reports of zhokas on the

hi ghways, and of voi ces speaking in an unknown tongue in enpty places. And a
huge hol e has opened in our skies and grows |arger every night. Those of you
who know me know that | have al ways believed that everything has a rationa
expl anation. That the world is governed by i mutable [ aw and not by the whins



of spirits and denons.

There are sone who argue that these are all portents of approaching
catastrophe. Let ne say first that | cannot offer explanations for these
events. But | have not yet becone so desperate that |’'ve started believing
there is such a thing as a portent. It may be that the denobns on the hi ghway
are fignents of overheated i magi nati ons. That the voices in the night are
really nothing nore than the wind. And that the hole in the sky, which has

begun to look like a cloud, will prove to be a new kind of storm But that
like any other storm it will blow for a while, and then it will exhaust
itself, and the sun will rise in the norning.

Meantinme, |'Il rem nd you that if catastrophe of a previously unknown nature

is indeed on the way, that there is nothing to be done about it. Except enjoy
the tine we have left with famly and friends. But this is extrenmely unlikely.
W have a tendency to assume the worst, to give way to fear whenever sonething
we do not understand presents itself.

Since no plausible action can be taken agai nst denons, di senbodi ed voices, or
the thing in the sky, | suggest that we put it all aside, that we refuse to
al | ow t hese phenonena to upset our daily routine. That we in no case give way
to panic.

Now that we all recognize that | don't know what’'s going on any nore than you
do, we'll open the floor for conments or questions.

—Sept enber 19

** Chapter 31

On board the Hawksbill.
Sat ur day, Septenmber 20.

THEY GOT LUCKY. The search for the al-Jahani could have taken as long as a
week. Establishing a position when one was adrift in interstellar space was

| ess than a precise science. Furthernore, hyperlight signals did not |end

t hensel ves to tracking. So a searcher was dependent on radi o transni ssions,

whi ch were desperately slow. Julie could only guarantee that she would put the
Hawksbi Il reasonably close to the damaged ship. And, when Marge asked how she
defined reasonably, she adnitted she was tal king about 80 billion kiloneters
or so.

Julie had expected to spend a m nimum of two days in a fruitless search, then
be directed to forget it and go on without Collingdale. But in fact they cane
out of hyperspace within range of the al-Jahani’s radio signals. Julie got her
fix and junmped a second tinme. They energed within a few hours of the stricken
shi p.

In fact she didn’t see the point of all the hassle. The Hawksbill coul dn’'t
accommodate the linguists; couldn’t even take on Frank Bergen, who was to have
ri dden shotgun with the decoys. Only Col lingdal e woul d be nmaking the rest of
the flight, and she didn't see why he was needed.

Col lingdale hadn’'t taken the tine to explain it to her, and he was in charge,
so she said nothing. Not even to Marge and Whit. Al though they weren’t above
wonderi ng why they were going to so much trouble for somebody who was j ust
goi ng to Lookout to watch.

“Well,” said Marge, “don’t anybody take this the wong way, but it will be



nice to see a fresh face on board.”

Julie got blankets and pillows out of her supplies and tried to make her
storage roominto a sl eeping acconmodati on. There was no bed; Collingdal e
woul d have to nake do on the deck

At 1942 hours they picked up the al-Jahani in their tel escopes, and three
hours | ater they slipped al ongside. Marge and Wiit had both asked whether they
could take some tinme to go aboard the other ship, just to say hello. Look
around sonepl ace different. Marge had an old friend aboard the al-Jahani

Julie would al so have liked to get away fromthe narrow living space of the
Hawksbill for a few hours, so she'd proposed it to Collingdale.

“Don’t have time,” he said over the link. “W need to get going forthwith.”
Forthwith. She didn't know anybody el se who tal ked |ike that.

“My passengers could stand the break,” she’'d said. “They' ve been cooped up in
here for six nonths.”

“Wsh we could. But every hour puts that thing closer to Lookout. It’s just
i mpossi ble.”

“Ckay,” she said.
“Sorry,” he added.

Marge settled for saying hello to her friend, the planetol ogi st Melinda Park,
by conm ink. But she wasn't happy, and Julie thought that Collingdale mght be
in for a long ride.

He was on his way through the airlock within thirty seconds after the green
lights went on. “Thank God,” he told Julie. “It’s been a nightmare.” And he
added nore apol ogies. “But there’'s just too much at stake.”

“I't’s okay,” she said. “But you're |eaving Bergen. Who's going out with the
decoys?”

“1 am” he said.

There was a qui ck exchange with the al-Jahani’s captain. Wre there any
injuries? Did she have sufficient supplies to last until the relief vesse
cane? Could Julie provide any assistance?

“W’re fine,” said Al exandra. And it m ght have been Julie’s inmagination, but
she sensed an unspoken now.

Col l'i ngdal e stood behind her, |ooking at the tine, suggesting that they really
shoul d get noving, assuring her everything was satisfactory on the other ship.

Ei ght minutes after they’'d arrived, the Hawksbill edged away, fired its
thrusters, and began to accelerate toward junp status.

Julie had expected to feel apol ogetic about the storeroom quarters she was
giving him but as things turned out she felt a degree of satisfaction show ng
hi mt he bl ankets on the deck and the two cramnmped washroons.

COLLI NGDALE WAS SO pl eased to be aboard a functioning ship, on his way to
Lookout, that he didn’t really care about spartan conditions. During

accel eration, he belted in on the couch in the equi pnent |ocker, the only one
t hey had avail abl e.



He watched the al -Jahani dimnish with distance, and he felt a tinge of regret
for Judy and N ck and G nko and the others, who had worked so hard and
acconpl i shed so much. He thought about calling Judy, delivering a fina
farewel |, but he’d done that before | eaving. Any nore al ong those Iines would
be maudlin.

What he had to do now was to see that the cloud got sidetracked, so that what
had happened to Judy’s teamwouldn’t matter in the long run

He waited in his harness, |ooking around the bare-bones room grateful that he
was nmoving again. He closed his eyes and tried to rel ax, but he kept seeing

t he omega that had swept down on Monlight. And he wi shed he had a bomb big
enough to bl ow the dammed thing to hell.

That was the problemwi th Hutch's decoy idea. It was good, and it might work.

But it only deflected the cloud. It didn’t kill it. That was what Collingdal e
wanted. Go to the next step and kill it.
After forty minutes’ acceleration they still had not junped. Every flight he'd

ever been on had been able to do it in thirty mnutes or so. He called the
bri dge to ask.

“Big ship, David,” she said. “It takes a while.” Her tone was mldly hostile.
He tried to remenber if he’'d said or done anything to offend her. Probably
upset that she didn't get a chance to visit. But time was too valuable. The
hour that they squandered now m ght make all the difference. “Ckay,” he said.
“l didn’t know.”

He did know that if she tried to make the junp before the Hazeltines were
ready, the Hawksbill would go boom “Take your time,” he said.

HE WAS PLEASED to be on the ship that housed the decoys, that would actually
be used to frustrate the onega. He spent hours on the bridge, explained to
Julie that he’d commanded a superluminal at the beginning of his career, and
wanted to know everything. He talked at length with Bill, was allowed to sit
in the captain’s chair, enjoyed calling up status reports, running maintenance
routines, putting the Al through his paces.

Julie, pleased that he showed such interest, showed himthrough the ship. Here
were the commcircuits; there was |life support; here’ s the power node conpl ex.
They toured the engine room the shuttle |aunch area in the | ower cargo bay,
and main storage, where the antigrav generator was | ocated.

He wasn’t sure why he was so interested in the ship. He hadn't particularly
cared about the al-Jahani. It nust have been because he knew this would be the
vessel . Bergen was out of the gane now, and Collingdal e woul d be taking the
Hawksbi |l into battle.

It nmade himfeel young again. As if all the world waited for himto show up
and set things right. “Julie,” he said, “tell me about the junp engi nes. Has
t he technol ogy i nproved?”

“l doubt it,” she said. “I don’t think anything basic has changed in thirty
years.”

HE HADN T HEARD from Mary in two weeks, other than a short expression of her
regret that the nmission had broken down. It wasn’'t short, actually. She d gone
on for ten mnutes. Everything was fine at home. Sonme of her new students had
little sense and no ethics. “They' re studying |law for all the wong reasons.”



He' d begun to wonder whether he should let her go. God knew when he’d get
hone, and it seened unreasonable to keep her waiting all that tinme. Hs
deepest fear, even nore than | osing her, was that she would conme to resent
hi m

On the other hand, where would she find sonebody el se |like David Collingdal e?
It was a private joke he told hinself. But there was some truth to it

Avery Wi tl ock’s Not ebooks
The nmobod on the ship has changed. It may be a nonmentary thing, but | doubt it.

David Col lingdal e seens to be decent enough. He speaks kindly to everyone, and
he apol ogi zed to us all for the delay involved in rescuing himfromthe

al -Jahani. Still, we were quieter this evening than we have been at any tine
on the flight. The chemi stry has changed in sonme subtle, or maybe

not - so-subtl e, way. The easy camaraderie of the past nonths is gone, as
abruptly as though it had never existed. W are formal now, and tentative,

wat chful of what we say. And though it seens logical to conclude that with the
passage of tine the fornmer atnosphere will return, | do not think it wll
happen.

—Sept enber 18

** Chapter 32

Arlington, Virginia.

Tuesday, Septenber 23.

SHE HATED THE chinme that came in the mddle of the night. Priscilla Hutchins
was not a hands-on nanager. Her technique was to frame the objectives, provide
the resources, find the right people to get the job done, and stay out of the
way. That meant that when a call cane in at 3:00 AM, whether it was persona
or professional, it was inevitably bad news.

She picked up the Iink and held it to her ear. Tor rolled over and | ooked at
the tinme.

“Hutch.” It was Debbie WIlis, the Acadenmy watch officer. “The engi nes went.”
Dam. After the first incident back in June she’d been hal f-expecting it. But
there’ d been nothing she could do. Everything was just too far away. “Anybody

hurt?” she asked.

“No. They’'re all okay.” She thought she heard a cry from Maureen’s room but
when she listened there was only silence.

“Ckay,” she said. “Julie and Digger have been infornmed?”
“Yes. W have a transm ssion from Al exandra. You want nme to relay it?”
“Does it say she can effect repairs and get to Lookout before the cloud does?”

“l haven't |ooked at it. But Broadside reports they' re unable to proceed with
the mssion.”

“Hel p on the way?”



“Yes, ma’am”

“Ckay. Thanks, Deb. Forward the stuff from Al ex.”

Tor was wat ching her. “The al-Jahani ?”

“Yes.”

“I"msorry, babe.”

“Me too.”

She heard the sound again. Maureen having a bad dream maybe.
“I"1l get it,” said Tor.

“No.” She headed for the door. “It’s okay.”

Wil e she sat with Maureen she heard Tor | eave the bedroom and go downstairs.
Ni ghts like this, when he knew things weren't going well for her, he got

restl ess. Wien the child was quiet, she followed and found himdozing in his
chair, a book open on his lap, the lanmp on behind him She put the book on the
coffee table, turned off the light, and settled onto the sofa. “Nothing you
could do,” he said, wthout opening his eyes.

“l could have held them up anot her week. Conpl eted the routine maintenance.
They’ d’ ve found the problemif 1'd done that.”

“Why didn’t you?”
“Didn’t have a week to spare. But at |east they'd have gotten there.”

He nade a noise deep in his throat. “You' re second-guessing yourself,” he
said. “If you d gone that route, and they'd gotten there too late to

i ntervene, you' d have been blam ng yourself for that. Should have taken a
chance and let themgo a week earlier.”

“Well,” she said, “maybe the kite' |l work.”

IN THE MORNI NG she sent off messages to Collingdale, to Vadi mat Broadside,
and to Digger. Collingdale had infornmed her of his intention to continue his
journey on the Hawksbill. She wi shed himluck and told himshe knew he woul d
do what he could. She instructed Vadimto give priority to whatever requests
m ght cone in fromthe other two. If Digger could see any way to get the
Goonpahs to high ground, he was to proceed and dam the consequences.

VWHEN SHE GOT to the Acadeny in the norning, there was a nmessage from

Br oadsi de, inform ng her that Jack’s body woul d be com ng back on the

W nckel mann. The Acadeny had a formatted letter to be sent out on such
occasions to next of kin, but it seened cold, so she settled in to wite her
own.

She left word with Asquith’s secretary that she wanted to see the conm ssioner
when he came in. When he hadn’t appeared by ten, she called himon his |ink

He di scouraged that sort of behavior. Emergencies only, he insisted. He didn't
like to feel tied to the Academny, enjoyed telling others that he ran a shop in
which it didn't matter whether his subordinates could talk to himor not. It
was the mark of a good manager that decisions were nade and action taken even
when he coul dn’t be reached.



On the other hand, if he got blindsided by sonebody on Capitol HIl, he'd
conpl ain for days about his staff not keeping hi minfornmed.

“Yes?” he demanded irritably.

“l don’t know whet her you’ ve heard yet or not. The al -Jahani blew its engines.
It's adrift.”

There was a | ong pause, and she heard himsigh. “Any casualties?”
“No. "

“Well, thank God for that, at |east. Wose fault is it?”

“l don’t know. Probably mine.”

“How d it happen?”

“I't just went. W took a chance, and it didn't work out.”

“Ckay. Look, relax. W'll get through this.”

AN HOUR LATER Eric was at her door. “W’ ve got serious problens,” he said.
“How am | supposed to explain this?”

Eric Samuels was an inposing man, tall, well dressed, with an articul ated

voi ce that one instinctively trusted. Until it becane clear that he lived in a
worl d of images and mirrors. Perception is everything, he was fond of saying.
In a glorious sally a few weeks earlier he'd told a group of particle
physicists that the underlying |l esson to be | earned from quantum theory was
that reality and image were identical. “If we don't see it,” he'd said, “it’'s
not there.”

“Expl ai n what ?” she asked.

“The al -Jahani. What the hell else would | be tal king about?” He | ooked
frantic.

“Sit, Eric,” she said.
He stayed on his feet. “What do | tell then®”
“You have a press conference today?”

“I do now.” Eric was good with the media when things were going well. And that
was usually the case at the Acadeny. Mbst problems and setbacks coul d be

buri ed because the general public sinply wasn't that interested in the work
the Acadeny did. A recent study by UNN had shown that 50 percent of Americans
had no i dea whet her Al pha Centauri was a planet, a star, a constellation, or a
country in west Asia.

But the public | oved the Goonpahs.

She broke out the decanter and offered hima glass. Eric was a strai ght arrow
whom she had never known to touch al cohol on the job. But this would be an
exception. Yes. Please. “The conm ssioner insisted we issue a statenent,” he

said. “CGet out ahead of the curve. Make oursel ves avail able.”

“What are you going to tell then®”



“That one-half of the rescue m ssion broke down. What el se can | say?”

“You're not going to put it like that, | hope?”

“No. OF course not.” He | ooked puzzled. How el se could one put it?
“Just attribute it to insufficient resources to nmeet an energency of this
magni t ude. ”

“Of course.”

“It’s true,” she said. “We did the best we could with what we had.”
“You think they' Il buy that?”

“It’s true, Eric.”

“That doesn’t al ways guarantee that we can get by with sonmething.” He tried
his drink and made a face. “Anyhow, if we go that route, it mght offend the
Senate committee, or maybe even the Council. See, that’'s the problem It
sounds as if we're trying to bl ame somebody.”

“And you’ d rather blane—2

“—A technician. Sonebody who can al ways get another job with sonebody el se.”
He smiled weakly. “Not you, Hutch. |I'd never think of blanming you.”

“CGood.” She’d been wondering about that all day, whether in the end, needing
to point a finger at somebody, Asquith wouldn't find it expedient to target
her. Admitting to the nmedia he should have kept an eye on things hinself.
Hutchins tried to get it right, but | should have stayed on top of it. Not
really her fault though. Bad | uck. She wondered what Sylvia was doing these
days.

“Just tell the truth,” she said. “It’Il come out in the end anyway.” She had
to bite down on that line, knowing the truth that cane out woul d depend on the
way the nedia perceived what Eric had to say, and what they wanted to stress.
Cenerally, they were inclined to go after people in high places. VWhich neant
that they would probably bite the Senate committee and the commi ssioner

She was becom ng cynical. A few years back, she’d have consi dered her present
job more than she coul d possibly have hoped for. But here she was, the
director of operations, em nently successful in her career by any reasonabl e
nmeasure. And she wondered why she was doing it.

The job had turned out to be not what she’d expected. She’d thought it would
be operational, with sone politics mxed in. Truth was, all her critica
functions were political. The rest of it could have been handl ed by anybody
who could count. She'd discovered a talent for politics, and didn't nind
jollying people along provided she didn’t have to conpronise herself. Asquith
didn’t altogether approve of her. He thought she was sonething of a crank. But
she was good at her job, and she thought he’d be reluctant to let her go.

Al t hough not so reluctant he'd be willing to face fire fromthe Hill

“lI hate days like this,” Eric said.

She nodded. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not the end of the world.” At |east
not for us.

EARLY THAT AFTERNOON she got a call from Charlie, who d been serving as



director pro tem of the astrophysics lab. “1’ve been debating whether to
bother you with this, Hutch,” he said. She cane to full alert. “Can you stop
by the lab either today or tonorrow?”

It didn’t sound |like a breakthrough. “I'lIl be over in an hour or so, Charlie.”

It was nore |like three hours, and by then a rainstormhad noved in and turned
into a downpour. In dry weat her she’d have gone outside, strolled past the
pool, and tossed some popcorn to the ducks. But she descended instead to the
tunnel that connected the Acadeny’s conpl ex of buil dings.

The walls were concrete, painted a hideous ocher, the | ong nonotony broken
only by pictures of the Academny’s ships and stations, and sone astronomi cal
shots, gal axi es and nebul as and pl anetary rings. Sonebody had added one of the
onegas. It was dark and nenaci ng, sections of it illum nated by interior power
surges. Long tendrils of cloud reached forward, threatening the observer, and
an escorting asteroid was front and center

She wondered what the Goonpahs woul d think when they saw it up close.

There were three other known races who had ventured into interstellar space:

t he unknown architects of the chindi, who were apparently a race bent on
preservi ng everything of value, who had found their own uni que way to defeat

ti me. The Monunent - Makers, who had obviously gone to a ot of trouble for the
civilizations at Quraqua and Nok. And, finally, the Hawks, who had perforned a
rescue when Deepsix went into a long-termice age several thousand years ago.

And now her own species, trying to help where it could. They were in good
conpany. And she felt a nodicumof pride. If Darwin ruled on planetary
surfaces, it appeared that a concern for one’'s nei ghbor was a worKking
principle at higher |evels.

Unl ess, of course, one counted the agency behind the onegas.

She’ d have liked to talk with representatives of those three races, but nobody
knew where the chindi had originated, the Hawks were lost in time, and the few
remai ni ng nenbers of the race that had spawned t he Mnunent - Makers were
savages on a backward world with no know edge of their former greatness.

Charlie WIson nust have been alerted she was coming. He met her in the
corridor and escorted her into the lab. “Now understand,” he said, “I don't
really know what any of this means.”

“What any of what neans?”

Charlie was still filling in as acting lab director. He was doing a good job
but eventually she’d have to bring in sonebody with an established reputation

He took her into the tank, which was a small anphitheater. Thirty-two seats
circled a chanber. Like so much of the Acadeny, it had been designed with
public relations in mnd. But it had turned out the general public wasn't al
that interested. Usually, it was used by only one or two people at a tine, but
it occasionally served visiting groups of school children

They sat down, and Charlie produced a renote. The lights faded to bl ack, the
stars came on, vast dust clouds lit up, and they were adrift sonewhere in the
ni ght. The sensation that they were actually afloat anong the stars, the two
of themand their chairs, was broken only by the presence of gravity and a
flow of cool air.



“W now have forty-seven tewks on record. You know that.”
“ Yes. ”

“All forty-seven are in places where we woul d have expected to find onegas. So
we can assune they are all the sane phenonenon.”

He shifted in his chair, turning so he could face her. “Some of the Wathernen
were cl ose enough to the events to allow us to | ook for purpose. That is, what
was the expl osi on supposed to acconplish? Al of themtook place in
interstellar space. No worlds nearby. So it’s not an attenpt to cause genera
havoc. It’s not sonebody being vindictive.”

“Tell that to Qraqua.”

He nodded, conceding the point. Gvilization on Quraqua had been obliterated.
“Al'l the clouds we’ve checked, each one is programmed to foll ow the hedgehog
at a slightly higher velocity. Wen it overtakes the thing, it attacks the
hedgehog, which then expl odes, triggering the cloud, and you get the tewk.”

“Ckay. But why?”

“Who knows? Anyhow, it puts out as rmuch light as a snmall nova. Sonebody el se
will have to figure out why. W just know it happens.”

“So what’s the point? Wiy has someone gone to all this trouble?”

“I can’t answer that question. But | can tell you that these things happen in
bunches. Harold saw that fromthe first. Even when we only had a handful to

| ook at. There's a pattern. There are six distinct areas where we’ve had
events. But that’s not to say we won’t find others as \Wat herman proceeds.

“The yell ow star on your right is the supergiant R Coronae Borealis. Seven

t housand |ight-years fromhere.” He touched the rembte. A hand’s width to one
side of the supergiant, a new star sizzled into existence. “Coronae 14,” he
said. “The fourteenth recorded event.”

And a second new star, a few degrees away. “Coronae 15.” And, a few degrees
farther on, a third. Sixteen

If there were to be a fourth, she could have guessed where it would be. But
there wasn’'t.

“They’'re all this way,” he said. “W get five here, six there. All within a
relatively short time span. Maybe a thousand years or so. And each series is
confined to a given region.”

“Whi ch neans what ?”

He | ooked frustrated. “Hutch, it’s a research project of sonme sort. Has to
be.”

“What are they researchi ng?”

“I don't know. It nust have to do with light. Some of our people have nmade
some guesses, but we don’t have anything yet that makes sense. But you
understand that would be the case if they were on a level sufficiently beyond

us.”

“Li ke Kepler trying to understand gravity fluctuations.”



“Yes. Exactly.”

LI BRARY ENTRY
NEWSCOPE

(Extract from Eric Sanuel s Press Conference)

New York On-line: Eric, can you tell us precisely what happened to the
al - Jahani ?

Samuel s: There was a problemwi th the engines. Wth the junp engines. Uh
Bill?

Cosnmo: A mission as inportant as this, with so nuch hanging on it: Wren't
they inspected before it left port?

Samuel s: W al ways do an inspection before ships |eave the Wieel. In fact,
this one was due for routine nmai ntenance, but there wasn't tinme to finish.
Jenni fer.

Cosno: Wait. Followup, please. Are you saying it was sent out in a defective
condi ti on?

Samuel s: No. |'’mnot saying that at all. Had we known there was a problem we
woul d have corrected it, no matter how nmuch tine it took. In this case, we
didn’t see a problem we were pressed for tine, so we went ahead. W just got
unl ucky. Jennifer, did you want to try agai n?

Weekend Roundup: Yes. If there was a question about this one, why didn’t you
send anot her ship?

Samuel s: W didn’t have another ship. Not one with the carrying capacity we
needed. Harvey, did you have somet hi ng?

London Times: You' re saying the Acadeny didn’'t have another ship?
Sanuel s: That's correct.

London Times: How is that possible? The Council and the White House both claim
they’ re doing everything they can to support this effort.

Sanuel s: Well, there are limts to what can be done on short notice. Lookout
is extrenely far. Janet.

UNN: Eric, what is the prognosis for the Goonpahs?
Sanmuel s: W're still hopeful

In the norning she hauled Charlie out of the lab for a wal k al ong the Mrning
Pool

The forty-seven events, he said, were concentrated in a half dozen widely
separated areas. None of the areas was even renotely close to the bubble of
space through which humanity had been traveling for the past half century.
“Which is why,” he told her, “we haven’t seen these things in our own sky. But
a few thousand years from now, when the light has had time to get here,
there’ |l be sonme fireworks.”

Two of the areas were out on the rim one near the core, and three scattered



haphazardly. “And none anywhere el se?” she asked.

“Not yet. But the Weathernen are still arriving on station in a |lot of places.
W' || probably find nore.”

There was sonething solid about Charlie. He wasn't going to get caught up in
wi | d specul ations, and in his presence Hutch always felt things were under
control. It was a valuable quality in a man so young. Charlie |lacked his
former boss’s genius, but everybody did. And you don’t need genius to have a
bright future. You need conmmon sense, persistence, and the ability to inspire
others. And she could under no circunstances imagine himtelling her he
under st ood what the onegas were, then leaving her to wait while he gathered
nore evi dence. He wouldn’'t even have set it up as a big announcenent. He'd
have sinply told her what he knew. O suspected.

She | ooked at the sky and wondered who would be there when the |ight show
began.

Harol d had been at the Georgetown Gallery, he' d said, when the epiphany cane.
When he deci ded he knew what was happening. But if Charlie were right, if they
wer e doi ng advanced research, research on areas currently beyond human
under st andi ng, how coul d that have happened?

Was it possible he’'d seen sonething at the gallery?

She call ed them sonething she should have done | ong ago.

An aut ormat ed voi ce asked how the Georgetown Gallery could be of service.

“Have you anything currently on display, or anything that’s been sold over the
past six nonths, that has as its subject matter the omega cl ouds?”

“One nonent pl ease.”

A human voi ce picked up the conversation. “This is Eugene Hanmilton. |
understand you're interested in Onega.”

“I"'minterested in anything you have, or may have had over the past six
nmont hs, that uses the omegas as its subject.”

“That woul d be René Quilbert’s Storm Center. You're famliar with it, of
course.”

“OF course.” In fact, Tor had nentioned it, but she couldn't renenber the
context. “May | take a look at it, please?”

“I'f you wi sh. You understand, of course, that the power and el egance of this
pi ece, even nore than nost, cannot begin to be adequately conveyed
electronically.”

“Yes, | understand.”

“Per haps you would prefer to cone by the gallery? Ms.—= He hesitated, inviting
her to introduce herself.

“Hutchins,” she said. “I'd prefer for the noment to see it here.”
“Of course. One nonent, please.”

Morents | ater the work materialized on-screen. Quilbert had captured all the



gl oom and forebodi ng of the objects, had caught the i mensity and overwhel ni ng
power. The mal evol ence, however, was not there. This was not an object that
was out to kill; it just didn't give a damm. Don’t get in its way and you’'l

be fine. Pretty nuch |ike Mby-Di ck

She nade a copy and thanked Hamilton, assuring himshe would run by to take a
| ook.

Had Harol d seen it?

She showed the copy to Charlie and he shrugged. “It’s an onega, all right.” He
produced a disk. “I thought you might Iike to have this.”

“What is it?”

“A history of what we’ve tried to do with the tewks. If anything occurs to
you, |'d love to hear about it.”

SHE SAT IN the tank for nore than an hour watching the results of Charlie's
efforts to find a rationale for the tewks. He and his teamhad tried to
establish a real -tinme sequence, depicting what the events would | ook like if
[ight travel ed i nstantaneously. That took them nowhere. They had | ooked at
energy yields, at electromagnetic variations, at the ranges to nearby objects
that m ght be affected by the events.

It was a hodgepodge.
For all she knew, it could be a code.

She smled at the thought while a cloud Iit up on the far side of the room
near the energency exit. And went out. A minute later, fifty years in rea
time, another, a hand’'s width away, flared and blinked off. They were |ike
fireflies.

She increased the pace, the flow of time, and saw seven consecutive events
com ng down fromthe top of the chanber on her left, then six behind her. She
had to take Charlie’s word that they were not occurring at precise intervals.
She really couldn’t tell, just looking at a watch. But it was cl ose enough. A
series here, a series there.

They knew now that the events had a range of anywhere fromtwenty-seven to
si xty-one days. And there were different spectra, which is to say the lights
canme on in different colors

And that was another strange thing: A series was always the sane color. Blue
overhead, white at the back of the chanber, red on her left. Wat the hell was
goi ng on?

SHE HAD A conference that afternoon, attended a planning session with the
conmi ssioner’s staff, and got out well after seven o’ clock. Between neetings
she resol ved a di spute between department heads, arranged a visit to Serenity
for a senator, and signed a special award for Emma, Sky, and the Heffernan, to
be presented when they arrived back at their home station

It cool ed down considerably when the sun set, and she strolled into the roof
transport conpl ex thinking that she should have dressed nore warmy

“Where to, please, Ms. Hutchins?” the cab asked after she’d w ped her card.

On a whim she said, “Ceorgetown,” and gave the address of the art gallery on



W sconsi n Avenue.
“Very good,” said the cab as it lifted away.

They turned north over the Potomac, nuch swollen since the days of the
Roosevelts. Constitution Island, with its cluster of public buildings, glowed
in the encroaching night. The Lincoln, Jefferson, Roosevelt, and Brocknman
menorial s watched serenely fromtheir enmbankments. And the O d White House,
withits fifty-two-star U S. flag spotlighted, stood behind its dikes. A
cruise ship, brightly illum nated, noved steadily upriver

The night was filled with traffic. A shuttle lifted off from Reagan, headed
for the Wieel. didetrains were everywhere. She called Tor, warned him she’'d
be | ate.

“What’' s in Georgetown?” he asked.
“I"m headed to the gallery.” Tor was, of course, famliar with the place.
Years ago, they’'d handl ed nuch of his work.

“ W]y?”
“Not sure. | want to get a |l ook at Guilbert’s Storm Center.”

He seened satisfied. She al nbst thought he’ d been expecting sonething |ike
this to happen.

The flight needed only a couple of mnutes. They descended into Wsconsin
Park, and the cab asked whether she wanted it to wait.

“No,” she said. “That won't be necessary, thank you.”
“Very good, Ms. Hutchins.”
She sniled. The Al had a British accent.

The gallery was | ocated on the east side of Wsconsin Avenue, which had been
designed originally for carriage traffic and horses, given over later to

not ori zed ground vehicles, and was now restricted to pedestrians and, once
agai n, horse-drawn coaches. She touched her commlink to the reader and cli nbed
out .

Every night was date night in Georgetown. The restaurants were full. Shoppers
and tourists wandered the streets, nmusic and | aughter drifted out of a dozen
cafés, and in the park a mnme was entertaining a group of children.

The Georgetown Art Gallery was | ocated between a furniture store and an
antique shop. The entire block of buildings had a dil api dated, run-down | ook
The architecture suggested these were the kinds of shops where you coul d get
quality merchandi se with the sheen rubbed off, but at bargain prices. The
front door of the gallery was open, and she could see two nen tal king. As she
wat ched, the conversation noved inside, and the door closed.

THE ESTABLI SHVENT OPERATED on two floors, connected by a rickety staircase.
The interior snelled of furniture polish and cedar, and the |ighting was

di ned. Thick drapes covered the wi ndows, and heavy carpets the floors. The
decor was stilted, formal, unconprom sing. She had stepped back in time into
t he twenty-second century.

Despite the fact she was married to an artist, she didn't know much about the



various schools, or even the prom nent masters. So she wandered anong

| andscapes and portraits of people dressed in the styles of another age. There
were a few paintings of a nore esoteric sort, geonetric designs really,
intended to stir the blood in ways she did not understand. Tor had attenpted
to explain some of the techniques to her, but she’d et himsee that she was a
Philistine in these matters and he'd let it go.

Except the two nmen, she saw no one el se. Their conversation broke up, one
left, and the other came her way, smling politely. “Good evening,” he said,
and she recogni zed Eugene Hamilton’s voice. “May | be of service?”

“M. Hamilton,” she said. “My name’s Hutchins. | spoke with you earlier.”

He beaned. “Ah, yes. The Deshaies.”

“No,” she said. “Actually we were tal king about a CGuilbert.”

“Storm Center.”

“ Yes. ”

“I't’s right over here.” He took her toward the rear and turned into a side
room Here was Storm Center inmediately on her left. And he was right: The
nmoni tor had not done it justice.

The cloud was alive and churning and illum nated by internal power, and it was
com ng her way. Not after her, she understood. Nothing personal. She was too
insignificant to warrant notice. But she had best stay clear

“M. Hamilton,” she said, “did you by any chance know Harol d Tewksbury?”

H s brow furrowed, and he repeated the name to hinmself. “Rings a bell,” he
sai d, uncertainly.

But no, he had no idea. Couldn't tell her if he'd ever seen himin the shop.
He hoped there wasn’t a probl em

She was wondering if he’'d bought any paintings here. “He's recently deceased,”
she said.

“I"'mso sorry.”

“As are we all, M. Hamilton. I'd wanted to get sonething appropriate in his
menory. The sort of thing he m ght have |iked.”

“Ah, yes. | see.”
“He’ d spoken occasionally of the gallery. In glowing ternms, | should add.”
Ham | t on bowed nodestly.

“I thought if | could get a sense of the sort of paintings he'd purchased in
the past, | nmight be able to make a better choice.”

“Yes. OF course.” Ham|ton wandered behind a counter and consulted his
listings. “How did you spell his nane?”

HE' D BOUGHT A Chapdel aine. Frolic. Hamilton showed it to her. A young wonman
readi ng on a park bench amidst a swarm of squirrels, cardinals, and bl uejays.
St orm cl ouds comi ng



Purchase date was March 10. That woul d have been the week he died. But she saw
no connection between the squirrels or even the approaching stormand the
onmega.

She went back and | ooked at the Guil bert again.

“lI can see,” he observed, “that you' re taken with Storm Center. It’s quite
nice. | suspect it would make a remarkabl e addition to your hone.”

Yes, it would. It was of course a trifle pricey. As was everything in here. “I
agree,” she said. “But ny husband’s taste is so hard to gauge. You do
under st and?” She sighed. “Let me think it over. And if you don't mind, | think
"Il ook around a bit nore.”

She enbarked on a tour through the place. Hamilton excused hinself to | ook
after another custoner.

She thought nmaybe there’'d be sonething in the nore abstract paintings, the
per ceptual exercises of VanHokken or the exaggerated | andscapes of Entw stle.
But in the end she becane convinced that whatever insight Harold mi ght have
entertai ned, she was not going to find it in Georgetown.

“I'T BEATS ME,” she told Tor over sal non and potatoes. Maureen had al ready
eaten and was playing in the living room

“Did you bring Charlie s disk hone?” asked Tor.

She reached behind her, picked it up fromthe server, and laid it beside his
plate. He poked at it with his fork, as if it mght bite. “They can’t nake out
anything at all?”

“Only what |1’ve told you.”

“Mnd if | take a | ook?”

“Be ny guest.” Tor was bright, but he was strictly an arty type. No
mat hematical skills, no science to speak of. He’d watch, shake his head a few
tinmes, and at the end tell her that it beat the devil out of him

They finished up and took their wine into the den. Maureen eyed the disk.
“Sim Mnmy?”

“Not exactly, love,” said Hutch. “Pictures of stars.”

“CGood.” She collected one of her dolls, seated it in its chair, and sat down
on the floor beside it and told it to enjoy the show

Tor put the disk in the reader, and they settled on the sofa.

It was the sane show Hutch had watched earlier in the day. Tor paid close
attention, occasionally making sounds deep in his throat as the brief lights
bl i nked on and off. Hutch sipped her wine and |l et her m nd wander. And Maureen

nostly talked to the doll. “Up straight, Lizabeth.” And “Cake, Momy?”

When it was over, Tor sat silently for several minutes. Finally, he turned to
her. “You say Harold only had eight of these things to work wth?”

“Sonmet hing like that. They were just beginning to find them”



“And he figured it out?”

“Well, no. | never really said that.” She tried to recall what Harold had
actually told her. That he thought he knew what was happeni ng. That he needed
nore data. That he’d get back to her.

“All 1 seeis alot of lights.”

“Well, thanks, Tor. That's very hel pful.”

“I don’t think he knew any nore than we do.”
“They’'re pretty,” Mureen said.
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** Chapter 33

On board the al -Jahani
Adrift.
Wednesday, October 29.

THEY HAD NOT stopped speaki ng Goonpah. Two ships were on the way, were due in
fact at any tine now, to take the passengers off, and to prepare the al-Jahan
for a flight to Broadside, where they' d repair the vessel. O junk it.

But if they still conplained about the nolly kalottuls that had betrayed t hem
if they still said Challa, Judy to her in the norning, the spirit had gone out
of it.

Six of themwere going on to Lookout. They’'d get there a few weeks after the
cloud and put on their Goonpah gear and hel p hand out bl ankets and sandwi ches
to the survivors

O the other passengers, who had conme specifically to see the Event, all but
Frank Bergen woul d be goi ng back

They’ d been adrift for six weeks, and the level of frustration had gotten
pretty high. They'd all be glad to get off the al-Jahani. Snake-bitten ship.
They’ d bl amed her, blaned Col lingdal e, blamed Hutchins, blanmed the president
of the NAU. It hadn’t hel ped, of course, that Collingdal e had gotten off and
was now only a few weeks fromthe target, while here the rest of them sat.

Thi ngs had gotten so bad that Al exandra had called a neeting and told themto
rel ax, to accept the fact that there was al ways a degree of uncertainty in a
flight like this one, that they had taken their chances and it hadn’t worked
out and they should be satisfied to know they tried. As good as the efficiency
record was in superlunminals, they had to realize there were a | ot of noving
parts, and redundancy for everything wasn't feasible. Things break down.
Especially if you're going to run out of port in a rush, without attending to
routi ne mai ntenance. “You wanted to get there by early Decenber, and that
meant we had to pull the trigger sooner than we’'d have wi shed. W took a
chance, and we |ost. Accept it.”

They didn't like being | ectured by the captain, but it gave them a new focus
for their dissatisfaction, and maybe that was all that was needed.

Judy liked Al exandra. She of fered no apol ogi es, never allowed Frank or any of
the others to intimdate her, never backed down. Took no nonsense.

SHE HAD LOST all patience with the conpl ai ners around her, with Melinda Park,
who kept tal ki ng about how val uabl e her time was and how it was bei ng wast ed;
with Wally d assner, who was prepared to tell anyone who would listen how he
woul d have done things had he been in charge; with Jerry Madden, who' d been
there now for seven nonths and what did he have to show for it?

Even anobng her own peopl e, sonme had not been able to come to terns with the



situation. And they were all young, convinced they would rise to the top of
their respective professions, would keep control of their lives, and woul d one
day retire after many years of success and joy.

At mdnorning, Al exandra got on the allcomto informher passengers that one
of the rescue vessels had nade the junp out of hyper and would be within

vi sual range by late afternoon. That was the Vignon, which would be taking off
everyone who was goi ng back. The Vignon would deliver themto Broadside, where
they’ d embark on another ship for the flight hone. It would be an eight-nonth
run altogether, putting them back in Arlington by sumer. Keeping her voice
carefully neutral, the captain thanked themfor their patience and
under st andi ng.

The Vignon woul d al so be carrying engi neers. They woul d do whatever had to be
done to get the junp engi nes running again. The Westover was due within a few
days. It would pick up Frank and Judy and the six nenbers of her team who were

goi ng on to Lookout. Wen they were safely on their way, Bill would take the
al -Jahani to Broadside. And if something went wong en route and the ship
di sappeared into the msts, well, no one would be lost with it.

The peopl e who were goi ng back on the Vi gnon began clearing out their
quarters. Wen Judy wandered into the comon room after |unch, Melinda Park
and Charlie Harding were already sitting there with their bags packed. “I1’'I1
m ss you, Judy,” Charlie said, and Melinda used a snile to indicate she felt
the sane way. The gesture al so suggested that Melinda couldn’t believe that
Judy hadn’t had enough. Next time Melinda rode one of these things, she said,
peopl e would read about it in the New York Tines.

Several of the linguists came in, also ready to go. Rochelle was |eaving, and
Terry MacAndrew. Judy wasn’'t certain, but she thought he was | eaving because
she was.

Despite the circunstances, it wasn't a good career nove for the linguists to
bail out on the mission. It would get around, and people had | ong nenories.
When future positions came open, they’'d go to the ones deenmed | oyal and

dedi cated. Judy had nentioned that to the group shortly after they’'d bobbed to
the surface out here, advising themto do what they thought best, but
underscoring how i nportant reputation was.

On the other hand, they were linguists rather than researchers, and nmaybe the
people hiring themwoul dn’'t care the way she woul d.

During the next half hour, the rest of those who were | eaving showed up,

Mal achy | ooking tired and dispirited, Jason Holder frowning as if everything

t hat had happened out here had been personally directed at him Elizabeth
Madden held up pretty well, and Ava MacAvoy. Jean Dionne was visibly relieved
to be turning around. O themall, Judy was going to miss John Price, tall and
qui et and good-| ooki ng, a guy she could have fallen in love with, until she

di scovered he always took care of hinself first. And M cki e Haverson, an

ant hr opol ogi st who spoke the best Goonpah outside her people, and who had

tal ked about putting on one of the disguises, and wandering around the cafés
trading stories with the natives.

Val entino and M ke Metzger were packed and ready to go. And Marilyn MCee and
Ed Paxton. Judy wondered how that marriage would fare when they got back into
a normal situation. She was convinced that romances formed under unusua
circunmstances had little chance to prosper. But maybe she was w ong.

One by one, they shook her hand and ki ssed her. Thanks, Judy. | wish it could
have worked out better. Appreciate the opportunity. Good luck. | hope there



are sonme | eft when you get there. Sorry it turned out this way.

Al exandra came by, expressed her regrets, and gave themtheir conpart ment
nunbers on the Vignhon. Twenty minutes later, the ship nmoved w thin visua
range. It was that star over there, the one that kept getting brighter, that
broke apart finally into a cluster of lights. Then it was al ongsi de, sleek and
gray, a dwarf compared with the Hawksbill. But big enough. And with worKking
engi nes.

The engi neers were the first ones through the airlock. Judy, who sonehow felt
it her duty to be on hand, stood to one side while Al exandra greeted them as
they came in. There were two of them both males, carrying cases and gauges,

with instrunents dangling fromtheir belts and cabl es | ooped over their

shoul ders. Both very businesslike. Al exandra took them bel ow.

THE ENG NEERS MADE several trips back to the Vignon. At one point, in front of
Judy and several others, one of themtold the captain that the engi nes would
not have survived another junp. Wen Judy asked Al exandra what that woul d have
meant she said that they would either have expl oded or, nore |likely, stranded
themin hyperspace. It was a reflection of the mobod in the ship that Judy
wonder ed whet her the conversation had been staged to rebuff those who' d
grunbl ed at the captain’s insistence on going no farther

Ah, well. She had no reason to doubt Al exandra, but she woul d have consi der ed
doi ng that herself had she been in the captain’s place.

Meantinme, the doors opened on the Vignon, and there was a final round of
handshakes and farewel | s as peopl e headed across. Wen the exodus had ended,
the al -Jahani felt enpty. Subdued. Only Frank remnai ned, and six of her Shiron
Kul p.

Charlie Harding, who had never stopped tal king about how he | ooked forward to
wat chi ng the cloud sweep in over Lookout, raining down meteors and then
lightning bolts (although he felt sorry for the inhabitants, yes, pity we
can’t do nore for them got bored waiting for the Vignon to depart and cane
back to conplain. Judy hoped they wouldn’t | eave w thout him

She strolled down to her workroom and found Ahnmed and G nko engaged in a
rol e-playing game, while Harry Chin watched. It had sonmething to do with
trying to move supplies down a nmountain slope with a |inited nunber of pack
animals, all of whom could not be watched at once, in the presence of lions
that attacked wherever they saw an openi ng.

Ni ck Harcourt was in the tank | eading the Boston Phil harnmonic in a rendition
of the 1812 Overture. Quns roared, the strings and horns delivered “La
Marseillaise,” and the drums rolled. Shelley and Juan were with him so caught
up in the performance that they didn't see Judy cone in. She cl osed the door
and found a seat.

They were inside a synphony hall, although Judy had no idea if it was a
specific site or sinply sonmething made up by Bill. Neverthel ess, there was the
illusion of a packed house. She cl osed her eyes and saw tattered flags and
cannons and caval ry charges. She knew Napol eon was invol ved—+t was hard to

m ss—but she wasn’t sure about the other details. Was it Brits on the other
side? O Russians? Wll, it didn't matter. She let the nusic overwhel m her
carry her along. Once nore unto the breach, dear friends. And finally she was
participating in a thunderous ovation while N ck bowed and pointed his baton
to various sections of his orchestra, which responded with a few fresh chords,
t hereby provoki ng anot her round of appl ause.



Al exandra came in and passed her a nessage nmarked PERSONAL. It was from
Digger, and it outlined a plan to induce the Goonpahs, when the tinme canme, to
evacuate their cities. He wanted her opinion

It was as good as anything she’d been able to think of. Mght even work. She
scribbled off a short reply: Try it. Good luck. WIIl join you in the new year

Hel |, he m ght have sonething. Maybe they'd pull it off yet.

After dinner, the captain of the Vignon offered a tour of his ship. Everybody
went. The kids went because they thought superlum nals were exciting. Vally

@ assner went because it provided a chance to pontificate on how rmuch better

t he appoi ntnents were conpared with what they’'d had to live with for the past
seven nonths. Jason Hol der went so that he could make sure no one had
acconmmodati ons superior to his. The other nenbers of the general staff went so
they could express their relief at getting away fromthe al-Jahani

Judy went so she could be one nore tinme with the el even linguists and her
shattered dreamof riding to the rescue.

The captain of the Vignon, whose nane was MIler, or Maller, or something |like
that, was an unassum ng man of mnodest proportions, shorter even than she was,
but who was obviously proud of his ship. He enjoyed showi ng her off. And, in
fact, the Vignon was the nost recent addition to the Acadeny’'s fleet. It had
briefly belonged to the [ate Paul Vignon, a banking magnate, who had willed it
to the Acadeny. “It was originally named Angelique,” the captain expl ai ned,
“after a girlfriend.” At the famly's request, the ship was renaned for the
donor, who had never actually been aboard her. (Wether the personal pronoun
referred to the ship or the girlfriend was not clarified.)

The tour ended in the common room where the captain had arranged to have
drinks and snacks laid out. Judy wandered from one conversation to the next,
aware that she was having trouble getting the thundering beat of the 1812 out
of her mind. She could not resist smling, standing with MacAvoy and Hol der
while the latter went on about the stupidity of administrators at the

Uni versity of Toronto, where he’d punished their inconpetence by |eaving his
position as leading light in the Sociol ogy Departnment. As Hol der described his
vengeance, cannons went off in her head, banners rose through the gun snoke,
and saber-wi el ding cavalry units drove into the flanks of the infantry.

“Why are you smling?” Hol der asked, stopping in mdsentence to stare
suspi ci ously at her.

“I was just thinking how difficult it will be for the U T. to nake up for the
| 0ss.”
“Well,” he said, not entirely certain whether he had been nocked, “I didn't
really want to do any damage, but at sonme point they have to conme to realize

" and so on.

When the opportunity of fered, she excused herself and went back to the

al - Jahani. Despite what they’'d been through, she wasn't anxious to |eave the
br oken ship. They' d acconplished a | ot here, had broken into the |Ianguage of
t he Goompahs, had mastered it, had read their literature, absorbed some of

t heir phil osophy and their ethics.

She sat down and paged through her notebook of Goonpah wi sdom

Enjoy life because it is not forever.



There was no indication they believed in an afterlife, or in any kind of

bal anci ng of the scales. No judgnent. No Elysian fields. They seened to see
the world, the Intigo, as an unpredictable place. But it was their hone, as
opposed to the idea it was a place through which they were just passing en
route to sonmewhere el se

Therefore, pleasure was a good unto itself.

Regrets usually arise fromthings we failed to do that we should have, rather
than thi ngs we have done that we shoul d not.

Accept responsibility.

Enj oy the noraka, which didn't translate, but which seenmed to inply a
conbi nati on of |ove, passion, the exotic, intimcy, friendship.

Bewar e addi cti ons. The essence of the good |life is a free exercise of the
will, directed by reason

Bewar e addi cti ons.

But wasn’t noraka an addiction?

“Bill,” she said, “lI want to record a nessage. For transmni ssion.”
“To?”

“David.”

“When you’' re ready, Judy.”

She thought about it a long time. Smiled into the imager, tried to | ook
casual .

“Dave,” she said, “the relief ship got here today. Sone of our people are
bailing out. Rest of us are headed in your direction. Wen you get where
you' re going, keep in nmnd things may not work out. If that happens, don’'t
bl ame yoursel f.” She al nost thought she could see him sitting in his cabin on
t he HawksbilI. Thinki ng about nothi ng except the onega. “Have a good flight.
"Il see you in January.”

“Transmit?” asked Bill.

Sonmewhere, far off, she heard the thundering hoofbeats of Cossacks.

“Send it.”

“Done,” said Bill.

ARCHI VE

(Excerpts from The Book of the Goonpahs)

(Transl ated by various nmenbers of the Shironi Kul p)

W exist for the sol e purpose of nmaking one another happy.

It is said, with pride, that we are the only creature that |ooks at the stars.
But who knows what the galloon contenplates in the dead of night?



Every advance, every benefit, is the gift of an individual m nd. No group, no
crowmd, no city has ever contributed anything to anyone.

What ever you have to say, nake it brief.
Good advice is always irritating.

Def end your opinion only if it can be shown to be true, not because it is your
opi ni on.

Authors | ove to be petted.

Integrity means doing the right thing even when no one is | ooking.
Every good jest contains an el enent of truth.

The queen of virtues is the recognition of one’s own fl aws.

Snatch a kiss and enbrace the consequences.

** Chapter 34

On board the Jenkins.
Thur sday, Decenber 4.

MOST OF THE projectors were mcros, units ranging fromthe size of a pen up to
a full-scale Harding nonitor that cane conplete with a tripod. Four hundred of
t hem had been coll ected at Broadside, the mgjority fromtheir own supply, a
few fromone of the corporate devel opment groups and i ndependent researchers.
They’ d been shipped in four containers on the Cunberland. Mark Stevens al so
brought the two gold rings ordered by Digger. And a cartl oad of
congrat ul ati ons.

Whil e the Cunberl and unl oaded its cargo, the Hawksbill arrived insystem
St evens announced he’d stand by in case needed, which nmeant he wasn’t anxious
to forgo sonme human conpany after the long run out fromthe station

The micros would be placed at strategic sites, then could be activated from
t he Jenkins, and woul d relay whatever visual inmage, and spoken message, was

fed into the system Al that rermained was to get themin place. And prepare
t he nessage.

The omega doni nated the night sky. It was a great black thundercloud tw ce the
size of the bigger noon. And it grew visibly larger each evening. The Goonpahs
saw it clearly as an approaching storm one that refused to behave |ike
ordinary storms. They were terrified. The talk in the streets was that when it
cane they would all hide indoors, with the shutters drawn. But they were stil

t hi nki ng exclusively of heavy rains and a few |lightning bolts. Maybe over an
extended time. Several days or so. There was no sense of the enormity of the
thing, or of the damage that hurricane-force wi nds mght do. D gger wondered
whet her the Goonpahs had any experience with tornadoes or hurricanes.

They were approaching a part of the operation that Digger didn't |ike. He had
known the plan for nmonths, that when the Hawksbill got there, Kellie and Julie
Carson would switch places. Julie would take over the Jenkins, and Kellie
would switch to the Hawksbill, which she woul d conmand during the decoy
operation. That was happeni ng because she wasn't licensed to pilot the AV3,

t he heavywei ght | ander that would be used during the cloud-making effort.



It hadn’t seened |like anything to worry about several nonths earlier but as
ti me passed, and the cloud grew bigger, and sonehow nore unnerving, he found
hi nsel f increasingly unhappy. They'd tal ked about it, he and Kellie, and she
had expl ai ned there was no alternative, and not to worry because she' d be
careful, and nothing was going to happen. So he let it go and said no nore.

THEY' D PATROLLED EACH of the cities, making charts, watching to see where the
crowds were, where the show would be nost effective. It was |ate autumm in the
sout hern hem sphere, and the nights were getting | ong. The weat her wasn’t

cold, by Digger’'s standards. It never got below fifteen Cel sius, and rarely
bel ow twenty-five. Kellie commented that you could tell when it got really
cold in the Intigo because they had to nove the drinks indoors.

Picking the public sites for the projectors had been easy enough. They’'d
concentrate on areas close to the cafés and neeting halls. And the tenples
woul d be good. They weren’'t crowded at night (when the performance woul d be
nost effective), but there were inevitably a few individuals enjoying the
sacred at nosphere.

The Goompahs seemed not much given to organi zed religi ous cerenmony. The only
ones Digger had seen were the exorcisns, and the prayer for assistance, which
had been followed by the sacrifice of the prelate. The tenples drew reasonably
sized crowds every day. But they were subdued crowds. They wandered separately
anong the figures of the gods, and if they prayed, they did it quietly. There
woul d have been no chanting or weeping or collapsing in the aisles in a
Coonpah tenple.

THE HAWKSBI LL WAS about three hours behind the Cunberland. It was a big, boxy
vehicle, with eight cylinders lashed to its hull

The ship itself was a series of progressively |onger oblongs, just the sort of
thing the clouds seened to |like. There’'d been a couple of experinments years
ago in which derelicts that | ooked not too different fromthe Hawksbill had
been allowed to sink into omegas. Unlike rounded vehicles, which had sinmply

di pped into the clouds and cone back, the derelicts had inevitably ignited
fierce electrical storns, and on one occasion, a ship had been bl asted apart
on appr oach.

The entry | ocks of the Jenkins and the Hawksbill weren’t conpatible, so

Col l'ingdal e and his people had to cone over in go-packs. As nmuch as Di gger
liked having Kellie to hinself, it was nice to see sonebody new. There’'d been
no one other than Stevens for nonths.

Unl ess you count ed Macao.

He still felt discouraged about his evening with her, and wi shed there were a
way to hold a normal conversation with her. Wshed he could do so w thout
scaring her. H, Macao. |'mfrom South Boston. Long way from home. How s it
goi ng?

For all the tal k about opening their mnds and not junping to unwarranted
concl usi ons, Think for yourself, the Goonmpahs weren't as bright as he’d hoped.

He' d seen Judy’s translations, segments of the Book of the Goonpahs, and he
wi shed he could find those who had been witing the maxi ns. They were the
peopl e he needed to talk to.

Judy had told himthe work was attributed by nane and by epoch, although they
hadn’t figured out the systemof dating yet or, for that matter, where the
epochs all fit. “They’'re probably all dead,” she’'d added cheerfully.



He watched the Hawksbill’s airlock open, a tiny hatch up on A Deck, just
behi nd the bridge. They cane out one at a tinme and got ferried across by
Julie. Wien they were all in the airlock, Kellie closed the outer hatch
pressurized, and opened up.

There’s no real way to describe the sense of camaraderie, and of triba

I i nkage, under such circunstances. Digger had never been so happy to see
visitors in his life. As an added bonus, his sense of responsibility for the
lives of several hundred thousand Goonpahs faded a bit. Collingdale was here
now. He was the senior guy, and consequently in charge.

“CGood to neet you, Digby,” he said, extending his hand. “And this nust be the
bride.” Kellie | ooked unconfortable but accepted the coment in good spirits.
“W’re glad to be here.” He jerked his thunb in the direction of the omega.
“Doesn’t | ook good, does it?”

“No,” Digger said quietly.
“CGoonpahs nust be scared half out of their mnds.”

He introduced Marge Conway, a tall, mddle-aged womman. “Marge is our
canouf | age expert,” he said. “And Avery Wiitlock.” One of those guys who
produces stuff they read in the university literature courses. |Introduced as
Whit. He smiled easily and nodded. He was pl eased to neet Kellie and D gger
Firmgrip, nice clothes, exquisite diction. Touch of New Engl and sonewhere

“And, of course, Julie.”

Julie was taller than he’d expected her to be. It was sometines hard to tel
when the only conmmuni cati on you had was el ectronic. She was redheaded and, he
t hought, very young. Barely out of her teens.

After the pleasantries had been conpl eted Di gger | ooked hopefully at Marge.
“Can you really hide then?” he asked.

“lI can put a cloud cover over them” she said. “After that, it’s anybody’s
guess.”

Knowi ng Wi tl ock was com ng, Digger had taken tine to read sonme of his work.
He was a naturalist by trade, and he wote essays with titles |like “The

Mast odon in the Basenment” and “It’s a Bug’'s Life.” Digger had been put off by
the titles. People who wite about academ c subjects should not try to appea
to the masses. But he’'d enjoyed the work and was pl eased to neet the author

They were all saying it was hard to believe they were actually here. Wit kept
| ooking out at the arc of the planet and shaking his head. “Were is the
Inti go?” he asked.

“Can’t see it fromhere,” said Kellie, taking a peek to be sure. “It’s on the
ot her side of the planet.”

“When can we go down?”

Until that monent, Digger had forgotten the |ong-ago nessage from Hutchins,
inform ng themthat Whit would want a tour, and that they were to accommodat e
himin every way possible, but were under no circunstances to |l ose himor |et
hi m get hurt.

“l guess we have sonme work to do before we can even think about that,” said



Col l'i ngdal e, | ooking toward Julie.

“Not really,” she said. “Everything’s on automatic.” She sniled, opened a
channel to Bill, and told himto deliver the cargo.

One by one, the cylinders attached to the Hawksbill hull were rel eased. A pair
of thrusters was attached to each, and Di gger watched as the units adjusted
their positions, noving well away from each other and fromthe ships.

“What are they?” Digger asked Marge.

“Chi meys,” she said. “Rainmakers.”

If she said so

A cargo door opened, and a helicopter floated out, its propellers fol ded.

Then a pair of landers. “There are two nore,” Marge told him “packed on the
AV3.”

The AV3 was a heavy-duty haul er, designed to nove capital equi pnent in and out
of orbit. It cane next, a large, black vehicle, with nmassive wheels rather
than the treads that the smaller |anders used. Antigrav engines were | ocated
in twin pods outside the hull. Its vertical thrusters could be rotated out
onto the wings so they could fire past |arge | oads slung beneath the vehicle,
as woul d be the case with the rai nnaker packages.

“Aren’t the Goonpahs going to see all this stuff?” asked Digger. “I thought
you' d make the clouds by using sonme sort of electronic thing you could just
fire fromorbit.”

“Sorry,” she said. “W're all out of those.”

“And these are really rainnmakers?” asked Kellie.

“Yes. They look a bit clumsy. But don’t worry. They' |l work fine.”

Di gger kept thinking how he and Kellie had been pussyfooting around on the
ground to avoid being seen. “And all this is going down to the surface?”

“Only if you want cloudy weather.”

“Marge, they' Il see it.”

“The Goonpahs?”

“OfF course the Goonpahs. Who el se are we worried about ?”
“The | anders are equi pped with |ightbenders.”

“The haul er, too?”

“Too big. But we'll be doing everything at night. So | don’t think you need to
worry.”

He sighed. “Okay. Wen did you want to start?”
“As soon as possible.”

“WIl you need hel p?”



“Nope. Just Julie here, to get ne around.” She smiled at him “You can rel ax
and watch, D g.”

AND THE BI G nonent had arrived

Kel i e nodded at Digger, excused herself, and stepped out into the passageway.
Julie followed a few nonments later. Wen Julie cane back she was wearing a
formal white jacket, conplete with epaulets and a pair of eagles, the synbol
of her rank. Kellie showed up on one of the screens. “Dr. Conway,” she said,
“gentlenen, I'd like you to be aware that there has been a change in conmand,
and that Captain Carson is now the comrandi ng of ficer of the WIlIliam B.
Jenkins. Thank you very much for your attention.”

Julie gazed around at them “As ny first official act,” she said, “lI am going
to preside over the wedding of two of the conpany.”

Col lingdal e nade a face and | ooked at the tine. “lI don't want to be a
spoi l sport,” he said, “but | assuned we were going to do this after we got
back.”

“From where?” asked Di gger, naking no effort to conceal his annoyance.

“From si detracking the cloud. Digger, | understand how inportant this is to
you, but the cloud is closing in. W have no time to spare.”

“Actually,” said Julie, “the npst efficient orbital w ndow is an hour away.
Make yourself confortable.” She studied themfor a few nmonents, as if
deci si ons needed to be nade. “Digger,” she said, “over here, please. On ny
right. Marge, you' |l be our matron of honor. And Wiit, at the request of the
groom you'll serve as best man.”

Whit came up and stood by Digger
“David, we'd like you to act as witness to the proceedings.”
Col I'i ngdal e nodded and managed to | ook pl eased.

Bill's image popped on-screen. He was in formal whites, seated at a keyboard.
Julie pointed at him and he began playing the weddi ng march. The door to the
passageway opened and Kellie appeared in full bridal regalia, flanked by Mark
St evens.

Di gger’s heartbeat went up a couple of notches.

Bill brought the march up full. Kellie and her escort strode into the room
Soneone had given Marge a veil. She donned it and fell in behind the bride.

Di gger slipped the rings to Wiit, experienced the nmomentary doubt that strikes
anyone who’'s been a bachel or too many years, and wondered if Kellie was

t hi nki ng the sane thing.

But by the time Julie asked whether he wanted her for his wife, all hesitation
had fl ed.

DI GGER TOOK A couple of mnutes to kiss the bride, then was told that was
enough and he should get to work. There were four hundred projectors to be set
up in designated |locations on the isthmus. Wit volunteered to assist.

That idea | ooked a bit shaky to Digger. He'd expected to do the distribution
hi nsel f, w thout having soneone else along that he’d have to | ook after. It



wasn't that Wit woul dn’'t be good company, but he wasn’t young, and he was
just getting into an e-suit for the first time. He had no experience with

i ght benders. He didn't really understand how t hi ngs worked on the ground, and
it was easy to inmagi ne himbunping into one of the Goonpahs and causi ng an

i nci dent. Digger knew the hazards quite well.

Still, he was a VIP, and they had a responsibility to keep hi m happy.

Meantinme, David Collingdale was trying to get his show on the road. That neant
good-bye to Kellie for a few days. “Enjoyed the honeynmoon,” he told her

“You’ ve had your honeynmoon,” she said. “Nowit’'s time to earn your pay.” She
ki ssed him hugged him and | ooked up at himw th shining eyes. “I |ove you,
Di gby,” she said. “Keep your head up when you get down there.”

“You, too, Kel. Take no chances. | don't really like this very nuch.”
“I"I'l be careful.”

Anot her smooch, and she was gone. E-suit, air tanks, go-pack, and she was

swi mming out the airlock with Collingdal e, headed for the Hawksbill. He could
have continued his conversation with her on the link, but it seemed easier not
to. He watched them di sappear through the cargo carrier’s main hatch. Then she
fired up, drifted away, and di sappeared into the night. A few minutes |later,
Stevens told Digger he wished he could stay for the show, eased the Cunberl and
out of orbit, and started back to Broadsi de.

Di gger sighed and wandered back up to A Deck. Tine to sit down with Wit and
show hi m what they’d be doing.

T M NGLETEP WAS LOCATED on the western side of the | ower continent, where a
maj or river enptied into the sea. A narrow island hugged the shoreline,
turning the strait into a marsh. A bridge connected the city and the i sl and.

In ternms of both geographical size and popul ation, it was probably the |argest
of the eleven cities. The sane nountain range that dom nated the isthnus
passed through the region a few kilonmeters to the east. That was where they
want ed t he Goonpahs to be when the omega hit. The trek over there wouldn't be
too bad. There was no road, but the ground was flat and easily passable. Al
that woul d be necessary was to persuade themto go.

A few ships were docked or anchored in the harbor, and one was just setting
out, turning north. Julie engaged the lander’s |ightbender, and Wit | ooked
out and wat ched the stubby w ng of the spacecraft vanish. “Mkes ny head
spin,” he said.

Digger smiled. “You'll get used to it.”

They settled onto a stretch of beach north of the city. Wit and D gger got
out and activated their infrared | enses so they could see each other. “That's
much better,” said Wit.

They’ d divided forty-eight mcros between them stuffing theminto their
vests. “I’Il head for the nmountains,” Julie said. “If you need me, just call.”
When they were clear, she closed the |ock, and D gger watched the spacecraft
[ift away.

Whit gazed around him at the sea, the mountains, the sky. At a seashell, at a
crablike creature digging busily in the sand. At the gulls. At a thorny green
plant. “Wy does it happen here,” he said, “and so few other places?”



“Pardon?” asked Di gger

“We used to think that any world with the right chemicals, good tenperatures,
and sorme water, would produce el ephants. And trees. And the whol e Darw ni an
show.” He shook his head. “In fact, it rarely happens.”

“Don’t know,” said Digger

“We’re still mssing a big piece of the puzzle. Sone enabling mechani smthat
gets the whol e process started.”

They trudged up the beach toward a cluster of trees. The sand turned to hard
earth, and they broke through onto a | ong avenue. A group of Goomnpahs, not
quite fully grown, were gathered in a courtyard. They were bundl ed i n heavy
shirts and vests and pullover knitted caps. A couple wore aninal -hide gl oves.

“Can we go listen?” asked Whit. “For a minute.”

“Do you understand the | anguage?” asked Di gger

“Not really. I've tried, but I"'mafraid nmy linguistic skills, whatever they
m ght once have been, have deserted me. But it's okay. |I'd just like to hear
t hem speaki ng.”

“All right,” said Digger. “lI guess we're not all that pressed for tinme.”

It was routine stuff. They were all males, and it was strictly sex. Wo was
gane for sack time and who shoul d be avoi ded.

VWhit was di sappoi nted when Di gger provided a carefully phrased transl ation
“Seens nundane,” he said. “l expected nore.” But he adjusted his thinking

qui ckly as they noved away. “Maybe it’s what woul d happen with any intelligent
speci es developing in a reasonably free society.” But it was clear he’ d have
preferred to find them di scussing phil osophy or ethics.

“Do they talk rmuch about the cloud?” he asked.

“Some.” Digger thought about the fear he witnessed every day. “At night,
especially, when they can see it. In the sunlight, | think it’'s kind of
unreal .”

“Has there been an increase in religious reaction?”

“That woul d be a better question for Collingdale. Qther than the sacrificial
cerenony we told you about, we haven’t really seen anything. But they don’'t
seemto be big on religious services. They don’t go to the tenple and
participate in cerenpbnies or listen to sernons.”

“But they do visit the tenples?”

“Yes. Sone do.”

VWhit was full of questions: “They sent off the round-the-world m ssion, but
does the individual Goonpah really care whether the world is round or not?”

The ones that showed up for the sloshen got pretty excited about it.

“They seemto have few or no prohibitions regardi ng sexual activity. Wat sort
of contraceptives have they?”



Not sonething Digger had gotten into. Didn't know.

“They’ ve been on the isthmus for mllennia? Wiy haven't they expanded?”
Didn’t know.

“Why haven’'t they been forced to expand by sheer popul ati on growt h?”
Didn’t know that either

“What a marvel ous place this is,” he said at last, apparently giving up on
Digger’s intellectual curiosity. “Aland in which the inhabitants are just
com ng awake.”

They had arrived at their first destination. It was a w de thoroughfare, |ined
with nmerchants and eating places. The shutters were all closed against the
cool air. Fires burned in the shops and the cafés. Digger did a quick survey.
“There.” He pointed at a spot a few neters off the ground, above some toddlers
who were chasing each other in circles. “ldeal place for an apparition.” He
sel ected a cross-post that supported the roof of a bread shop, reached into
his vest, produced a projector, recorded its nunber, angled the |ens, and
placed it as high up on the post as he could reach. It was inconspi cuous, and
there woul dn’t be any Goonpahs who could take it down without a |adder. He
opened a channel to the lander. “Julie.”

“CGo ahead, Digger.”
“Two-t wo- seven. ”
“Wait one.”

Di gger kept an eye on Wiit. H's fuzzy sil houette was back out of the way,
bet ween the side of a garment shop and an open culvert with running water. But
he was bent forward, alnost like a stalking cat, watching the crowds pass.

The Intigo was hone to a seabird, a long-billed gray creature with | arge
hang- down ears that al nost | ooked |ike a second pair of wings. Called a

bogul ok, it was found in |arge nunbers throughout the isthnus area. The nane,
freely transl ated, nmeant floppy ears.

Di gger activated the unit and a bogul ok blinked into existence above the
crowmd, at the point Digger had targeted. It was in mdflight, and it got only
a few neters before it vani shed

“CGood,” Digger told his conmink. “It’s perfect.” No one seened to have
noti ced anythi ng unusual .

“1'"I'l lTock it in,” said Julie

Di gger collected Wit and went | ooking for a second site.

HE PLANTED FOUR projectors in the market area, three outside public buildings,
six nore inside theaters and nmeeting halls, and five at various |ocations

al ong the main thoroughfares. Kellie had spotted what they thought was the
equi val ent of an executive office building, which was staffed day and ni ght,
and they installed two nore there, one inside and one outside. On each
occasi on he checked back with the | ander to nake sure they had a good angl e.

The bridge connecting the island to the mainl and was about a half kil oneter



long. It consisted of wooden pl anks and supports. There was nothing el se, no
handrails, no braces. If you didn't pay attention to what you were doing, you
could wal k right off into the ocean

It was wide. There were some draft animals on it, and they had no trouble
finding roomto pass everything w thout any undue bunping. “Not bad

engi neering,” said Wiit. Digger hadn’t been inpressed until Wit pointed out
that the bridge’ s supports were enbedded in ooze, and had to withstand tides
generated by two noons. “Mist require constant naintenance,” he added. He got
down on his knees and peeked under neat h.

They got across and planted another projector in a tree at the end of the
bridge, aimng it up so the apparition would appear in the branches, visible
fromall directions.

Whit had beconme a kid in a toy store, stopping to | ook at everything and
everyone. “They're beautiful,” he said, referring to the inhabitants. “So
i nnocent.” He | aughed. “They all | ook Iike Booner.”

”

“You need to watch one of the orgies,” Digger said.

“That’s my point. If they weren't innocent, they wouldn’t have orgies.”

Di gger didn't even ask himto explain that one.

THEY FI NI SHED UP shortly after sundown. Digger had expected Wit to be
exhausted, but he seenmed di sappointed that the day was endi ng. “Marvel ous,” he
said. “Experience of a lifetine.”

The | ander met them outside town, on the south side, where the isthnus road
began. They stood at the edge of the Goonpah world. Beyond |ay inpossibly
rough country, a nountain range that |ooked inpassable, dense forest, and,
ultimately, the southern ice cap

Julie was supposed to get back to the Jenkins, pick up Marge, and start
installing the rai nmakers. She was running | ate or maybe she just didn't fee
she had time to spare. Digger was barely buckled into his seat before they
were aloft, heading for orbit. “Are you really going to be able to do this?”
Di gger asked her.

“I"1'l manage,” she said.

“You're going to work all night?”

“l expect so.”

“And tonorrow you're going to be taking us to Savakol .”

“ Yes. ”

“Al'l day.”

“More or less.”

“And then another round with Marge. \When are you going to sleep?”

She had trouble restraining a smle. “1’ve already slept.”

“When?”



They were rising through billow ng cumulus. “Today. Al day.”

“Today? How d that happen? | was on the circuit with you every fifteen
m nutes.”

4

“No, you weren't,” she said. “You were on with Bill.”

“Bil I ?”

“l guess he used ny voice.” She smiled. “Don’t worry about me, Dig. | have the
easiest job in the operation.”

Avery Wi tl ock’s Not ebooks

. VWhat | find particularly striking, after this first day of wal king the
streets of a civilization erected by another species, is how few young there
are. This is a society that seens to glory in parks, in throwi ng balls around
and spl ashing through fountains. And yet there seened as many not hers and
fathers as children. Primitive societies at home al ways produce |arge
famlies. It does not seemto be the case here. | sawonly a few parents with
two offspring. If there were any with three, | nissed them

| wonder why that is.
—Becenber 4

** Chapter 35

On board the Jenkins.
Thur sday, Decenber 4.

“ARE WE READY to go?”

In fact, Marge had been ready for hours. She’'d sat by the comm board |istening
to the conversations from bel ow, going over her checklists, and trying
unsuccessfully to sl eep.

“Yes,” she said. “Arnmed and ready.”

And at |ast she and Julie strapped on e-suits and air tanks and went out the
cargo airl ock.

Marge didn't show it nmuch, but she was delighted to be there. There’d been,
God knew, a lot of time to think on the way out, especially after Collingdale
cane aboard. And she’d spent much of it reviewing her life. Loads of talent,
her father had told her. You' |l be whatever you want to be.

In fact she’d found everything too easy. She'd becone an M D., had gotten
bored, and taken a second doctorate in climtol ogy. She'd been nore interested
in power than research. She hadn’'t realized it before making this voyage, but
it was the truth. Wenever there had been a choi ce between adm nistration and
pure science she’'d gone for admi nistration. Take over. Myve up. Get the corner
office. She had a natural talent for it. It had paid well, felt good, and yet
it had left her em nently dissatisfied.

Probably as a direct result, she’d used a wecking ball on each of her three
marriages. Well, that was overstating it, but she'd attributed her

di sappoi ntment with her various careers to each of her spouses in turn, and
when the extension tinme came, the rel ati onshi ps had been di sconti nued. More or
| ess by nmutual agreenment. Good |luck. No hard feelings. Been good to know you.



Her dancing career, which had arced between the end of her coll ege days and
t he begi nning of her nedical years, had been the same. Too easy, no patience
with the routine work needed to rise to the top of the profession, find
somet hi ng el se.

She’ d even taken a fling at martial arts. She was good at it, and knew she
coul d have picked up a black belt had she been willing to invest the tine.

The problemw th her life, she’d decided shortly after Collingdale had cone
aboard, was that there had never been a serious challenge. No use for a black
belt in the great gane of |ife because she could find nobody she wanted to

cl obber.

And now here cane the cl oud.

Col l'i ngdal e thought of it as a kind of personal antagonist. It was his great
white whale, the thing that had crushed the crystal cities of Monlight. Wen
this was over, when he got back, he was going to |lead a crusade to find a way
to destroy the things. He thought the experience at Lookout, which had
generated worl dwi de synpathy for the Goompahs, would make this the right tinme.

It was an effort she would probably join. In any case, she was finally in a
fight she wasn’t sure she could win. And it was an exhilarating feeling.

The AV3 was waiting. Like the Hawksbill, it wasn't compatible with the

Moor head, so Julie had parked it a hundred neters away. The chi mey packages
floated in the night like so many barrels of beer. Marge had been in hostile
environnents before in the e-suit, but always on a planetary surface. Floating
in the void, tethered to Julie, was a bit different, but not as disorienting
as she’d been led to expect.

The haul er’s airl ock opened as they approached, and Julie took themin. Lights
went on, nore hatches opened and cl osed, and they were in the cabin.

Green | amps gl owed as the haul er came out of sleep node. Julie got coffee for
them and Marge settled into the right-hand seat and got out her notebook

“Anybody ever try this before?” Julie asked.

“d oud- maki ng?”

“Yes.”

“Ch, sure. The technique's been used to nodify droughts.”
“How cone | never heard of it?”

“l don’t know. How rmuch tine do you spend at honme?”

THEY TOOK TWD | anders on the first flight. And a Benson Brothers water punp.
“Cot a big, dry lawn? Depend on Benson.” They coul d have saved tinme by having

Bill sinply take over the controls on all four |landers and pilot them down,
but Als were notoriously deficient if it becane necessary to respond to a
surprise, like a sudden storm Especially if they were trying to do too many

things at once. It was the price paid for artificial intelligence. Like

bi ol ogi cal intelligence, its higher functions produced a single consciousness.
O at least, they seenmed to. Miltiple tasks requiring simultaneous judgnent
could lead to trouble. They were too far fromhome to risk |losing a vehicle.
If one went down, the operation would be over



Marge had spent nuch of the voyage to Lookout review ng weather and

t opogr aphi cal maps she’d constructed frominformation forwarded by the Jenkins
and deciding where to place the rainnakers. The target area for the first one
was on the eastern side of the upper continent, mdway between Roka and
Hopgop. (How, she wondered, could you take anyone seriously who naned a city

Hopgop?)

It was dark, and the onega was just rising when they descended toward the edge
of a heavy forest. Beyond, scattered trees and hills ran unbroken to the sea.
A small stream its source somewhere in the high country, wound through the
area. There was no sign of nearby habitation

“Enough water?” Julie asked.

“It’l1l do,” said Marge. “Take her down.”

Julie put themas close to the trees as she could, shearing off a fewin the
process. The forest was loud with insects. “Anything here that bites?” asked
Mar ge.

“Not that we've been told about.”

They switched on their night-vision | enses. The trees were of several types,
but all were tall, spindly, not nmuch to | ook at. Marge woul d have preferred
something with a bit nmore trunk

“What do you think?” asked Julie.

The wood seened solid enough. “They’ Il have to do,” she said. She headed
directly for a section she’d spotted fromthe air, a cluster of trees formng
an irregular circle, roughly forty meters in diameter. There were a few ot her
growm hs within the perineter, which they dropped with | aser cutters.

“CGot a question for you,” said Julie.

“CGo ahead.”

“Why do we need the | anders? If the haul er has enough lift to bring the
rai nmaker packages down, why isn't it enough to support one of themwhen it’'s
extended? It won't weigh any nore.”

“When it’s extended,” she said, “the chimey will encounter resistance from
air currents. It would take nore than the hauler to keep it stable.”

They got back inside the AV3, and Julie touched a press-pad. The cargo door in
the rear opened. “Bill,” she said, “put the | anders under cover of the trees.”

“Yes, Julie. I'll take care of it.”

The Al used a dolly to nmove the | anders outside, then activated themand flew
theminto the shadow of the forest. Meantinme, the dolly unl oaded the punp.

Marge saw lightning in the west. “Maybe you won't need the chi nmmeys,” said
Julie.

“Unlikely,” she said.

THEY PI CKED UP the second pair of |anders and delivered themto the sane site.
They still needed a chi mey package and the helicopter. They'd run simulations



on what woul d happen if they tried noving both on the same flight. It was
tenpting to try it, and save tinme. But the sinulations weren't encouraging.
The chi mey was heavy, and the load didn't balance right. G ven al nost any
ki nd of aerial disturbance, they would go down in flanes.

So they woul d make the additional flight. “To be honest,” Julie told her, as
t hey approached one of the cylinders floating off the Jenkins' s port bow,
“getting down with this thing slung on our belly will be enough of a battle.”

The package was big. A large cylinder nore than thirty neters w de, naybe
forty-five neters |long. Marge had been inpressed with Julie’s cool perfornance
as she locked onto the rim attaching it so that the nouth of the cylinder
faced down. Listening to the heavy bang as the cl anps engaged, she decided the
pilot’s caution was justified.

The unit was equi pped with gui dance thrusters, which she now jettisoned. The
Jenkins could retrieve themlater

They were on the night side, approaching the term nator, chasing the sun. “Not
the best planning,” Julie said. “W’ll have to go around once before we start
our descent.”

At this point it didn't matter. Marge sat back to enjoy the ride. The skies
were clear and bright. The omega was behi nd them sonewhere, not visible unless
they called it up on the scopes. The rising sun picked out a couple of islands
and a fewdrifting clouds.

They were passing through daylight. Marge watched the oceans and | andnmasses
rotating beneath, thinking how green it all was, how | ovely, and she began to
wonder whether it would draw settlers eventually, people who woul d argue that
t he Goompahs only used a small part of the world anyhow, so why not? It
occurred to her for the first time that terrestrial governnents m ght
eventual ly find thensel ves unable to enforce their edicts about interfering
with other civilizations. Mght not even be able to stop groups of exploiters
from sei zing distant real estate.

Ah, well. That was a problemfor another age.

Behi nd them the sun sank bel ow the horizon and they soared through the night.
“Starting down in five mnutes,” said Julie.

It was okay by Marge

MOVENTS BEFORE THEY entered the atnosphere, Julie switched on the spike,
reducing the gravity drag. Marge noticed that they’d dropped out of orbit
earlier than the point where they’'d started the other three descents. “Losing
weight isn't the sane as losing mass,” Julie explained. “We're still carrying
a load, and we need nore space to get down.”

There were a few clouds over the area, and she didn't see the shoreline unti
they were directly over it. Then they raced inland, over rolling hills and,
finally, the forest. The omega had set, and the eastern sky was beginning to
bri ght en.

Julie eased the vehicle down anong the cluster of trees where they’'d | anded
earlier. \When her cargo touched the ground she hel d steady, keeping the weight
of the AV3 off it. “Ckay, Bill,” she said, “release the package.”

Marge felt it conme free



They continued to hover inmediately overhead. “Bill,” Julie said, “peel the
wr apper.”

Marge watched the tarp protecting the rai nmaker fall away. G applers took it
up and stored it in the cargo bay.

When it was done, Julie banked off to one side so they could see. The chi mey
was made of ultralight, highly reflective cloth. It was a flexible mrror, and
it was virtually invisible.

And that was it for the night. It was getting too close to sunrise to try to
do any nore. The next day, when they cane back, they would bring the
hel i copt er.

The nobod has changed. You can't really nmiss it. Everywhere you go at night,
CGoonpahs are | ooking up over their shoulders at the thing in the sky that
won’'t go away and gets bigger every day. The sense of sonething deadly, of
somet hi ng supernatural, coming this way has become a pal pable part of everyday
life here. The streets aren’t as crowded at night as they used to be. And the
Goonpahs talk in hushed tones, as if they were afraid the nonster overhead

m ght hear them

It might be that the nost disquieting aspect of the thing is that it |ooks
like a squid. The Goonpahs are famliar with squids, or with sonething very
like a squid. They’'re a delicacy here, as they used to be in sonme cultures at
hone. But the Goonpahs, |ike us, are struck by their grasping capabilities,
and they, too, find the creatures unsettling. | overheard a group of them
today describing an incident that is probably apocryphal, but which they were
convi nced was true: Someone in a fishing boat was seized by a squid and
dragged overboard while his conrades watched, too frightened to assist. Did it
really happen? | don’t know. The interesting thing is that the story surfaces
just as the time when a celestial squid seens to be coming after the entire

I ntigo.

Sonet hi ng el se has changed: They don’t call it T Klot anynore. The Hole. It’'s
becorme instead T El an. The Thing. The Nanel ess.

—bi gger Dunn, Journa
Thur sday, Decenber 4
** Chapter 36

On board the Hawkshbill .
Fri day, Decenber 5.

KELLI E COLLI ER WASN' T confortable with Dave Col lingdal e. He never |aughed,
never eased up. He sat beside her on the bridge, staring at the inmages of the
cloud in stony silence.

“We never took the clouds seriously,” she said finally, trying to start a
conversation. “People who think we can just ignore themand they' |l go away
shoul d cone out here and take a | ook at one close up.”

“I know.” And he just sat there.

She asked hi m an i nnocuous question about the flight out, but that didn't go
wel | either.

He turned aside every effort to lighten the atnosphere. Ask hi m how things



were going, and he told you the position of the cloud. Ask how he was feeling,
and he told you how he was going to enjoy doing it to the cloud.

Doing it to the cloud.

She got the sense that he woul d have used stronger term nology had she been a
mal e.

But however he might have said it, it carried the clear inplication that the
cl oud was alive.

“l amgoing to get it,” he said.
Not decoy it.

Not turn it aside.

Get it.

THERE WAS AN industrial -sized projector mounted on the belly of the Hawksbi l
and a twin unit housed in the shuttle. Hutch, who had apparently thought up
this whol e i dea, had warned her that the Hawksbill was the wong shape for
wor ki ng around onegas, and she was sorry but they’'d needed to pack so nuch
stuff on board there’'d been no help for that. Keep your distance, Hutch had
said. Watch out.

She i ntended to.

The jets boiling off the cloud’ s surface raced thousands of kil onmeters ahead
of it. The onega was coning in fromslightly above the plane of the system so
nmost of its upper surface was in shadow. She’'d arced around and cone in from
the rear. They were three hundred kil oneters above the cloud. The m st
stretched to the horizon in all directions. It was quiet, placid, attractive.
And there was an illusion, quite conpelling, that there was a solid surface
just beneath. That one could have wal ked on it.

“How big is it, Bill?” she asked. “Upper surface area?”

“Eighty-nine billion square kilometers, Kellie.” Seventy-five hundred tines
the size of the NAU, which conbined the old United States and Canada. “This is
a good time to | aunch the nonitors.”

u&) it.”

There were six of them packages of sensors and scopes that would run with the
cl oud and keep an eye on it.

Col l'i ngdal e stood behi nd her, watching, grunting approvingly as the | anps cane
on, indicating first that the units were away, and then that they had becone
operational. “Dave,” she said, “we’ll be ready to go in about ten nminutes.”

“Ckay,” he said. He took his own chair and brought up an inage of the shuttle,
waiting in the launch bay with its LCYC projector. The LCYC was a duplicate of
the one bolted to the ship’s hull

Dead ahead, slightly blurred by m st, she could see Lookout. There was j ust
the hint of a disk. And the two nmoons. Permanently suspended in the onmega sky,
as though they were just rising.

“When this is over,” he said, the tension suddenly gone fromhis voice, “I'm



going to push to get this problemtaken care of. If we organize the right
peopl e, make sone noise in the nmedia, we can get funding and get the research
under way.”

“To get rid of these things, you nmean?”

“OfF course. Nobody’'s serious. But that’s going to change when | get hone.” He
| ooked down at the cl oudscape.

They were moving faster than the omega, and as she watched they swept out over
the horizon, and it fell away. But it was still braking, and the vast jets
thrown forward by the action rolled past her

“Ckay, David,” she said. “Let’s line up.”

She took them down anong the jets and set the Hawksbill directly in front of
t he cl oud.

“Electrical activity increasing,” said Bill

She saw sone |ightning. “That com ng out of the mmin body?” she asked.
“Yes,” said Bill.

“Directed at us?”

“l believe it is random”

Col l'ingdal e got up again and stood by the viewport. Man couldn’t stay still.
“I't knows we’'re here,” he said.

More illum nation flickered through the cloud.

She felt chilled. Wshed Digger were there

“I't’s okay,” he said soothingly, apparently sensing her disquiet, but not
under standi ng the reason. “We're going to be fine.” Hs eyes were hard, and a
snmle played at the corners of his lips. He's enjoying this.

“l need you to sit down and belt in, David,” she said. “Maneuver coming up.”

He tapped the viewport as if, yes, everything was indeed under control, and
resuned his seat.

She didn't like being so close to the damed thing. She could very nearly have
reached out the airlock and stuck an arminto one of the jets.

“Range approaching 250,” said Bill.

“Mat ch velocity.”

The retros fired. The sanme technol ogy that provided artificial gravity served
to danp the effects of maneuvering. But they still existed, and for about
twenty seconds her body pushed against the forward restraints. Then the
pressure eased.

“Done,” said Bill.

The problem for Kellie was to find adequate operating space away fromthe
plumes. He waited with studied patience while she did so.



“Bill,” she said, “begin relaying data to Jenkins.” Just in case. Bil
confirmed, and she turned to Collingdale. “Dave, we are ready to |launch the
shuttle.”

THE LCYC PROJECTORS were industrial units with a variety of uses, ranging from
entertainment to environnmental and architectural planning. They were
configured, when used in tandem to create a larger, nore clearly defined

i mmge than either could have done al one.

The shuttle left the ship and noved out to a range of seven hundred
kil ometers, where it assumed a parallel course with the Hawksbill

“In position,” said Bill.

“Bill,” she said, “take direction fromDavid.”

“Confirmed.”

“Bill,” said David, “start the program”

The Al, | ooking about twenty-two, dashing and handsone, appeared near the

vi ewport. He | ooked out and sm | ed. Programis initiated,” he said.

M dway between the Hawksbill and the shuttle, a giant hedgehog blinked into
exi stence. It looked real. It looked Iike a piece of intricately carved rock
Gray hard spines rose out of it, and it turned slowy on its axis.

Beauti ful .

“How big is it?” Kellie asked.

“Five hundred thirty kilometers diameter.”

“Alittle bit bigger than the original.”

“Ch, yes. W wanted to be sure the bastard didn’t mss it.”

It glittered in the sunlight, gray and cold. She’d never seen a hol ogram
anywhere close to these di nensions before.

Collingdale smled at the cloud. “Ckay, you son of a bitch,” he said. “Cone
get it.”

More lightning off to port. They’'d wandered too close to a jet. It was a
flood, a gusher of mst and dust, streanming past. “At the rate the cloud' s
com ng apart,” she said, “maybe there won’t be anything left by the tinme it
gets to Lookout.”

“Don’t count on it,” said Collingdale.

Anot her bolt rippled past. A big one. They both ducked. So did Bill. H s inmge
vani shed.
Maybe they were drawi ng the dragon’s attention. “I think we should get

started,” she said.
Col l'i ngdal e nodded. “Yes. | was just savoring the nonment.”

Ri ght. She was gl ad sonebody was enjoying it.



“Bill,” Collingdale said, “let’s go left three degrees.”

Bill conplied. The Hawksbill, the shuttle, and the virtual hedgehog all turned
to port. Images of the cloud played across four screens.

The bridge fell silent, save for the nmuffled chatter of electronics.
Col lingdal e sat quietly, watching the nonitors, calm al nbst serene.

Of to starboard, the hedgehog sparkled in sunlight. From sonewhere, |ightning
flickered, touched the inmage, passed through it.

“I't’Il probably take a while,” said Collingdale, “for it to react. To start to
turn awnay.”

She’ d becone aware of her heartbeat. “Probably.”

The shuttle was an RY2, lots of curves, no sharply drawn |lines, nothing to
attract the lightning. Only the oversize Hawksbill needed to worry about that.
Target of the day. Maybe they should have ridden in the shuttle. Suddenly it
struck her that they should have thought things out better. O course they
shoul d be in the shuttle.

Collingdale’'s gray eyes drifted toward the overhead.

Di gger woul d have thought of it in a mnute. Never ride in the target vehicle,
he’ d have said.

“Bill?" said Collingdale.
“Not hi ng yet.”

“Maybe we need to wiggle a little bit,’
attention.”

he said. “Do sonething to get its

“Maybe.” Why don't you lean out the airlock and wave? “Bill,” she said, “down

angl e three degrees.”
“Conplying,” said Bill.

The face of the cloud was torn by fissures and ridges. One dark slice ran
jagged like a gaping wound across the Iength of the thing. Gadually, the
cloud was retreating fromthe center of the screens as the Hawksbill continued
to pull away fromit.

THEY WAI TED SI X hours. The Hawksbill and its shuttle and the virtual hedgehog
drew steadily away fromthe cloud, which continued on course for Lookout.

Col lingdal e s mood had darkened. He sat snoldering in his seat. Wen he spoke
at all, it was to the onega, calling its attention to the hedgehog. “Don’t you
see it, you dumb son of a bitch?”

“Hey, you're going the wong way.”

“W're here. Over here.”

For the nost part, though, he watched in stricken silence. Finally, he
literally threw hinself out of the chair, a dangerous nmove in the |ow gravity

of a superlumnal. “Hell with this,” he said. He brought the Al up onscreen
“Bill, go to the next one.”



The hedgehog vani shed. A city appeared in its place. It was on the same order
of magni t ude.

This was a city unlike any she’d seen, an unearthly place of crystal towers
and gl obes and chess piece synmetry.

“I't’s Moonlight,” said Collingdale. “W know the thing’ll go after this one.”
He gazed at the onega’ s image on the overhead.

But if the omega cared, or even noticed, there was no indication. Collingdale
paced the bridge for hours, eyes blazing, his jaw clanped tight. He was
talking to the cloud, cajoling it, challenging it, cursing it. And then
apologizing to Kellie. “I’"msorry,” he said. “lIt’s goddam frustrating.”
Sonmewhere he’d picked up a wench and he stal ked about with it gripped in one
fist, as if he’d use it on the omega.

Kel I'i e wat ched.

“Nobody’ s afraid of you, you bastard.”

THEY WERE GETTING too far away fromthe cloud, so she cut the inage, took the
shuttl e back on board, swung around behind the onmega, and repeated her earlier
maneuver, easing the Hawksbill down directly in its path again.

She al so suggested they board the shuttle, and run the operation fromthere.

“No,” he said. “You go if you want. But the shuttle's too small. Too nuch
lightning out there. It gets hit once, and it’s over.”

She thought about ordering himto conply. She was, after all, the vessel’s
captain. But they were running an operation, and that was his responsibility.
H s testosterone was involved, and she knew he’'d resist, refuse, defy her. The
| ast thing she needed at the nonment was a confrontation. She rel aunched and
repositioned the vehicle, making a great show of it.

“I think it’s a mstake,” she said.

He shook his head. “Let’s just get the job done.”

“Have it your way. We're ready to go.”

Col lingdal e stared hard at the navigation screen, on which an i mage of the
shuttle floated. “Bill,” he said, “let’s have the cube.”

A box appeared. It was silver, and someone had added the | egend BI TE ME on one
side. Its dinmensions were sinmlar to those of the hedgehog and the city.

But it didn't matter.

Kellie put down a sandwi ch and some coffee while they waited. Collingdale
wasn't hungry, thanks. He hadn’t eaten all day.

He ran the cube in a fixed position, and he ran it tunbling. They were pulling
away fromthe cloud again, and Kellie watched while Collingdal e changed the
colors on the visual, fromorange, to blue, to pink

“l guess,” he said finally, “it knows we're just showing it pictures.”

“l guess.”



“Ckay,” he said, “let’s recall the shuttle. W Il try the kite.”

“Tormorrow,” she said. “We don’t do anything else until we’ ve both had sone
sl eep.”

ARCHI VE

W'll try again in a few hours, Mary. W have to swing around and get back in
position. And it’'s the mddle of the night, so we're going to shut down for a
whil e. Stupid dammed thing. But we'll get it yet. If Hutchins is right and it
really chases the hedgehogs, it’lIl chase the kite.

—bPavid Collingdale to Mary d ank
Fri day, Decenber 5
BLACK CAT REPORT

Thanks, Ron. This is Rose Beetem onboard the Calvin Cyde, now about one week
from Lookout. Qur latest information is that the onmega is still on course to
attack the Goonpahs in nine days. Wen it does, the Black Cat will be there,
and so will everybody in our audience. W' re hoping the Acadeny team can do
something to distract this nonster, but we'll just have to wait to see.

Back to you, Ron—

** Chapter 37

On the surface near Savakol
Fri day, Decenber 5.

JULIE SAT IN the | ander, which was perched on a sea-bound rock too snmall to
describe as an island, and watched the transm ssions comng in fromthe
Hawksbill. She followed the flight across the top of the omega, felt a thril
when the hedgehog came to life directly in front of it, held her breath when
the ship and the shuttle began their turn to port. She kept Digger and Wit

i nforned, talked with Marge on the Jenkins, and shared her di sappoi nt nent when
the omega failed to take the bait. She had expected the projections to work;
had not in fact been able to see any chance they would fail. But there it was.

The next phase of the operation, deploying the kite, would not start for

several hours, and Julie was going to be up all night hel ping Marge. So she
ki cked her seat back and cl osed her eyes. Once she woke to see sails passing
in the distance, but she knew that if anyone got close, Bill would alert her

@l I's wheel ed overhead. In the background she could hear Bill talking,
sometines with Wiit, sonetimes with Digger. At Digger’'s insistence, he was
using his own voi ce.

Savakol was one of the smaller cities, and there was consequently |ess wal ki ng
around to be done. They expected to be finished by m dafternoon

This was Julie’'s first mssion of consequence. She'd tal ked to sone of the

ol der Acadeny people before coming to Lookout, and nost of them had never done
anything that was close to being this significant. Her father had |ed the

m ssion that first discovered the omegas; and she enjoyed being part of the
first effort to rescue sonmeone fromthem

Ordinarily, the Lookout flight would have been offered to a senior captain
first, but apparently either no one was available or, nore likely, nobody was
interested in a two-year operation. She’d applied and, to her surprise, gotten



t he assignment. She’d had mi xed feelings when it came through, second thoughts
about whether she really wanted to do it. But she was committed and saw no
easy way out. Especially when her folks had called and tried to di ssuade her
In the end they' d said okay, have your own way, but be careful, stay clear of
t he cl oud.

That seemed a long tinme ago, and if her social life had fallen off a bit, she
was neverthel ess feeling good about what she was doing. She’d have preferred
staying with the Hawksbill and going after the omega with Collingdale. It
woul d have been nice to go hone and tell her father she’d hel ped shoo the
thing off. But this was okay. She was close to the action, and that was really
suf ficient.

Hal f asl eep, she watched Wit record a boating regatta at a | akefront. He was
putting everything he could find into his notebook, capturing ball ganes,
debates in the park, haggling over prices at the merchants’ stalls. The
regatta featured hal f-dressed Goonpah fenal es paddling boats while a crowd
cheered themon. They all wore green and white, which seenmed to have sone
speci al significance because green and white banners were on display

ever ywher e.

Di gger explained that the semnudity was traditional with these events. He
didn’t know why, and no one seened unduly excited by it. The females did wear
wi de-bri mred white hats, however, which—+to the delight of the crowd—waere
forever flying off.

Julie drifted into sleep, and dreamed that she was back at the University of
Tacoma, listening to sonebody | ecture about Beowul f, how G endel represented
natural forces, the dark side of life, the things people have no control over.
Then she was awake again listening to the sea and the gulls and Di gger

“—Having a problem” Digger was saying. “Julie, do you hear nme?”

“What' s wrong?” she asked, awake and surveying the screens. There were five of
them carrying an image of the omega, a satellite view of the three sailing
vessel s the Goonpahs had sent east, a picture of the rai nmaker they’'d
delivered the previous night, a revolving picture of the open sea around her
and, from an imager carried by Digger—

—A torchlight parade. O Goonpahs.

They were on a beach. Sonme were wearing robes. Qthers stood watching.

“I think they’'re going to do another sacrifice,” he said.

Julie knew about the Goonpah who' d wal ked into the sea. He'd worn a white
robe, and everyone el se had worn bl ack. There was a single white robe anong
the marchers. Wrn by—t | ooked |ike—an elderly fenale.

“I"'mon nmy way,” said Wit, breaking in.

“Aren’t you guys together?”

“No,” said Digger. “W split up to cover nore ground.”

Bl ack-robed Goonpahs were chanting. And a crowd spread across the beach,
growing, and joining in. Julie couldn’t understand a word of it.

Digger was frantic: “I’mnot going to stand by and watch it happen again.”



Whit had broken into a run. He wasn’t in great shape, and pretty soon he was
br eat hi ng hard.

Julie should have kept quiet. But she opened a channel. “Hey,” she said, “keep
in mnd these aren’t people.”

The screen with the torchlight nmarchers went bl ank
“Digger,” said Wiit, “you okay?”

“Fine. Don't have time for the inager.”

“What’' s happeni ng?” asked Julie.

“The head Goonpah’s making for the water.”

Di gger had begun to run across the beach. She could hear his shoes crunching
the sand.

Whit gasped that he was close by, and Di gger shouldn't do anything until he
got there, and Digger replied that there wasn't tine and he wasn’'t going to
sit still again.

“Hey,” she said. “This is not nmy business, but we’re supposed to stay out of
it.”

“She’s right.” Wit again. “Religious cerenony.” Blow ng hard. “The Protocol.”
“Forget the Protocol.”
“Does she have a sword?” asked Julie.

“They have a javelin. And she’s in the water. Up to her hips. Doesn't |ook as
if she can swima stroke.”

“l see them” said Wiit. “Javelin’s in the air.”

“Julie.” Digger’s voice. “How soon can you get here?”

Julie’ s harness was descendi ng around her shoul ders. She started punchi ng
buttons. “I’mjust over the horizon.”

“You got a tether handy?” asked Di gger

“Bill,” she said, “let’s go. Wat’'s the tether situation?”
“There’s an anple supply of cable in the |ocker.”

“CGood. Activate the |ightbender.”

“Handi ng the javelin off,” said Wit.

She coul d hear Digger charging into the water. “Get here,” he said, “as
qui ckly as you can.”

SHE LI FTED OFF the rock, staying only a few neters above the surface, and
turned toward shore. It was early afternoon, a gray, depressing day, the sun
hidden in a slate sky. The mountains that |ay i mediately west of Savakol
domi nated the horizon



One of the satellites was over the scene, and she was able to get a picture of
t he beach. The white-robed Goonpah was wallowing in the surf, but pushing
doggedly forward. There was, of course, no sign of the invisible Digger

“There are sone,” said Bill, “who do not want her to do it.”

A few Goonmpahs were in the surf with her. One had reached her and was trying
to restrain her, but one of the black robes pulled the woul d-be rescuer away.

“Her nane is Tayma,” said Bill

“How do you know?”

“They’re calling it out. Telling her to stop.”

One of the Goonpahs threw itself down on the beach and began to beat the sand.
Julie turned away fromthe screen. The ocean raced beneath the spacecraft.

“We are leaving a wake,” said Bill

“Doesn’t matter. Nobody here to see it.”

The chants ended. Silence fell across the beach, save for the protesters. The
coastline was taking shape ahead. A pair of islands rippled past.

“Bill,” she said, “you got the conn.”

“l have it.”

She slipped out of her seat, clinmbed into the rear of the cabin, opened the
mai n storage | ocker, and began hauling out cable. She sorted through, found a

five-meter length, and pulled it clear

Tayma was of f her feet now, alternately getting pushed in and dragged back by
the surf. “Not a very dignified way to go,” said Bill

“I"'mclose to her now,” said Digger. He was breathing hard, too. She could
hear a | ot of splashing.

And suddenly there was a yow ing com ng over the circuit.
“What' s that?” she asked. “Wsat’s going on?”

“It’s the crowd,” said Wit. “Dig’s in the water, headed right for her. But
they can see the splashes. You know what it |ooks |ike?”

“ ’\b. ”

“To ne it looks like sonething in the ocean stal king her.”

The cries had become shrieks. Bloodcurdling screans.

Tayma hadn’t seen it yet. A big wave came in, and she floated over the top
cane down the far side, and went back to struggling against the drag. The
cromd was making a |l ot of noise, and she nmust have heard it but probably

t hought they were expressing their sorrow for her. O naybe she’ d | ocked t hem

out .

The [ ander arced in over the coastline. Julie sawthe city and the long white



beach.

“I"ve got her,” said Digger. Then he screaned.

“Dig, are you okay?”

“Let go!” said Digger. There was a thunk and he gasped.

“Di gger?” \What ever was happening, it sounded as if he was | osing.

“The crowd’ s getting scared,” said Wit. “They don’t know what’s going on.”
“Neither do I. Where' s Digger?”

The | ander slowed and began circling over the scene.

Whit said sonething but it didn't matter anynore because she could see for
hersel f now. The Goonpah was well out in the water, and she was struggling
fiercely with her invisible rescuer.

“—Frying to save you,” said Dig. “You nit—=

“Doesn’t want to be rescued,” cried Whit. “Let her go.”

Julie turned the | ander around so the hatch couldn’t be seen fromthe beach
Then she opened up. Four thrusters along the hull rotated into vertica
position and fired, providing additional lift.

“What are you going to do?” she asked Di gger

“You find that tether?”

“I"ve got a piece of cable.”

“Use it.”

She was already at work. She’d secured one end of the line, and stepped into
t he open hatchway. “Good |uck,” she said, and dropped the other end into the
wat er .

The struggle in the surf went on. The Goonpahs, mpani ng and shri eki ng, crowded
to the edge of the water. The cable tw sted and turned. Julie saw nore water
ki cki ng up near the beach and realized that Wit was about to join the fray.
But before he got anywhere cl ose, Digger announced that he'd secured the |ine
around the female. “Lift,” he said.

Julie told Wit to go back, everything was under control. She stayed in the
airlock and directed Bill to take the |lander up. “But slowy,” she said.

“Cently.” The line tightened, and the deck tilted under the weight.

The Goompah cane out of the water, the line | ooped around her left arm It
was, despite everything, the nost ridiculous sight Julie had ever seen

“CGo,” said Digger. “Cet her ashore.”

“You okay?” There was a depression in the water where Digger was floating. The
currents | ooked strong, and the beach kept getting farther away.

“I"mfine.”



“You’' re sure?”

“WIl you get noving?” He sounded exasper at ed.

“W’re naking a miracle,” said Wit, who' d retreated back to the beach. The
crowmd had gone absolutely rock-still silent. The Goonpah, Tayma, kept rising
hi gher, secured by a line that, fromtheir perspective, nust have vani shed in
mdair. Some had fallen to their knees.

“Lift her gently,” said Digger. “Don’t jerk her or anything.”

tlm ght . ”

“Do it the way the gods would.”

“How t he hell would the gods do it?”

“Where do you want to put her?” asked Bill

“Enpty section of beach at the east end. Take her there.”

She coul d see Julie. God knew what she thought. The poor creature was already
hal f out of her mind with fear, and there directly above her she was | ooking
at acircle of light in mdair with sonmebody hangi ng out of it.

“Don’t let her see you,” said Digger. “They' re scared of people.”

Too late. She’'d heard that, forgotten, didn't really care at this point. The
| ander glided over the waves and east across the beach

“How do we know,” Bill asked, “she won't just wal k back into the ocean?”
“Next one’s on her. Dig, how are you doi ng?”

“Still afloat.”

“I"1'l be right back.”

“Better make it quick.”

She didn't like the sound of that and al nbost cut the Goonpah | oose.

“Here?” asked Bill.

“Cood. Let her down.”

She heard a sound that m ght have been a cheer

“I"’mgoing after him” said Wit.

“No,” she said. “Stay where you are. | won't have tine to rescue two.”

DI GGER HAD NEVER been the world s best swimer. And he was out of shape. He
had known when he spl ashed t hrough the shallows and dived in after the
unfortunate Tayma that he was making a mi stake. But he had seen sonething in
her face, and it told himshe was terrified. In sone absurd way, she was doing

her duty, but she didn't want to do it.

The earlier suicide was with himstill, the Goonpah pushing out through the
waves and struggling against the tide and finally sinking.



But Julie had been slower coming to the rescue than he’'d expected. He'd
exhaust ed hinself reaching the woman. (Sonehow, he was willing to extend the
termto the Goonpah.) The tide had been draggi ng them both out, and he’ d made
the typical inexperienced error of fighting it. And then fighting her. And
finally had cone the struggle to get the |ine around her shoul der

H s arns were desperately tired and heavy. He’'d thought he could I et hinself
slip under, that he was inside the e-suit and could rest in the depths for a
few minutes until Julie got back. But he’'d forgotten that he was wearing a
converter and not air tanks. If he went under, he’'d snother

He had the satisfaction of seeing Tayma lifted fromthe ocean, of hearing
cheers behind him of watching her apparently glide through the air toward the
beach.

But the currents were pulling himout to sea. And he was tired. God help him
he was tired. Needed to get onto a physical reginen. Take better care of
himsel f. Wuld do that when this was over

He cl osed his eyes and tried to rest. Just for a few nonments.

It occurred to himto turn off the |ightbender so they could see him He
fumbled at the control on his wist, but it was hard to find.

Hell with it. She had goggles. He closed his eyes and thought about Kellie as
the water closed over him

VWH T WATCHED TAYMA cone gently down at the edge of the surf. The line fel

after her, a longer cable than had been visible a nonent before. Then he heard
Julie trying to raise Digger on the circuit. Silence roared back. “Were' d he
go?” Julie denmanded.

It was all happening too fast.

THERE D BE ENOUGH air left in the hard shell covering his face to keep him
alive for a couple of mnutes, to keep the water out of his lungs. As long as
she could find himquickly.

Find him “Digger,”
i ght bender.”

she said, terrified, “if you can hear me, shut off the

No answer.

HW]i tJ.”

“Look where you were before, Julie.”

Wiere the hell was that?

“—Straight out. More to your right.”

She was wearing goggl es by then, hanging out the airlock again with a fresh
pi ece of cable, searching frantically for a sign of the swinmer. Wile she
| ooked, she secured one end of it and dropped the other into the water. But
t here was not hi ng.

“Do you see hin®?” asked Wit.

“Not yet.” He'd gone under. “Bill, try the sensors.”



The water | ooked quiet. She saw no indication of anything splashing around.
“Negative,” said Bill.

The goggl es weren’t doing any good under these circunstances. “Do we have
anything on the hull that will pick up sound?”

“Sure. Antenna’'s up forward, atop the hull.” He showed her

She recalled a story her father had told her. How Hutchins had been on foot
one night looking for a |lander that they' d parked and |l ost, and she’'d found it
by havi ng someone call it and yell so she could listen for the sounds. “Ckay,
get as low as you can. Just over the waves.”

“I"1'l put her down on the water.”

“No.” That could kill Dig. “Keep sonme space.”

She grabbed a wench and a strip of electrical cable out of the equi pment bin
and hustled through the airlock. “Bill,” she said, “shut down the

I i ght bender.”

There was a brief change in the sound generated by the power grid. “Done,”
said Bill. “Lot of wind out here.”

Whit shouted a warning, thinking the vehicle had become visible by accident.
“I't’s okay,” she told him

“You can’t do that.”

She had drawn the attention of every native in sight. “I don’t have tinme at
the nmonent, Wiit.” She clinbed out onto the | adder and quickly hoi sted herself
onto the hull. The antenna was a few paces forward. “Bill, is this thing going

towrk if I ripit off and throwit in the water?”
“I"'moptimstic it will. What are we going to do?”

She used the wench to pry it |oose, disconnected it, and connected the cable.

Then she pitched it over the side into the ocean. “lIs it working?”

“I't is functioning. What good will it do?”

“I want you to listen up, Bill.” She opened her channel to Digger. “Ckay,
Bill, if you can hear this through the receiver, give ne an angle.”

“I"'mlistening, Julie. But I do not hear anything.”

She rapped the wench on the Iink. “Can you hear it now?”

“Negative.”

“All right. Got a better idea. Tie me in with the Jenkins library.”

The Goompahs al ong the beach were pushing and shoving. Sone were starting into
the water, others were running off in all directions. Well, she was sure

beating hell out of the Protocol

“Done,” said Bill.



“Ckay. Let’'s have the 1812. Lots of volune.”

“Whi ch novenment did you want ?”

“The part with the cannons. Fire off the cannons.”

It expl oded, druns, guns, bugles, and cavalry charges. It thundered across the
wat er, and of course she was only listening to a rendition fromher wi st

unit. It would also be filling Digger’'s shell.

“You'll deafen him?”

“Can you hear it, Bill?”

“Yes.” The |l ander noved forward, a bit farther out to sea. Slowed. Edged
si deways. Retreated a bit. “He should be right bel ow you.”

“Have you found hin?” asked Wiit. “You re getting half the town out here.” The

| ander was being buffeted by the wi nd, and hundreds of Goonpahs poured onto
t he beach.

“Can’t help that.” She dropped into the water, kicked down, and heard the
muf f I ed chords of the overture. She swamtoward the sound and saw his

shi mering formahead. A leg. She found his knee and juggled himwhile she
deci ded which end was up. Hard to tell in the green depths. Then she got hold
of his vest and headed for the surface. Meantinme she switched off the

i ght bender. And she could see him H s eyes were closed, his skin was gray,
and he | ooked not good.

“Bill,” she said, “kill the 1812.~"

She got in front of him caught the control on his left wist, and the safety
on his right shoulder, and shut off the e-suit.

He didn't look as if he was breat hing.

“Bill, reactivate the lightbender. And set down in the water. Try not to
sink.”

The | ander vani shed agai n, save for the open hatch. She and Digger were
visible fromthe beach. Another shock for the hone folks.

“Julie, I"'mreluctant to put the lander in the water. | can’'t see where you
are.”

“It’s okay. W're clear.”

“Julie,” said Wit, “do you have hin®?”
“I"ve got him”

“How i s he?”

She heard the | ander touch down, saw the water press down. It |looked as if a
ditch had opened in the sea. “Can't tell yet.”

“Is he alive?”

“I don’t know.” She |ooped the |line around his waist, wapped it around the
hatch, and secured it so he wouldn’t sink. Then she scranbled into the



airlock, stayed on her knees, and dragged himin behind her

He had a heartbeat, but it was faint. She started nouth-to-nouth.

IT WAS AN up and down day for the Goonpahs. They’d been inspired—there was no
other word for it—by the miracul ous rescue of Tayma. But then the | ander had
appeared, a sleek gray thing floating in air, and then the humans had shown
up, first Julie, and then Digger, both com ng out of nowhere. Wit knew that

t he human physi ognony spooked the | ocals, but he’d hoped that, under the

ci rcunmst ances, they would adjust. They didn’'t. They how ed and either ran or
stunbl ed off the beach. A few stopped to hel p Tayna, who | ooked conpletely
disoriented. In the end all had retreated to what could only be described as a
respectful distance.

Whit stood watching the piece of airlock and lander’s interior, rounded off by
t he open hatch hangi ng above t he waves.

“CGot a pulse,” said Julie.
“I's he okay?”
“I think so. Is this the way you guys al ways behave?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I'"mnew in these parts. By the way, when you get a
chance, you mght want to close the hatch.”

She | ooked out at him and the spectacle narrowed and vani shed.

That brought another series of grunts and pointing fromthe Goonpahs. Tayna,
nmeanti me, supported by a half dozen friends, |inped away.

HE WAS BREATHI NG again. It was shallow, and his pul se was weak, but he was

alive. She called his name, propped himup and hel d her hands agai nst his
cheeks and rubbed themuntil his eyes opened. He | ooked confused.

“Hi, Digger,” she said.

He tried to speak, but nothing cane.

“Take your tine,” she said.

He nmunbl ed sonething she coul dn’t make out. And then his eyes focused on her
and | ooked past her at the bul khead. “What happened?” he asked finally.

“ How—her e?”

“I pulled you out of the water.”

“Water?” Hi s hands went to his clothes.

“What' s your nane?” she asked gently.

“Dunn. My nane’s Dunn.” He tried to sit up, but she pushed hi mback down. *“She
okay?”

“Tayma? She's fine. You saved her.”
“Cood. Thanks, Kellie.”

“Kellie? Do you know who | an®”



“Kellie,” he said.
“No. Kellie's with the Hawksbill. Try again.”
ARCHI VE

(From the Goonpah Recordi ngs,
Savakol , Transl ated by G nko Amagawa)

I"mno public speaker and | don't like being up here. If you want to know what
happened today at Barkat Beach, 1'll tell you what | saw, or what | thought I
saw. And I'll |eave you to draw your own concl usi ons about expl anations.

| went because |'d heard the keelots were going to be there, and that they
woul d performthe kelma. | went with Quet. W were standing near the front,
close to the water.

They went through the cerenmony without any problens, and Tayna started out
into the ocean. She was praying as she went, and had gotten about ten or
fifteen paces when sonething began to chase her. | don’t know what it was.
Sonething in the water but we couldn't see it.

She didn’t notice it, but just kept going. W were yelling for her to | ook
out, but she probably thought we were trying to persuade her to cone back

W could see it was going to catch her, and everybody screamed | ouder. A few
cl eared out. What happened next is hard to describe. But there was a big fight
and then a wi ndow opened in the sky . ”

** Chapter 38

On the surface near Hopgop
Fri day, Decenber 5.

MARGE AND JULI E descended besi de the rai nmaker they’ d brought down the
previous night, ready to go to work.

They’ d rehearsed often on the way out, and they fell to with a m ni mum of
wasted effort. The rai nmaker was already centered anong the eight trees that
woul d serve as noorings. Marge did a quick neasurement anong tree trunks to
determine a flight path for the helicopter. Wen she was satisfied she had it,
she rel eased the anchor cables. Julie neantine dropped a feed line in the
stream attached it to a set of four sprinklers, and inserted the sprinklers
in the ground around the chimey. Then she connected the line to the punp.

Next they attached the cables to the trees, arranging the slack so that, when
the tine cane, the chimey would be able to rise evenly to a hei ght of about
ten neters. Then they disconnected the vertical lines that held the package
together. And that was it. It |looked like a wi de, sky-colored cylinder, made
of plastic, open at top and bottom

“Ready to go?” asked Julie.

Marge nodded. “Yes, indeed.” She was proud of her rainnmakers, but trying to
| ook as though this were all in a day’s work

“Bill,” said Julie, “Get the | anders and the helicopter ready.”

“They are prined and waiting.”



Marge planted a pickup on a tree trunk so they could watch the action on the
ground. Wen she' d finished, they got back into the hauler and Julie took them
up, directly over the top of the chi mey.

They did a quick inspection, and Marge pronounced everything in order. “Let’s
go,” she said.

Julie descended gently until they touched the top of the chimey. “That's
good,” she told Bill. “Reconnect.”

Marge felt the magnetic clanps take hol d.
“Done,” said Bill.

Marge started the punp. On the ground, a fine spray rose into the air and
descended around the rainmaker. “That’s not really going to nmake the cl ouds
happen, is it?”

“I't’ Il speed things along,” said Marge.

Julie grinned. “The wonders of nodern technol ogy.” She swung round in her
seat. “Here we go.”

She engaged the spi ke, the vertical thrusters fired, and they started up. The
top of the rainmaker rose with them extending |ike an accordion

“You ever have a problemwi th these things?” asked Julie.

“Not so far. O course, this is the first tine we've tried to use them
of f-world.”

“Shoul d work better than at home,” Julie said. “Less gravity.” And then, to
the Al: “Bill, let’s get the first |ander aloft.”

The interior of the chimey was braced with microscopically thin |ightweight
ribs, and crosspieces supported the structure every eighty-six nmeters. A
screen guarded the bottom of the chimey, to prevent small animals from
getting sucked up inside. (Larger creatures, |ike Goonpahs, would be

i nconveni enced if they got too close, would lose their hats, but not their
lives.)

As they gained altitude, the onega rose with them For the first tine, Marge
could see lightning bolts flickering within the cloud mass.

“Four hundred neters,” said Bill, giving themthe altitude.
There was an external support ring two hundred neters below the top of the
chimey. The first of the four |anders, under Bill’s control, rose al ongside

and linked to the ring.

“Connection conplete,” said the Al. Both vehicles, working in concert,
continued drawi ng the chi mey up

Marge could see lights in Hopgop, on the east along the sea. The big noon was
up, and it was nmoving slowy across the face of the onega.

“Seven hundred neters,” said Bill

The ship swayed. “Atnosphere’s pushing at the chimey,” said Marge. “Don’t



worry. It’ll get snoother as we go higher.”
“The other landers are in the air.”

It struck Marge that the cloud | ooked nbst om nous, npst portentous, when it
was rising. She didn't know why that was. Maybe it was connected with the
di sappoi nted hope, each evening, that it wouldn’t be there in the norning.
Maybe it was sinply the sense of sonething evil clinbing into the sky. She
shook it off, thinking how the Goompahs nust be affected if it bothered her

“l have a question,” said Julie.
“Co ahead.”
“When it’s all over, how do we get them down? The chi nmeys?”

“When the omega hits, we push a button, and the omega blows theminto the
sea.”

Julie frowned. “They won’t drag? Cause sone damage on the ground?”

“l doubt it. In any case, it’s a necessary risk.” The construction materials
wer e bi odegradable, and within a few nonths there’d be no trace of the
chi meys anywher e.

They were getting high. Hopgop | ooked far away. Overhead, the stars were
bri ght.

“Twel ve hundred neters.”

Near ground | evel, a second | ander noved in al ongside the chimey and tied
onto a support ring on the opposite side fromthe first. “Second |inkup
conplete,” said Bill. “All units ascendi ng.”

At twenty-two hundred neters, the third | ander joined the effort, connecting
with a ring at right angles to the other two. Marge was sitting confortably,
reassuring Julie when the haul er occasionally rocked as the weather pushed at
the chimey. Julie had never done anything like this, and when she put on
goggl es and saw the chimmey trailing all the way to the ground, her instincts
screanmed that it was too nuch, that the weight had to drag the haul er out of
the air. It cane down to Marge’'s assurances agai nst the evidence of her eyes.

“Keep in mnd,” Marge said, “it’'s the same thing you brought down out of
orbit. It’s no heavier now than it was then.”

“Except now it’s unrolled.”

“Doesn’t change the mass. Rel ax. Everything' s going to be fine.”

At thirty-seven hundred neters, they began to slow. By then the fourth |ander
had j oi ned the support group, and they were approaching the chi mey's
extension limt. When the pickup they'd |l eft behind showed themthey had
exactly the situation they wanted, the anchor lines pulled tight, and the base
of the chimey off the ground, they halted the ascent.

“Bill,” said Julie, “activate the helicopter and put it in position.”

Bi Il acknow edged.

The helicopter was a gl eami ng antique unit, a Fal con, which had becone



| egendary during the long struggle with international terrorists during the

| ater years of the last century. CANADI AN FORCES was stenciled on its hull. It
was equi pped with lasers and particl e beam weapons, but of course none was
functi onal .

Bill started the engine and engaged its silent-running capability, which
wasn't really all that silent. Wen it was ready, he lifted it a couple of
meters into the air, navigated it between the two trees Marge had sel ected,
and inserted it directly beneath the base of the chi mey.

“Ready,” said Bill.

“Ckay.” Julie was doing a decent job hiding her qualns. “W want the bl ades
turning as fast as possible, but we don't want it off the ground. W just want
to move the air around.”

“Ground idle,” said Bill.

“Yes. That sounds right.”

The bl ades picked up speed. The helicopter strained upward and Bill cut back
slightly. “Perfect,” Marge said.

“What next?” asked Julie.

Marge smiled. “I think fromhere we can just relax and enjoy the show ”

A columm of warm nmoi st air noved skyward. Up the chimey. Mdire warmair rushed
into fill the vacuum and gradually the flow took over on its own. Bill had

to cut the blade rotation back again to keep the Falcon fromlifting off.

“Moving along nicely,” he reported. And, finally: “I believe it is
sel f-sustai ni ng now. ”

Marge gave it a few nore minutes, then Julie directed Bill to nove the
hel i copter away. “Be careful,” she added.
Bill brought the Fal con out, squeezing past the same two trees. \Wen it was

clear, he gunned the engines, and it lifted off into the steady w nds that
were racing around the chimey. It fought its way into the sky and turned west
toward Ut opi a.
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The ship is asleep.

Di gger seens to be okay. W were worried for a while that there m ght be sone

brain damage. He still doesn’t have his nenory back completely, can't recal
how he got into the ocean, or even being on the beach. But Bill says that's
not an unusual result in cases like this. |I guess we'll know for sure in the
nor ni ng.

| haven’t been able to sleep. It’s not so nmuch that I’ mworried about Digger
because | think he’ll be okay. But watching a creature that one thinks of as
rational try to end its Iife for the nost irrational of purposes . . . |

cannot get it out of my mind. Knowi ng that it happens, has happened to us, and
seeing it in action . . . It gives ne a sense of how far we’ve cone. O what
civilization truly neans.

—Pecenber 5



** Chapter 39

On board the AV3, west of Hopgop
Sat urday, Decenber 6.

“LEVEL OF CONVECTION is sufficient,” said Bill

“Al'l right.” Marge rubbed her hands together. “Now we do the magic.” She

gl anced out at the sky. The chi mey, which they’d been supporting for severa
hours, was all but invisible to the naked eye. Julie had noticed that the drag
on the AV3 had | essened, had in fact all but disappeared. “Cut them| oose,”
she said. “Cut everything | oose.”

“The | anders, too?”
“Everything. Send themto Utopia.”

Julie knew how it was supposed to work. But this kind of operation flewin the
face of common sense. And she had a bad feeling about what woul d happen when
she rel eased her grip on the chimey. Ah, well. “Bill,” she said, “do it.”

The Al acknow edged. She felt the clanps rel ease the chi mey, watched the
status board light up with reports that the four |anders had sinultaneously
turned | oose, heard Bill say that the action was conpleted. And all her
instincts told her that the elongated structure they' d so | aboriously haul ed
up several thousand nmeters woul d now col | apse, crash down on the countryside
and, God help them maybe on Hopgop

Marge was smiling broadly. “Let’s take a |ook,” she said.

Julie took the hauler around in a large arc so they could see. The chi mey was
constructed of stealth materials. Wen she | ooked through the goggles, it was
voila all the way to the ground. It was standing on its own, a great round
cyl i nder extending down through the clouds, supported by no visible nmeans.

She knew the theory. Surface air is warner, heavier, and nore hunid than air
at altitude. It wants to rise but generally can’t do so in any organi zed
fashion, or in sufficient volune to create clouds unless there’ s substanti al
pressure or a tenperature gradient. N ghtfall and pressure fronts provide that
in nature.

To do it artificially, a chimey was needed. Once it was in place, the warm
air started up on its own. It kept noving up because there was no place el se
for it to go. They' d put the Falcon at the base to provide a fan, to help

t hi ngs al ong. Once the system got going, the chimey becane an oversize

si phon, perfectly capable of keeping itself inflated.

At the nmoment, warm noist air was spreading out fromthe top of the rainmaker
It would shortly begin to create clouds.

“We just have time,” Marge said, “to get the next package and run it down to
t he Sakmarung site so we can be ready to go tonorrow night.”

That woul d | eave enough tinme for Julie to get back to the Jenkins and pick up
her two cabal | eros, who’d be | ooking forward to another day of planting their
projectors and getting ready for the big show She wasn't entirely sure Digger
woul d be able to go back down, and in fact she thought he should stay put.
Since Whit was too inexperienced to go down al one, that neant both of them



shoul d take a day off.

But Digger had insisted the night before that he was okay, that he would be
able to go back in the norning. Then he’d passed out, hel ped al ong by sone
nmedi cation. It occurred to Julie that she should let Kellie know what had
happened.

“Better to wait,” said Marge.
“ W]y?”

“Wait till you get back to the ship. Make sure he's really okay. She’'ll want
to know, and you won't want to be telling her you think he's fine.”

But Kellie called her and the issue becanme noot.
“Bill says he’'s fine,” she told Kellie. “Not to worry.”
Kel I i e thanked her and said she hoped Digger would take it easy for a bit.

Whit seemed to have been affected by events there. His rational, cautious, and
t hought ful self had been replaced by sonmeone nore romantic, nore willing to
take a risk. He was in love with the idea of hel ping rescue the Goonpahs. But
she wondered how he’'d react if things didn't go well.

THEY COLLECTED THE second chi mey, and, as dawn was breaking over the Intigo,
delivered it to an island thirty kilometers west of Sakmarung. Julie’s first
act on returning to the Jenkins was to |l ook in on Digger, who was sl eeping
peaceful ly. Bill assured her he was fine, all signs nornmal.

VWH T HAD DEVELOPED a hobby. He | oved being invisible, and he never m ssed an
opportunity to record the Goonpahs at work, at play, or during their frequent
ganbol s. He watched themfrolicking in the parks, famlies com ng down to the
pier to see ships comng and goi ng, young ones playing ball games. It was al
of a piece. Life in the Intigo seened to be one | ong cel ebration

And he watched it with a joy born of the sure and certain know edge that this
civilization was too vibrant, too alive, to be taken out by an artifact that
had no purpose, no reason to be, and m ght be ol der than man. Collingdal e
would take it for a ride, if anyone could do it. And if not, they'd nake

Di gger’s avatars do the work. But one way or another, they and the Goonpahs
woul d come through it.

“How can you be so sure?” Julie asked him

“You believe in destiny?”

“l don’t think so,” she said.

“l do.” He | ooked at her, his dark face weathed in thought. “Sometines you
can feel history noving a certain way. People are always saying that history
turns on little things, Al exander dies too young to take out Rone, Churchil
survives a plane crash and lives to save the Western world. But sonetimes the
wheel s just go round, and you know, absolutely know, certain things have to
happen. W& had to have Rome. Hitler had to be stopped.”

“And where is history taking us now?”

“You want to know what | really think?”



“Cf course.”

“Julie, the Goonpahs are a remarkable race. | think they, and we, have a
rendezvous up ahead somewhere. And | think we’ll all be better for it.”
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Dave told me today he thinks they can nake the kite work. Maybe he can, maybe
not. But I've had a lot of tine on my flight out here to stay up with those
who pretend to comment on the state of the human race. Mdst of them people
i ke Hazhure and MacAllister, think we are a despicable lot, interested only
in power, sex, and nmoney. They maintain, in addition, that we're cowardly and

selfish. Today, | listened to Dave Collingdale, and | watched Julie and Marge
cone in after starting a rainstormthat mght, just m ght, hide Hopgop from
t he omega. Anybody who’s |istening, be on notice: I'"ma card-carrying human

bei ng. And |’ ve never been prouder of that fact.

—Becenber 6

LI BRARY ENTRY

Everybody el se tal ks about the weather. W do something about it.

—Mbtto of the International Bureau of the Cimate

** Chapter 40

On board the Hawksbill.
Sat urday, Decenber 6.

ALL THEY HAD left was the kite. And Kellie's intuition warned her it would
take nmore than that to sidetrack the onega

Collingdal e either didn't share her feeling or wouldn’t adnit to his doubts.
He behaved as if there were no question that the kite would work fine. But it
was sufficient for her to | ook out the viewport, and to recognize they were
buzzing around that thing like a fly, to know just how uneven a contest they
were in.

Col l'i ngdal e had been plunged in a black nmbod since she’d found hi mthat
norni ng, pacing the bridge, drinking coffee by the gallon. He insisted he' d
sl ept soundly, but he had rings under his eyes, and he literally | ooked in
pai n.

She checked in with Julie, who was in the process of activating the first

rai nmaker. Julie listened, |ooked synpathetic, raised her hand in a gesture
that signaled affection, resignation, optimsm Here we go. “We're rooting for
you.” Then: “ Sonething you should know about.”

Her tone was scary.

“He’ s okay, but we had a close call with Digger yesterday.” She described how
he had plunged into the sea to rescue a Goonpah, how the effort had succeeded,
but that he had al nost drowned. “lI should have told you yesterday, but to be
honest | wanted to wait until we were sure he was all right. No point having
you worry when you couldn’t do anything.”

“You're sure he’'s okay?”



“Bill says he’'s fine. Not to worry. He's asleep at the nonent, but |I’'Il have
himget on the circuit when he wakes up.”

“Thanks, Julie.”
THEY WERE I N front of the cloud again.
“Wth all flags flying,” said Collingdale.

Ahead, Lookout and its big nobon had grown brighter. And were right in the
crosshairs. N ne days away.

The omega was continuing to decel erate.

“W’re ready when you are,” said Kellie

Col l'i ngdal e nodded. “Ckay. Bill,” he said, “start the |launch process.”
“Opening the rear doors,” Bill said.

The kite consisted of thousands of square nmeters of filmfolded carefully on a
pl atformthat was anchored to the cargo deck

“Launchi ng the package.”

Bill sprayed a lubricant across the deck, rel eased the platform and

accel erated. The platformslid aft and started through the doors. At that
preci se nonent, they cut the nmain engines so they would not incinerate the
package. It drifted out of the ship and fell behind. A pair of tethers, five
kilometers | ong, secured it to the ship. As the range between the ship and the
package increased, they started to draw taut.

Retros cut in, and they braked before the lines had conpletely tightened,
adjusting velocity so that both the Hawksbill and the package were novi ng at
precisely the sane rate.

Wthin the film canisters of conpressed air acted as thrusters, separating
the folds. Qther thruster packages carried the platformaway, where it could
do no damage. Support rods inside the kite tel escoped open, connected wth
each ot her, and snapped into braces. Crosspi eces swng out from brackets and
stabilized the supports. The cani sters became exhausted and were jettisoned.
Gradual 'y, over the next few hours, the world s forenpst box kite took shape
When it was done, it trailed them glistening in the sunlight, still connected
to the twin tethers.

The box was forty-by-twenty-by-twenty kilometers. Rearrange Berlin a little
bit, and it would alnost fit inside. Wth plenty of air space. There was room
for Everest, with substantial clearance.

The tethers | ooked fragile. But the manufacturer had assured themthey woul d
hol d. Just be careful, Collingdale had told her. “Any sudden yanks, and we
mght lose it all.”

At that noment, Digger canme on the circuit. She was delighted to hear his
voi ce, proud that he had tried to rescue the Goonpah, angry that he had risked
his life in so fool hardy a manner. “You're all right?” she asked.

“I"'mfine,” he said.

“Ckay. Don’t do anything like that again.”



“I"I'l be careful.’
“Prom se.”

“l promse.”
“Ckay. We're busy. | have to sign off.”

“ (_\ﬂ. ”

“I"'mglad you' re okay.”

“Me too. Be careful yourself.”

Col l'i ngdal e had not seened to pay any attention, but she'd seen his jaw
nmuscl es nove. More inportant things to do now t han personal conversations. But
he smiled. “I"mglad he got through it okay.”

“Thanks, Dave.” Bill’s image appeared on-screen. He was weari ng Hawksbi |
coveralls and | ooked quite heroic. This was Bill at about thirty-five, with
thick brown hair and piercing blue eyes and a dashing m en. She couldn’'t

restrain a smle, but Bill didn't react. “How,” she asked him “is velocity
vis-a-vis the cloud?”

“Identical. W're doing fine.” H's voice had gotten deeper
Col l'i ngdal e nodded. “Crunch time,” he said. “Let’s make our turn.”

“Bill,” she said, “let’s do like last time. Three points to port. Ease into
it.”

Thrusters burped. And burped again.

The cabl es ti ghtened.

And they settled back to wait.

KELLI E WAS BRI GHT and easygoi ng, but she talked a little too nmuch. She’'d
encouraged himto tell her about his days as an Acadeny pilot and his life at
the University of Chicago and how he had gotten involved in the onega hunt. He
gave short, irritated answers, and she shrugged finally, said okay, as in okay
if you want to sit in your room that's fine with ne. And she went into a sulk
and stayed there.

It left himfeeling guilty. That was a surprise. Were social blundering was
concerned, he'd beaten his conscience into submi ssion years earlier. He didn't
much care whether people liked him so long as they respected him But it was

clear that Kellie thought he was a jerk. And not very smart.

“I"'msorry,” he said, while they waited for Bill to tell themthe cloud was
turning in their direction

“For what?” Her eyes were dark and cold, and he saw no flexibility in them
“You wanted to talk.”
“Not really.” She had a book on-screen and her gaze drifted back to it.

“What are you readi ng?”



“Lamb’ s essays.”

“Real ly.” That seened odd. “Are you working on a degree?”
“No,” she said.

“Then why—=2”"

“I like him” Slight enphasis on the him

“I"ve never read him” he said. He never read anything that wasn’t
wor k-rel at ed

She shrugged.
“I"l1'l have to try himsonetine.”

She passed her hand over the screen, and the book vani shed. “He's good
conpany,” she said.

He got the point. “Look, we’'ve got another couple of days out here, Kellie.
I"msorry if |I'’ve created a problem | didn't nean to. It’s hard to think
about anything right now other than that goddamthing.” He gestured toward the
after section of the ship. In the direction of the cloud.

“I't’s okay. | understand.”

He asked how she had conme to be there, at the nost renmote place humans had
ever visited. And before they were finished, she’'d told himwhy D gger was
such an extraordi nary person, and he’'d told her about Mary, and about how
sorry he was for Judy Sternberg and her team of Goonpahs-in-training.

He | earned that she |oved O fenbach. “Barcarolle,” from The Tal es of Hoffmann,
was playing in the background while they tal ked. They di scovered a nutua
interest in politics, although they disagreed on basic philosophy. But it was
all right because they found conmon cause in the conviction that denocratic
government was, by its nature, corrupt, and had to be steamcl eaned every once
in a while.

She liked live theater, and had thought she’'d like to act on the stage, but
she was too shy. “1 get scared in front of an audi ence,” she told him
sheepishly. He found that hard to believe.

Col lingdal e had acted in a couple of shows during his undergraduate days. H s
bi ggest rol e had been playing Cctavius in Man and Super man.

He wondered why she had chosen so solitary a profession. “You nust run into a
| ot of people like ne,” he said. “Unsociable types.”

“Not really,” she said. “Not out here. Everybody |oosens up. You can't be
alone in a place like this unless you're literally, physically, alone.” She

flashed the first truly warmsmle he’d seen. “I love what | do for a living,”
she added.

“Kellie.” Bill's voice crackled out of the speaker

“Co ahead.”

“I't’s throwing off a big slug of cloud to starboard.”



She | ooked at Col |i ngdal e.

“You sure?” he asked.

“Here’s the picture.”

Bill put it on the navigation screen, the largest nonitor on the bridge. A

| arge plume was erupting off the right side. “It’s turning,” Collingdal e said.
He raised a triunphant fist. “The son of a bitch is turning!”

“You really think?” asked Kellie.

“No question. It turns left by throw ng dust and gas off to the right.” He was

out of his seat, charging around the bridge, unable to contain hinself. “It’s
taken the bait. It's trying to chase us. It has a hard tine turning, but it’'s
trying.” H's gaze fell on Kellie. “I believe | love you,” he said. “Digger’s
got it exactly right. I wish you a | ong and happy nmarri age.”

ARCHI VE

The beast is in pursuit.
—Shi p’s Log, NCY Hawksbi l
Decenber 6

** Chapter 41

On board the Jenkins.
Sunday, Decenber 7.

THE NEWS THAT the onmega was turning ignited a mnor celebration, and induced
Di gger and Wit to take the day off. They were sitting in the commopn room
congratul ati ng one another, when Bill broke in. “Digger, your friend Macao is
onstage again,” he said. “—n Kulnar.”

“Doi ng a slosh?” he asked.

“Yes. Would you like to watch?”

“Actually, Bill, I'mhalf-asleep. But Wit mght enjoy seeing it.”

VWhit | ooked at himcuriously. “Who’'s Macao? What’'s a sl osh?”

“Whit, you'd be interested. A slosh is a kind of public debate. And Macao is
the female | told you about.”

“The one you tal ked to?”

“Yes.”

“Ckay. Yes, I'd like very nuch to see it.”

Di gger signaled Bill to start the feed.

Macao’ s i mage appeared on-screen. She was in blue and white and was wavi ng her
arms in a way that Digger imediately saw signaled frustration. “—Not cl ai ning

that,” she said. “But what | amsaying is that we should be ready. It’'s a
storm |ike any other storm Except it’s bigger.”



The bi ggest Goonpah that Digger had seen was already on his feet. “But how do
you know, Macao?” he demanded. “How coul d you possibly know?”

There was only one pickup, and it was positioned so that it caught her in
profile. There were about two hundred Goonpahs in view, but he guessed they
were only half the audi ence.

“Forget what | know or don’t know, Pagwah,” she said. “Ask yourself what you
can | ose by noving your famly to high ground.”

Di gger translated for Whit.

“What we can lose is that we sit on a nmountain and get rained on for three or
four days.”

Anot her voice broke in, fromsonmeone off-screen: “Maybe if you were to tell us
how you know what you say you know, we coul d nake nore sense of it.”

The Goonpahs pounded their chairs.

“There have been signs,” Macao said. “Devils on the road, whispers in the
ni ght.”

Whit chuckled. “Wait till she hears about what happened in Savakol .”

“Devils on the road.” A fenale about six rows back got to her feet. “You're
the one always tells us there are no such things.”

“lI was wong.”

“Come on, Macao, do we believe in spirits now? O do we not?”

Di gger could see her hesitate. “I believe they exist,” she said.

“I almpst think you nean it.” Again, Digger couldn't see who was speaki ng.

“l do nean it.”

“That’s quite a change of heart.” This one was difficult to translate.
Literally, the speaker said, “That’s not the way you used to put on your
pants.”

“Nevertheless it’'s true.”

They | aughed at her. There was a smattering of appl ause, possibly for her
courage, or nmaybe because she’d provided a good evening s entertai nment. But
the mobod was different fromany of the sloshen D gger had seen previously. The
ot hers had been lighthearted, even the nore serious events. But sone of these
Creatures were angry.

“I't may be coming,” she persisted.

“But you're not sure.”

“There’s no way to be sure.”

“When is it com ng?”

“In a few nore days.”



“Macao.” Pagwah again. The big one. “Macao, |’m enbarrassed for you, that you
woul d play on everyone's fears at a tine like this. | wouldn't have expected
it fromyou.”

It ended in pushing and shoving and di sgruntl ed patrons stal king out. One of
t he Goompahs fell down. Some stayed in their seats and pounded their chair
arnms. Macao thanked them over the general confusion and then she, too, was
gone.

She reappeared nonents later, at a side door, followed by a small group. They
were engaged for a minute or two in animated conversation. Then they left, and
the place was enpty. An attendant entered, noved across to the far side, and
the | anps began to go out.

“Magni ficent,” said Wiit. “This is the kind of stuff | came to see.” He
produced a notebook and gazed at it. “1'd like to capture as nuch of this as I
can. Sloshen. Uh, that’s the correct term right?”

" Yes. ”
“Wonderful ,” he said.
“What’' s wonderful ? How do you mean?”

“Not hi ng seens to be sacred here. They can get up and tal k about anything. The
audi ence screans and yells, but the police do not cone to get you.” His eyes
gl owed. “You thought of this place as Athens when you first sawit.”

“Well, not exactly, Whit. That was Brackel.”

“I"'mtal king about the civilization, not merely this particular city.” He fel
silent for a few nonments. Then: “They have nore freedomthan the Athenians
did. Mre even than we do.”

That annoyed Digger. He liked Wiit, but he had no patience with crazy
academ cs maki ng charges no one coul d understand. “How could they have nore
freedom than we do?” he demanded. “We don’t have thought police running
around.”

“Sure we do,” he said.
“Whit.” Digger raised his eyes to the overhead. “What kind of speech is
prohi bited? ther than yelling fire in a crowed pl ace?”

Di gger smiled. “Al nost everything,” he said.

He was baffled. “Wiit, that's crazy. Wien's the |last time anybody was jail ed
for speaking out on something?”

“You don't get jailed. But you have to be careful nonetheless not to offend
people. We're programmed, all of us, to take offense. Wio can go in front of a
m xed audi ence and say what he truly believes w thout concern that he wll

of fend soneone’s heritage, soneone’s religion, someone’s politics. We are

al ways on guard.”

“Well,” said Digger, “that’s different.”

“No it isn't,” said Wit. “lIt’s different only in degree. At my prep school
it was drilled into us that good manners required we avoid talking politics or



religion. Since alnost everything in the domain of human behavior falls within
one or the other of those two categories, we would seemto be left with the
weat her.” He | ooked nmonentarily bl eak. “W have too much respect for
unsubstanti ated opinion. W enshrine it, we tiptoe cautiously around it, and
we avoid challenging it. To our shane.

“Somewhere we taught ourselves that our opinions are nore significant than the
facts. And sonmehow we get our egos and our opinions and Truth all nixed up in
a single package, so that when something does chall enge one of the notions to
whi ch we subscribe, we react as if it challenges us.

“W’ ve just watched Macao go in front of an audience and adnit that a belief
she’s probably held all her [ife, that the world can be expl ai ned by reason
is wong. How many humans do you know who woul d be capabl e of doing that?”

“But she was right the first tine, Wit. Now she’s got it backward.”

“Irrelevant. She's flexible, Digger. It looks as if they all are. Show t hem
the evidence, and they’'re willing to rethink their position.” He shook his
head. “I think there’s nuch to recommend these creatures.”

The actions of the gods are everywhere around us. W have but to | ook. Wat
are the stars, if not divine fire? How does one explain the nechani smt hat
carries the sun fromthe western ocean, where we see it sink each evening, to
the eastern sky, where it reappears in all its glory each norni ng? How el se
can we account for the presence of plants and animals, which provide our

subsi stence? O for the water that we drink? O the eyes by which we see? The
gods have been kind to us, and | sonetines wonder at their patience with those
who cannot see their presence, and who deny their bounty.

—Cesper of Sakmarung
The Travel s
(Transl ated by G nko Anagawa)

** Chapter 42

On board the Hawkshbill .
Monday, Decenber 8.

THE CLOUD HAD been shedding velocity for nonths, possibly years. Because the
Hawksbi |l was noving at a steady clip, the cloud was falling behind.
Col l'i ngdal e wi shed they coul d shed sone velocity thensel ves.

But they couldn’t. Not w thout bunping, and probably collapsing, the kite.

He wondered when they woul d reach a point from which the cloud would no | onger
be able to get an approach angle on Lookout. “lnsufficient data,” said Bill
when he asked the Al. The truth was they sinply knew too little about the
cloud’s capabilities.

Col l'ingdal e pl ayed with the nunbers, but he wasn’t much of a mathenatician
and it was all guesswork anyhow. It was just past noon on the second day of
the pursuit. He thought that if they could get through the rest of the day,
and through the next, to about mdnight, it would be over. The cl oud woul d be
so far off course that no recovery woul d be possible.

But the omega was beconing steadily smaller on the overhead. It was now
ei ght - hundred kil oneters back, alnost three times as far as it had been when
it turned to follow them



He was exhausted. He needed sone sl eep. Needed to think about sonething el se
for a while. He’'d done nothing since they'd left orbit over Lookout except sit
and worry while his adrenaline ran

Bi Il announced that Julie was on the circuit.

“Good news,” Julie said. She | ooked tired too. “Ten-day forecast for Hopgop,
Mandi gol, and the entire northern end of the Intigo: Rain and nore rain. Wth
lots of low visibility.”

“How about that?” said Collingdale. “I guess Marge knows her stuff.”
“Apparently.”

It was a menorabl e noment. Everything seened to be working.

HE TRIED TO read, tried to work on his notes, tried to play chess with Bill

He talked with Kellie. The only release for his tension came when she admitted

to simlar feelings. Be glad when it’s over. Dunp the thing and wave good- bye.

He pronised that when they went back to Lookout they’d do a proper cel ebration
of her wedding. “l guess | pretty nuch put a cloud over everything.”

“Not really,” she said, but her tone said otherw se.
“Well, we sort of cleared out. Not nmuch of a honeynoon.”
“No. It wasn't.”

“Probably the first time a woman got married and ran off for several days with
anot her man.”

THEY HAD AN early di nner and watched The M1l e-H gh Murders. Kellie guessed
after twenty mnutes who did it. She was quite good at puzzles and nysteries.
Col l'i ngdal e wondered why she hadn’t nade nore of herself. But she was young.
Still plenty of tine.

Wien it was over he excused hinself and retired. An hour | ater he was back on
the bridge clad in a robe. At about nmidnight Kellie joined him “Wde awake,”
she said. “I keep asking Bill if the cloud’ s still behind us. If the kite's
still in place.”

It was el even hundred klicks back now

At about 3:00 A M, when both were dozing, Bill broke in: “The cloud has begun
throwing jets out to the rear.”

Thank God. “Excellent,” said Collingdale.

Kellie was still trying to get awake. “Wiy?” she asked.

“It’s accelerating. It wants to catch us. O, rather, catch the kite.”
She | ooked at him and smled. “I guess it’s over.”

Col l'i ngdal e shook his head. Don't get excited yet. “Another twenty hours or
so,” he said. “Then | think it will be tine to declare victory.”

Bill put the inmages fromthe nmonitors on-screen. A couple of plumes had i ndeed



appeared at the rear of the cloud and were growi ng as they watched.

HE DOZED OFF again, and woke to find her gone. “Bill,” he said.
“Yes, David?”

“I's it still there?”

“Yes, David.”

“Range?”

“Twel ve-fifty. It is still losing ground, but not quite as quickly.”
“Excellent, Bill. Good show.”

“Thank you, sir.

“You're not really aware of any of this, are you? | nean, you don’t know what
we’' ve actually acconplished, do you?”

“In fact, | do, David.”

“Are you as pleased as | ?”

“l have no way to gauge the level of your pleasure.”

He t hought about it a nonment. “1 wonder if you're really there.”

“Cf course | am sir.”

“Well, I"'mglad to hear it.”
Kellie came back. “I heard voices,” she said. "“Everything okay?”
“So far.”

AT M DMORNI NG THE Jenkins reported that Digger and Wit had decided to play
it safe, and were back on the ground positioning projectors. This had
happened, Julie said, not because anyone had any doubts that the Hawksbill had
turned the cloud aside, but because Wit enjoyed wandering invisible anong the
theaters and cafés. And Digger wanted to keep hi m happy.

“She doth protest too much,” said Kellie.

But it was a good idea. Collingdale felt that he was in control, but caution
back at Lookout couldn't hurt.

They ate breakfast, took turns napping, and watched another sim a nusical
The Baghdad Follies. Wien it was over, Kellie suggested |lunch, but neither of
t hem was hungry. Their package of daily newscasts and specialty shows arrived
during the early afternoon. The newscasts consisted of the usual array of
political shenani gans, corporate scandal, and occasional nurder. A pair of
Holy Balu parents had run off with their desperately ill child rather than

al l ow doctors to cure him using a technique that required infusion of
synthetic blood. Kosnmik, Inc., the terraformng and transportation giant, had
col | apsed amid charges of theft, profiteering, and collusion at the top. A
battl e had broken out over inplants that could increase one’'s intelligence, or
maybe not, dependi ng on how one defined the word.



By late afternoon they were beginning to feel safe.

“Bill,” said Collingdale, “how about giving us another two degrees? To port?”
Jerk the son of a bitch around a little bit nore.

Kellie confirnmed the order.
“Executing,” said Bill.

The thrusters realigned thenselves and fired briefly. The ship angled a bit
farther away from Lookout.

The viewports lit up. Lightning out there sonewhere. But that was nothi ng new.
“I"1'l be right back,” Kellie said.

She left himalone on the bridge. It was a good nmonent, filled with a sense of
victory, of having beaten |ong odds. O having taken a measure of vengeance
for Monlight.

Kel li e came back carrying a bottle of chablis and two gl asses. She filled both
and held one out for him “Sorry,” she said. “The chanpagne supply is

depl eted.”

He took his glass and | ooked at it. She raised hers. “To the Goonpahs,” she
sai d.

It woul d have been hard to find a man I ess given to superstition than David
Col lingdal e. And yet-he raised his own. “May their luck hold,” he said, and
dr ank.

As if the comment had stirred him Bill’s voice broke through the nood.
“The cloud is turning to starboard.”

“You nmean to port,” said Kellie.
“To starboard. It is turning back toward its original course.”
Col lingdale's blood froze. “Bill, are you sure?”

“Yes. It's throwing off nore plumes. To port. And forward. | do believe it’'s
trying to brake again.”

Kellie |l ooked at him “Dave, can it still get to Lookout?”

“I don’t know. How the hell can | tell what the dammed thing can do?”

She centered the cloud’ s vector on the navigation screen, then added the
kite's image. The kite, which had been centered, was off to the left. The
omega was turning

They i nfornmed Di gger.

“What happened?” he demanded. Hi s voice suggested it was Collingdale’ s fault.

“We think we got too far away fromit.”

“Can’t you slow down? CGet back in front of it again? Dangle the kite in its
nose?”



“Negative,” said Kellie. “W can’'t maneuver with the kite tied on our rear
end. It’s sitting right behind the tubes.”

“Well, what the hell =

“There is good news,” said Bill. “W have thrown it off its tinmetable. On its
original trajectory, it would have arrived directly over the Intigo.
Prelimnary projection suggests that, if it can reach Lookout at all, it wll

get there a day and a half later.”

“Ch,” said Digger. “A day and a half. Well, that nmakes all the difference in
the world.”

“No.” Kellie pressed an index finger to her lips. “That means it hits the back
si de of Lookout.”

“That’s correct,” said Collingdale.

They listened to Digger breathing. “Ckay,” he said finally. “You guys better
just get out of there. W Il do what we can on this end.”

COLLI NGDALE COULDN T SEE any difference in the cloud, couldn’t see that it had
changed course, couldn’t see that it had thrown on its brakes and was doi ng

t he equivalent of a sharp right turn. It would be a few hours before the
change became noti ceabl e.

“There mi ght be something we could try,” he said. “How about we cut the kite
| oose so we can nove around a little.”

“And t hen what ?”

“Kellie, the Hawksbill is a big, oversize box of a ship. W could take it
around and dangl e ourselves in front of the thing, see if we can distract it.”

“Dangl e oursel ves?”

Bad choi ce of phrase there. “The ship. Dangle the ship.”

“I"’mnot sure | see the difference.”

“Listen, if we get closer to it, and line ourselves up with the kite, which we
can do if we move quickly, it’lIl be |ooking at two boxes. It mght be enough
to draw it away.”

“I't mght get us killed.”

He | et her see that he understood what she was saying. “It m ght nmake all the
difference. If we can push it a bit farther, just a little bit, mybe just a
hesitation on its part, it night save everythi ng—=

“—How cl ose were you thinking of going?”

“Whatever it takes.”

“Dam it, David. The Hawksbill is a target. W are exactly what that thing has
for breakfast. What it mght do is gobble us up and keep going.”

“Ckay.” He allowed the contenpt he felt to showin his voice. “Ckay, let’s go
horne. ”



She | ooked at hi m suspi ci ously.

“I mean it,” he said. “You're the captain.”
“Bill,” she said, “release the kite and retract the cables. W’ re going back
to Lookout.”

“I'n a few days, though,” he continued, “when that thing rolls in on the
Goonpahs, and kills them by the tens of thousands, you' re going to renenber
you had a chance to stop it.”

She froze at that, as he knew she would. “Collingdale,” she said, “you are a
son of a bitch.”

“Kite rel eased,” said Bill.

“You know I’mright,” he said, “without nmy having to say it. If | weren't
here, if you were alone, you' d do it.”

He thought he saw fear in her eyes. But she pulled herself together. “Buckle
in,” she told him They waited in a silence you could have hit with a
sl edgehamer until Bill announced that the cables were safely w thdrawn.

“This way,” he said, listening to his words echo around the bridge, “we won't
have to fight a guilty conscience. Either of us.”

She ignored him “Bill,” she said, “get us well away fromthe kite. \When we
can use the main engines, put us back in front of the cloud. I want to conme in
over the top again, fromthe rear, and | want to drop down in front of it,

mat ch course and speed, and line up between the face of the thing and the
kite.”

“How cl ose do you wish to cut it, Kellie?”
“I"1'l let you know when we get there,” she said.

SHE SETTLED IN front of the cloud at a range of three hundred klicks. Ahead,
the box kite was a bright star. But the cloud was visibly leaning to
st ar board.

They sat in frozen silence. Vast plunes were boiling out of the onega’'s
forward section, marking its efforts to sl ow down. One approached as she

wat ched, fascinated. It exploded past the ship, and minutes |later, raced past
the kite.

Collingdale waited, trying to be patient, watching the screen. Watching the
gap wi den between the cloud and the kite. Hoping to see the omega notice they

were there and begin another pursuit. “Bill,” he said, “are we picking up any
change?”

“Negative,” said the Al. “The cloud is still braking, still angling to
starboard.”

“I't mght take a while,” said Kellie.

“No.” He found hinself wi shing she were off the ship. Somewhere else. He could
have handl ed things hinmself, but the rules required a |licensed captain. If he
were alone with the Al, everything would be nmuch sinpler. He wouldn't be

ri sking anybody else. “W're too far away,” he said. “We have to get closer to



have a chance.”

What ever she was about to say to him she swallowed. |nstead she turned back
to the Al. “Bill, 1'"mgoing to nanual .”

Bill didn't say anything. Didn’'t have to, probably. Kellie s fingers danced
across her control board. Views fromforward and aft tel escopes appeared
on-screen. A second jet fountained past. Retros fired, and Collingdal e was
forced forward against his restraints.

“How cl ose do you want to go?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. “We have to do this by the seat of our pants.” Damn,
she was irritating.

Li ghtning flickered.

And agai n.

“Maybe we’'re getting its attention,” she said.

“l hope so.”

She shut the retros down. “It’s at 240 klicks,” she said. “And closing.”
“Ckay. That's good. Let it keep comng.”

Sonet hi ng crackl ed against the hull. It was |like being hit by a sandstorm
“Dust,” she said. “Part of the cloud. W may be getting too close.”

The viewport lit up again and stayed that way. Sonething hit the ship, rolled
it. Collingdal e |urched agai nst his harness. One of the screens exploded; the
ot hers went bl ank. There was a second shock, stronger than the first, driving
the wind out of him d ass and plastic rained down. The bridge went dark. For
a few nmoments he could hear only the crackle of blowing circuits and the sound
of his own breathing. He could snell things burning. “Kellie-=2

“Hang on. Everything’ Il be back in a mnute.”

He hoped so. “What—=2"

It was as far as he got. His chair shoved himhard forward, and he could

al nost hear the thunderclap, hear the shielding sizzling. The lights on the
bri dge blinked on, went back out. He started to float against his restraints.
“Controls are down,” she said. “Get us out of here, Bill. Head for open sky.”
The only response was a di stant rmurmnur.

“Bill?”

Sonmewhere in the bul khead he could hear a fan. A lanp came on at Kellie's
position. She was doing things with the status board. “Engines are out,” she
sai d.

“Can you get them running agai n?”

“Trying.”



“Are we still dropping back into the cloud?”

“Yes. Nothing we can do about that at the nonent.” She shook her head. Not
good. “Junction box problem |ooks |ike.”

“Can you fix it?”

“l can replace it.” Another bolt hit. The ship shuddered. Red warning |anps
cane on and gl owed scarlet. “But not in fifteen m nutes.” \Wich was a generous
estimate of the tine they had left.

She got one of the tracking screens back up. That allowed himto watch the
msty forward wall closing on them Another jet was erupting. “lIt’s stil
trying for Lookout,” she said. He couldn’'t decide whether her voice carried a
ring of sarcasm “W just happen to be in the way.”

“How about the junp engi nes?”
“Not without prep. They' Il expl ode.”
He | ooked at her. “What el se have we got?”

“Not much.” She was scrabbling in one of the utility drawers and canme out with
a lantern. “Grab an e-suit and sonme air tanks. W’ re |eaving.”

“To go where?”
“The shuttle.”

THE HAVWKSBI LL WASN T designed for conveni ence. The shuttle bay was down in
cargo, which could receive life support, but seldomdid. It depended on what
the ship was hauling. Collingdale slipped into an e-suit, activated it, and
pulled on a pair of air tanks. Kellie |l ed the way through the airlock and down
into the bowels of the shinp.

“Power’s off here,” she said.
“What about the shuttle?”
“No way to know until we get there.”

He hadn’t had to nove in a zero-gee environnent in a long tinme, but the
techni que cane back quickly. They passed al ong wire nesh, down a dark
corridor, through the cavernous space in which Marge’s equi pment had been
stored, and crossed into the | ower cargo section, which also served as the
| aunch bay for the shuttle. The bul kheads were filled w th equi pnent for
wor ki ng outside, |aser cutters, wenches, gauges, coils of cable, and with
go- packs as well as nore air tanks.

The shuttle rested atop its dock. She activated it with a renote. To his
relief, lights came on, and the engi ne began to purr. She opened the hatch

but before they clinbed in she ainmed the renote at the airlock and pressed it.
Not hi ng happened.

“Door doesn’t work,” she said. “Hold on a second.”

He foll owed her across the bay. “You'll have to open it manually,” he said.

“My thought exactly.” She sounded annoyed. Neverthel ess, he found the wall



panel before she did.
“Here,” he said

She opened it and extracted the handle. He stepped in beside her and pulled it
down. The inner doors irised open. They repeated the process, and an outer
door rolled into the overhead.

He | ooked out at a river of dust and gas. It was one of the jets, streamn ng
past, close enough to touch. The onega itself filled the sky behind them

“I't’s on top of us,” he said.

“Come on.” Kellie stayed cool. She noved through the weightless environnent
like a dancer, soared into the shuttle, and urged himto hurry.

Col l'i ngdal e was no sl ouch either, and he clinbed in quickly beside her and
shut the hatch. And saw inmedi ately the | ook on her face. “Wat’'s wong?”

“No power in the dock.” She rolled her eyes. “Should have realized.” She
opened up again and got out. Collingdal e needed a noment to understand. The
shuttl e was secured to its launch platform

He junped out behind her. “Has to be a manual rel ease here sonmewhere.”

“l don't see it.”

The airlock was filling with mst. “Tine’s up,” she said. She broke away from
the shuttle, grabbed two pairs of air tanks fromthe bul khead, and floated one
his way.

“What’'s this for?” he asked. They were al ready wearing tanks.

“Extras,” she said. “We're going to be out there for a while.
go- pack over her shoul ders.

She pulled a

“Kellie, what are you doi ng?”

“W're | eaving.”

“What ? No! You can’t possibly get clear in that.”

“It’s all we have. We can't stay here.”

“They don’t even know we’'re in trouble.”

“They’ Il know our signal’s been cut off.”

He took a | ast desperate | ook for the manual release, did not see it,
concluded it was in the bul khead somewhere, thought how they shoul d have taken
nore tinme to fam liarize thenmselves with the ship, and turned back to her. The
cloud was literally coming in the open airlock. Conming after him

“I't’s not fast enough,” he said. The go-pack. “You can’t outrun it in that.”
She apparently had lost all interest in arguing. She grabbed his shoul der and
pushed himtoward the exit, simultaneously shoving the go-pack into his

m dsection. But it was hopel ess.

In that terrible nmonent, he realized suddenly, as if everything that had gone



bef ore had been sinply a problemto be solved, that there was no sol ution
That he was going to die.

Al that remmi ned was to choose the nethod.

“Cet out, Kellie,” he said, and pulled away from her. He went back through the
doorway and into the | ower cargo section

“What are you doi ng, Dave?” she demanded.

He found her lanp floating near the shuttle, turned it on, and began to search
t hrough the equi prent.

“What are you | ooking for?”

“A laser cutter.” And there they were, three of them neatly stored side by
side above a utility shelf at the dock. “Get as far away as you can,” he said.
He held the cutter up where she could see it and started for the engine room

Her eyes wi dened. She understood perfectly what he had deci ded. She pl eaded
with himover the circuit, threatened him told himhe was a dammed idiot. He
wi shed her luck, told her he was sorry, and shut down all channels.

That would end it. She’d give up and do what she could to save herself.
Through the airlock with an extra set of air tanks but a go-pack that woul dn’t
be able to take her far enough fast enough to outrun the cloud. O to outrun
what he was about to do.

He regretted that. In those last mnutes he regretted a | ot of things.

CARRYI NG THE LAMP and the | aser, he hurried through the | ower decks and the
airlock they'd |l eft open and enmerged at |ast on the bridge. Here and there

lights still worked, and the el ectronic systens were trying to come back
Once, the artificial gravity took hold, throwing himto the deck. Then it was
gone again. Mnents |ater, he thought he heard Bill’'s voice, deep in the ship.

Sonmewhere, a Kl axon began to sound.

He needed the renote, but he'd left it belowin cargo. O maybe Kellie stil
had it. There was usually a spare, and he searched through the storage
cabinets for it. But he didn't see one. Wll, he'd have to do without. Find
anot her way. He ducked out of the bridge and headed aft.

He'd lived on the Hawksbill for two months, but the ship had changed in sone
subtl e way. These dark corridors, with their shadows and their silence, were
unfam liar, places he’d never been before.

He caught another burst of gravity, stunbled, rolled, and came up running. Not
bad for an old guy. Then it died again.

He coul d hear the sound of hatches closing. Sealing off conpartmnents.

He had to open one, and then a second, to get into the engine room They both
cl osed automatically behind him

The good news was that the lights were on and the junp engi nes had power. The
fusion unit was down, dark, silent, useless. But that didn't matter. He had
what he needed.

He felt oddly calm Al nost happy. He m ght not succeed in damagi ng the cloud,



but he’'d strike a blow. Mke it recogni ze he was there.

And he wondered if, sonmewhere deeper than his conscious mnd had been able to
go, he had foreseen this eventuality, had alnost planned it. It accounted for
his intense interest in the Hawksbill, his drive to have Julie explain
ever yt hi ng.

The possibility strengthened his resolve, suggested that he would be
successful after all, that there was sonething at work here greater than he
knew. A destiny, of sorts. He didn’t believe in such nonsense, and yet now, in
these final nonents, it was a possibility to which he could cling.

He found the manual controls and flicked themon. Watched |ights cone up. He
told it to activate the engines. Go to junp.

A voice, not Bill’'s, responded. “Unable to conply. The unit is not charged.”
“Override all injunctions.”

“Unable to conply.”

“This is Juliet Carson. Override.”

“Pl ease enter code.”

Well, he'd expected it. But the system was designed to prevent tinkering, and
not outright sabotage.

There was an expl osion up front somewhere. Near the bridge.

He ainmed the laser cutter, ignited it, and took a long | ook at the engine. The
design of these things hadn’'t changed rmuch since his day.

He applied the torch to the metal and prayed for tine. Cut through the outer
housi ng. Cut through the protective shell. Get to the junction box, the sane
device that had failed in the fusion engines.

It was hard work because he needed the lanp to see into the housing. So he had
to use a hand to hold the Ianp, and a hand to hold the cutter, and a hand to
keep fromfloating away.

But finally he was in

And it was sinply a matter of renoving the flow control, and power woul d pass
into the systemand start the junp process. O in this case, because the
protective bubble wasn't adequately charged, it would rel ease sone antimatter
fuel and bl ow the ship into oblivion. Maybe, if he was extraordinarily |ucky,
it would find a vul nerabl e spot in whatever systemcontrolled the cloud. And
put it out of action, too.

It wasn’t rmuch of a chance, but it could happen

He thought of calling Kellie, of telling her how sorry he was, of letting her
know it was nmoments away. But it would be better not to. Mire conpassionate.
Let it cone as a surprise.

He woul d have preferred to wait until he got deeper into the cloud. But he had
no way of knowi ng when the power would fail altogether. And then he'd have
not hi ng.



Anot her Kl axon started, and shut down. He sliced the flow control
LI BRARY ENTRY

Sonetime within the next few days, the civilization which refers to itself as
Kor bi kkan, which we call Goompah, will be w ped out. The omega will collide
with their world and devastate its handful of cities while we sit watching

pl aci dly.

So far, there is no word of any serious action being taken on their behalf, no
i ndi cati on we have pl anned anything except to try a decoy, and if that doesn't
work, which it clearly won't, we'll make it rain, and then claimwe tried to
hel p. The problemis that the effort, such as it is, is being run by the usua
bur eaucr at s.

It’s too late for the Goonpahs, | amsorry to say. And the day is coni ng when
anot her crowd of bureaucrats of the same stripe will be charged with rescuing
us fromthe same unhappy result. It gives one pause.

—€arol yn Magruder Reports
UNN br oadcast
Monday, Decenber 8, 2234

** Chapter 43

On the ground at Roka.
Monday, Decenber 8.

DI GGER HAD JUST fi ni shed inserting a projector under the roof overhang of a
shop that sold fish when the news cane.

“They’'re off the circuit.” Julie’ s voice. “All channels.”

It was probably just a transmitter glitch. But a terrible fear clawed at him
He should have refused to let her go. He’d known fromthe begi nning that he
shoul d have kept her away fromthat thing. He could have sinply raised so much
hell that they’' d have backed off. If Collingdale wanted to go, |let himgo. But
let Bill take him Wy did he have to have Kellie al ong?

“Di gger? Do you hear ne?”
“ Yes X ”
“I't doesn’t nean there’s a mpjor problem”

“I know.” He was standing on top of a storage box, and he didn't want to cone
down. Didn't want to nove. “Pick us up,” he said. “I’Il get Whit.”

VWhit tried to be reassuring, thing like this you always think the worst, she’'s
a good pilot. They deci ded where they’'d neet, and Di gger passed the word to
Julie. An hour later they were back on the Jenkins, leaving orbit.

THE RUN QUT to the cloud took four hours. It was a frantic four hours for
Digger, who tried tirelessly to raise the Hawksbill, and for the others, who
didn’t know what to say to him

When they arrived in its vicinity, they found the box kite, cruising quietly
ahead of the omega, gradually pulling away fromthe giant. Bill reported that
he was in contact with the surveill ance packages the Hawksbill had been using



to nmonitor the onega.

“But | do not see the Hawksbill itself,” he added.

There was no w eckage, no indication what coul d have happened.
They nmust have gotten too cl ose.

Each of them in turn, said much the same thing. Even Digger admitted the ship
was | ost, had to be lost, no other explanation for it. Yet he could not
bel i eve Kellie was gone. She was too smart. Too alive.

“They’ d have let us know if they were in trouble, wouldn't they?” he denanded
of Julie.

“Maybe they didn't have tine. Maybe it happened too quickly.”

For a while, they lived with the hope that the cloud was between them and the

Hawksbill, that it had somehow bl ocked off the ship’'s transm ssions as it was

now preventing a visual sighting. But Digger knew the truth of it, although he
woul d not accept it, as if refusing to do so kept her chances alive. He wal ked
through the ship in a state of shock.

Julie invited himonto the bridge, tried to find things for himto do. In his
heart he dammed Col | i ngdal e, and dammed Hutchins for sending him

He could not have told anyone what time of day it was, or whether they were
actively searching or just going through the notions, or whether there was
anyplace left to look. He listened to Bill’'s reports, negative, negative, to
Marge and Whit talking in whispers, to Julie talking with Bill and maybe
sendi ng of f the news to Broadside.

And he becane aware that they were waiting for himto say the word, to
recogni ze that there was no way the Hawksbill could be intact wthout their
knowi ng, that it was hopel ess, but that they would not stop |ooking until he
told themto do so.

There was al ways a chance they were in the shuttle, he told hinself. The
shuttle could easily be hidden anong all the jets and dust and shreds and
chunks of cloud, its relatively weak radi o signal blown away by the electrica
activity in the area.

It was possible.

THE FI RST | NDI CATI ON there m ght be sonething out there came in the form not
of a radio signal, but, incredibly, of a sensor reading of a small netal
object, glinpsed briefly and then | ost.

“Metal,” said Julie. “It was small.”

“The shuttle?”

“Smal ler than that.”

The return of hope was sonehow painful. He could | ose her again.

“Wher e?” demanded Di gger

“Hol d on.” The area around the cloud was a vast debris field.



Bill drew a vector. “Somewhere along that line.”

They picked it up again. “l believe,” said the Al, “it’s a set of air tanks.”
Air tanks? Then sonebody was attached to them right?

“Negative,” said Bill. “Tanks only.”

They tracked them and took them on board. Saw the Hawksbill [abel on the
shoul der strap. Noted that they were exhausted.

“They’'re out there,” said Digger. Julie nodded. Enpty tanks neant soneone had
used them for six hours, then discarded them You only did that if you had a
spare set of tanks.

At | east one of themwas still afl oat.

They checked the tinme: ten and a half hours since the signal had been |ost.
Six hours to a set of tanks.

How many spares could you carry?
Then Bill announced he’d picked up a radi o signal

KELLI E BURST | NTO tears when they haul ed her inside. Tough, stoic, always in
control, she let themrenove her tanks and go-pack and shut off the suit, and
she made no effort to restrain her enotions. Her right armwas broken, and she
had a few torn liganments and a bunch of bruises, but she was alive and that
was all that mattered

She smled weakly at Digger and told Bill she wi shed he were human so she
could kiss him

Bill pronptly appeared, his younger, |ean, devil-may-care version, with dark
hair and dark skin and dark eyes that literally flashed.

“He’ s gone,” she said of Collingdale. “He stayed with the Hawksbill.” She
expl ai ned how it had | ost power, how Collingdale had refused to abandon it,
had deci ded they couldn’t survive, that he would ride it inside the cloud and
detonate the Hazel tines.

“I't doesn’t look as if he did any |asting damage,” said Wit.
“No,” agreed Bill. “The cloud will make its rendezvous wi th Lookout.”

Julie | ooked puzzled. “How d you get clear? O the blast and the cloud? You
couldn’t have done it with that.” She was | ooking at the go-pack

Whit handed her a painkiller, and they were taking her back to the ned
station.

“There was a plume,” she said. “Ajet stream It only took a few mnutes to
get toit, and it blew ne out of the nei ghborhood pretty quick.” She | ooked at
her arm “That’'s where | took the damage.”

ARCHI VE

The gul fs between the stars overwhel mus, as the eons overwhel mour paltry few
years of sunlight. W are cast adrift on an endl ess sea, to no purpose, with
no destinati on, bound where no one knows.



-Pmtri Restov
Last Rites

LI BRARY ENTRY
Mary,

I"msorry to tell you that we lost David this norning. W all admired him and
everyone here shares your grief. I'"msure you'll be receiving official
notification fromthe Acadeny in a few days.

It might console you to know that he died heroically, in the best of causes.

H s action here appears to have thrown the omega off schedul e and thereby
bought some time. It’s likely that many who woul d have been |l ost at the Intigo
will survive as a result of your fiancé s efforts.

—Jul i e Carson
Decenber 8

PART FIVE - Lykonda
** Chapter 44

Near Avapol .
Fri day, Decenber 12.

THE SKY WAS bl anketed by Marge’s rain clouds. Three of her chi meys were up
and running. The fourth would be erected that night on an island forty Kklicks
of f the west coast, m dway between Mandi gol and Sakmarung. Over the |ast two
days, no one in Hopgop or Roka, or in the four cities located in the center of
the isthrmus, had seen the sun, the stars, or the apparition

It was still visible fromT M ngletep and Savakol in the south, and from
Saniusar in the far north. There, the Goonpahs watched the onega grow visibly
| arger each night. It filled their sky, a terrifying vision, grimand churning
and lit within by dermon-fire.

Di gger sat, concealed within his lightbender, in a pavilion in the mddle of a
rai nswept park. The park was deserted, as were the surrounding streets. Wit
was out positioning projectors. He'd gotten good at it, and obviously enjoyed
t he worKk.

They’ d done the cal cul ations again, and the cloud was not conpensating for its
new position, was probably unable to conpensate, and woul d consequently reach
Lookout when it was early afternoon on the Intigo. Since it was com ng out of
the night, that nmeant it should expend nost of its energy on the far side of
the worl d.

Hal l eluia! Add that to the cloud cover Marge was putting up, and the Goonpahs
had a decent chance.

“Don’t get too confident,” Wit had warned him “Conditions here will still be
extrene.”

Di gger had seen only the shimrering haze of Wiit’s |ightbender, and consi dered
how difficult it was to comruni cate when you couldn’t see people’s
expressions. Was he becomnming seriously pessimstic? O cautious? Or was it
just a reflex that you never claimvictory lest you tenpt the fates?



“And don't forget the round-the-world mssion,” he'd added, apparently
determ ned to danpen the nmood. He’d been like this since they’'d | ost

Col l'ingdal e. The others had expressed their regrets, had been sorry; but

Col lingdal e reportedly hadn’t been easy to get to know. Digger, in fact, had
barely had tine to say hello as he passed through the weddi ng and took Kellie
and the Hawksbill out to chase the onega. Kellie had spoken little about him
since her return. He hoped she was too smart to assign any guilt to herself
for the loss, but she had nade it clear she didn’'t want to tal k about the
experi ence.

Whit, however, must have been closer to Collingdal e than anyone had realized.
He’ d been visibly shaken by his death.

The round-the-world nission had been gone ten weeks. Bill was keeping an eye
on them and reporting periodically. They' d lost a couple of sailors. One had
fall en overboard; another had contracted a di sease of sone sort and been
buried at sea. O herw se, not much was happeni ng. The wi nd stops, they stop
The wi nd picks up, and they’'re off again. “They're steering crooked,” Bill had
been saying the last three days. “They' re off course. Had al nost a week of bad
weat her, so | guess they can't see the stars to navigate.”

The shi ps were approaching the eastern continent and woul d soon, Di gger
t hought, have to turn back.

The rain around the pavilion was alnost torrential. It had been falling
steadily for a night and a day. Marge, it seenmed, was very good at what she
did for a living.

A coupl e of signs were posted announci ng an afternoon slosh at Broka Hall,
giving the time by sundial. In the event of rain, bells would be rung at
intervals. A noraka was al so schedul ed that evening at the edge of the park
weat her permitting. Miusic and snacks. Conplinents of the Korkoran

Phi | osophi cal Society.

Wiit had known what a slosh was. But he had not seen the term noraka
previously.

“It’s hard to explain,” Digger had told him
“Try.”

“I't’s an orgy.”

“Real | y?”

“Yes.”

“The orgy starts at nine?”

“Somet hing like that.”

“Sponsored by the Phil osophical Society?”
“Apparently so.” Digger grinned.

“This place has sone uni que aspects.”

There was no one about. He could see a Goonpah adjusting shutters in one of
the buildings lining the park, and another hurrying across a street. And that



was it.

Bill broke into his musings. “Wather update,” he said in a voice copied from
weat her reports back honme. He enjoyed doing that. “Expect continued rain in
the central sections of the isthnus at |east until tonorrow ”

“Bill,” he said, “we only have three chimeys up. Are they nore effective than
we t hought ?”
“l do not think so, Digger. |I believe what we are seeing is partially due to

nat ural neteorol ogical conditions. The arrival of a |low pressure area fromthe
west coi nci ded—=

“—+t’s okay, | don't need the details. Is there any chance the rain wll
remain with us over the next few days?”

“Until the cloud arrives? No. The weather systemwi |l pass over the isthmus by
m dday tonmorrow. After that, it will be up to Marge’s chi meys.”

The streets and cafés in the cities were virtually deserted. The Goonpahs were
stayi ng home in substantial nunbers.

Si gns had been posted announci ng sl oshen to discuss “recent unsettling
events.” Digger and Whit had posted projectors at a couple of themso they
could watch fromthe ship. Ironically,the unseasonabl e weat her had added to
native disquiet, as had reports of voices and di senrbodi ed eyes, nysti cal
flashes in the sky (which mght have been the chimeys or the AV3, or both).
There’ d been zhoka sightings on the hi ghways and, nost terrifying of all, the
levitation of Tayma, the priestess at Savakol, followed by a w ndow opening in
m dair. Wtnessed by hundreds.

Di gger, Wiit, and Kellie had watched fully a dozen Goonpahs rise and swear
they were there, or knew someone who was there, when it happened. “She
literally rose out of the sea,” one bull-sized nmale had said, “and fl oated
through thin air across the water, over the water, until she was set down by
an unseen hand on the beach.”

The consensus seened to be that the confluence of supernatural events
portended approachi ng catastrophe. But they wondered, if such a thing were
actual ly about to happen, why the gods were permtting it. Wiere were they,
anyhow? There was a pal pable sense of irritation that the local deities were
not on the job.

Earlier that day, Digger had stood outside a schoolroomand listened to the
teacher and students di scuss the approaching cloud. The students were probably

a young-adol escent equivalent. It was hard to tell. But sone of themwanted to
know whet her the teacher still believed that supernatural events did not
happen.

“I't is sinply,” the teacher had argued, “that there are parts of the natura
world we do not yet understand.”

The youth in Avapol may have been too polite to laugh, and too smart to argue:
but even Digger, who had not yet begun to | earn the nuances of nonverba
conmuni cati on anong this alien race, could see what they thought of that
opi ni on.

As Wit put a projector in a tree, he caught a glinpse of Digger. Wen he'd
finished, he turned, |ooked toward the pavilion, and waved. Di gger waved back



“That’s the last one,” Kellie told him She was in the |ander. This was her
first day back at work, giving Julie a well-earned chance to sleep in a bed
agai n.

The last one in Avapol. They still had two cities to visit.

It was getting tight. The Goonpahs woul d have three nore days of relative
calm During the mdafternoon of the third day, the onega would hit the far
side of the planet, and conditions would deteriorate. The cloud that had
struck Moonlight had delivered nmost of its energy during the first seven
hours. It had systematically picked out every city around the gl obe stil
standi ng and denolished it. Then it had abat ed.

At Lookout, the actions of the Hawksbill had thrown the onega off schedul e.
Furt hernmore, Marge's weather would hide the targets. The cloud, not know ng
better, would raise hell on the other side of the planet, and the Goonpahs,
during the first few hours, would get their feet wet. During the course of the
evening the Intigo would rotate beneath the main body of the storm but by the
time it arrived in the lethal zone, the thing would be starting to dissipate.
And it would, they hoped, not even see the cities.

“You guys ready to cone hone?”

Di gger watched Whit noving steadily through the rain. “Gve us thirty nmnutes
to get there.”

She woul d pick themup on a hilltop on the northern edge of town. “1’Il be
there,” she said.

Di gger got up from his bench

“By the way,” she said, “the nedia have arrived.”

“Real | y?”

“The Bl ack Cat Network, of all people.” The Black Cat Network tended toward
sensationalist journalism “They re asking perm ssion to send in a ground
team”

“Tell them no. We have no authority.”

“I already told them”

He sighed. He couldn't really blame them This was a pretty big story. And
they’d cone a long way for it. He was tenpted to tell themto go ahead, but if
he did, Hutch would fry his rear end. “They can do whatever they need to with
t el escopes.”

“ (](ay. ”

“And tell themthey can have access to the pickups.” He thought about that.
Maybe it wasn’t a good idea. For one thing, they’ d undoubtedly find out about

t he norakas. “Do we have gui dance fromthe Acadeny on any of this?”

“Hut ch says cooperate, but they are not to set foot on the surface. |If they
do, they will be prosecuted. She says they’ ve been warned.”

“Ckay. Tell themwe’' |l help where we can. Don’t mention the pickups.”

“CGood,” she said. “I think that’s prudent.”



BLACK CAT REPORT

Thanks, Ron. This is Rose Beetemin the skies over Lookout. At the noment, we
can’t show you the cities of the Goonpahs. They’'re under a heavy cover of
rainstornms. | have to report to you that we have been asked not to land on the
pl anetary surface, because of the Noninterference Protocol, and we are
adhering to that request.

But we expect to be able to follow the action on the ground as the situation
devel ops. Meantime, it is late evening over the Goonpah cities, which are
concentrated on a relatively small |andnmass in the southern hem sphere. Wat
you are |looking at nowis the rimof the omega. It is just rising, and, as you
can see, it is an incredible spectacle

Avery Wi tl ock’s Not ebooks

It is hard not to conclude that ny entire life has been a prelude to and a
preparation for this noment. If we do not succeed here, nothing else |I’'ve done
will have mattered very mnuch.

—Pecenber 12

** Chapter 45

On board the Jenkins.
Sunday, Decenber 14.

“WE' LL BE LEAVING orbit in thirty minutes.” Kellie' s voice cane over the
speaker fromthe bridge. She'd resunmed command of the Jenkins.

They were running through the night beneath the cloud. The Intigo was on the
dayl i ght side of the globe, approaching evening. In a couple of hours, when it
rotated beneath the onega, and the ship had withdrawn to a safe di stance from
Lookout, they would put Digger’'s plan into effect and see whet her the Goonpahs
could be persuaded to head for the high country. They'd have the night and
much of the follow ng day to get out of town. Then, at about m dafternoon the
onega woul d i npact the far side, weather conditions would worsen, and the
event woul d begin.

The projectors were in place, and the chimeys were up. C ouds were spreading
out fromT Mngletep on the south to Saniusar in the north.

The situation was prom sing. The omega woul d, as predicted, hit the wong side
and spend the bulk of its fury before the cities of the Intigo rotated into
its path.

Moody and dark and silent, lit by only an occasional flicker, it had al nost
conpletely blotted out the stars. The Goonpahs could no | onger see it, but the
crew of the Jenkins knew. Digger hated | ooking at the thing. There was a
tendency on the ship to walk softly, to hold one’s breath, and to speak in | ow
tones, as if alittle noise might drawits attention

The plumes reached well past Lookout and | ost thenselves in the dazzle of the
sun. On the surface of the threatened world, seas had becone rough, in
anticipation of the onslaught. Around the Intigo, the weather had grown cold
and wet.

On the Jenkins, as they counted down the |last few ninutes, they tal ked about



t he ongoi ng debates over enhanced intelligence, about a report from Hutch that
clouds did not survive their encounters with their hedgehogs, about an
assassination attenpt in the NAU Senate, about a new teaching system desi gned
to bolster lagging literacy scores. The approachi ng omega was the el ephant in
the room the thing no one nentioned.

The prom sed cel ebration of the marriage between Kellie and Di gger never
really happened. They’'d had a few drinks and exchanged enbraces all around,
but that was about it. Muybe it seemed i nappropriate after Collingdale’'s
deat h, or maybe nobody really wanted to cel ebrate anything until they had the
results on Lookout.

“Dayl i ght coming,” said Kellie.

The sun rose over the rimof the world, and the onega dropped down the sky
behi nd them and receded bel ow the horizon until only the plunmes remai ned
visible, great dark towers soaring into the heavens.

“CGood riddance,” said Marge.

“Next time they want sonebody to westle one of these things,
“they’re going to have to find sonmebody else.”

Di gger said,
“Twel ve minutes to departure,” said Kellie. “Lockdown in eight. Anybody needs
to do anything, this would be a good tine.”

Di gger felt an enornous sense of relief to be putting sone di stance between
hi nsel f and the onega.

Julie comented that she was having the tinme of her life, and they all | ooked
at her as if she’d lost her mind. “Wll,” she said. “I haven't been around as
| ong as sone of you guys have, but if things go well, or even if they don't, |
expect this will be the high point of ny career. How often do you get involved

in sonething that really matters?”

Mout hs of babes, thought Digger. He was jiggling a puzzle on his nonitor. Find
your way out of the maze.

They were over ocean. Daylight sparkled off a few clouds, and he saw land in
the north. In alittle nmore than an hour it would be getting dark along the
Intigo. Their |ast peaceful night.

Di gger gave up on the nmaze—he' d never been good at puzzl es anyhow-and headed
for one of the acceleration couches. It felt good to lie down, punch the
button, and feel the harness settle over him The others |aughed at him
“Anxi ous?” asked Whit.

“You bet.”
“I guess we all are.” Julie took one of the chairs; Mirge, the other couch
Whit settled in beside Julie. “Congratul ations,” he said.

She smled. There was a touch of innocence in it, and Digger couldn't help

t hi nki ng agai n how young she | ooked. When they wote the history of these
proceedi ngs, he suspected she'd get left out, pretty nuch. Collingdale would
be seen as a hero who' d sacrificed hinself to turn the cloud aside. He stil
didn't have the story fromKellie, but he suspected sonething el se had been at
work. Ot herwi se, she wouldn’t have been so quiet. But it was okay. You al ways
need her oes.



Marge woul d rank up there, too. And Jack, the first victim That brought a
rush of guilt. Killed by the stupidity of a colleague. If the historians ever
got the truth, old Digger wouldn't | ook very good.

Bill's voice broke in. “Marge, Kellie asked me to pass the current weat her
report along.”

He wondered why it mattered at that point.
“What’ ve you got, Bill?" she asked.
“There’s a stormsystembuilding to the west of the Intigo.”

“That’s just what we want, isn't it?” said Digger. He glanced over at Marge
and gave her a thunbs-up. “An assist for the little lady,” he said.

She frowned. “Maybe not. Bill, what kind of storn®?”
“Electrical. 1'd say the isthmus is going to get heavy rains tonight.”

Digger didn't like the way she | ooked. “Wat’'s wong?” he asked. “Wy is that
not good news?”

“Thi nk about it. How are you going to send signals to the projectors you've
been planting all over the isthrmus? During an el ectrical stornP”

Uh- oh.
“Isnt it a bit late in the season for thunderstorns?”

Marge shrugged. “Don’t know. W' ve haven’t really had a chance to | ook at
climatic conditions here. In any case, they could be starting to feel the
effects of the omega.” The plumes had been burrowing into the atnosphere for a
coupl e of days.

It didn’t bother Julie. “I don't see that it makes that nmuch difference,” she
said. “The thing isn’'t going to hit the cities anyhow. So even if they don't
get out, they’'ll probably be okay.”

“That’s not so,” persisted Marge. “The omega is going to kick up a very large
storm Think rmaybe tornado-force wi nds around the planet.” She | ooked at
Digger with frustration. “lI don't know. W just don’t have enough experience
with these things.”

She rel eased her harness and went back to one of the stations and brought up
an image of the Intigo. “The cities are all at or close to sea level. They're
going to get high water. Maybe even tsunamis. |f the popul ation doesn’'t get to
hi gh ground, the | osses are going to be substantial.”

“Well,” said Julie, “what about this? W can use the | anders. They're stil
down there. Load the broadcast programinto the | anders now while conditions
are good. Pick out four |ocations covering the eleven cities and have Bill
nmove the |landers. Right? One in each spot. Then when the tinme cones, just
broadcast fromthe four sites. W can watch the stormand try to pick the best
tinme for each.”

“Sounds okay to nme,” said Digger. “lI don't see any reason it wouldn't work.”

Marge’ s expressi on never changed. “I don’t think so,” she said.



“Why not ?” asked Di gger
“The | anders are on M. Al pha at the nonent.”
“Where?” asked Wit.

“I't’s a mountain near Hopgop. Ni ce safe place. Nobody could get near it on
foot.”

“—And?”

“They’' re | ashed down. To protect themfromthe wi nds. They aren’t going
anywhere.”

“Well,” said Julie, “I guess we didn’t think this one through the way we
shoul d have.”

“W can’t release themfrom here?” asked Di gger

“They’'re just ordinary cables tied to trees.” Marge | ooked unconfortable.
“Sorry. It didn't occur to me we'd need them again before this was over.”

Julie took a deep breath. “It’s out of our hands then. \Watever happens,
happens. W’ ve done everything we can.”

Whit | ooked squarely at Digger. No, we haven't. But he didn't say it.

“Two mnutes,” said Kellie. “Marge, you need to belt down.”

Di gger had no idea where the isthmus was. There were too many clouds. The

pl anet | ooked so big. Surely that little stretch of land with its cluster of
cities would get by okay.

VWhit was watching him waiting for himto say sonething.

Di gger sighed. “I’'Il go down,” he said. “I can use the landers and run the
signal fromthe ground. As opportunity permts.”

Julie stared at him “Have you | ost your m nd?”
“Kellie,” he said, “hold off on departure.”
“Why? W' Il | ose our wi ndow.”
“You're going to need another one.”

“I"1'l go with you,” Whit said.

“No.” Digger had rel eased his harness and was sitting up. “W’'ll only need one
person on the ground.”

“What' s goi ng on back there?” asked Kellie.

“The weat her report created a problem”™ Julie told her. She | ooked at D gger
“You'll need a pilot.”

Kids always think they're inmmortal. “Bill can take us down.”

“That’s not a good idea.”



Whit was still watching him “I'd take it amiss if you don't let ne go along.”

Di gger saw no point in it, but he also saw that Wit was serious. “If you
insist,” he said. He was trying to think it out. The four |anders were tied
down on a nountaintop north of Hopgop. He’'d need the AV3. And the helicopter
“Plus a pilot,” he said reluctantly. “l guess you're in, Julie.”

“Why do you need the haul er?” demanded Kellie, who had appeared in the
door way.

“It’s got a better chance of surviving heavy weather.”

“I can pilot the dammed thing. There’s no need to drag Julie al ong.”
“You're not qualified.”

“Di gger—=

“W need all the edge we can get. And don’t look at ne |like that. W don't
have time to argue about it.”

THEY HAD TO make anot her pass around the night side before they could get set
up. Kellie told himit was a fool’s errand, and he could see she was
struggling to hold back tears. But she finally admtted it was the only thing
t hey coul d do.

God knew Di gger didn’t want to go back down with the omega com ng on. But he
had too nmuch invested in the Goonpah cities to wal k away from them now.
“Listen,” he told Kellie, “we’ve been reasonably confident they can get
through it. If they can, we can.”

He checked the prepared broadcast to be sure he hadn't overl ooked anyt hi ng,
downl oaded it onto disk, made an extra copy just in case, and put both in a
pocket. The sun dropped behind them and they plunged into the night. The
cloud rose and filled the sky. Everyone was quiet. They’'d all seen too many
sims, where you go one extra tinme into danger and pay for it. But they cane
back out into the sunlight w thout incident.

When the ship was clear, and they were getting ready to | eave, Kellie joined
him and for a long minute, put her hands on his arm held on, but said
not hi ng.

“I't’1l be okay,” he told her
Her eyes were danp. “lI have to take the Jenkins out of orbit.”
“l1 know.”

“That nmeans—

“—+ know what it neans.”

There was another long silence. “I won't ask you not to go, Dig. Just, please,
cone back.” She | ooked around at the others, nmaking her request binding on
all.

“We will. W'll be okay.”

“Don’t do anything dunb.”



“Not hi ng dunb. Check.”

“And make for the high ground.”

“Love,” he said, taking her into his arns, “lI’malready on the high ground.”
“l’m serious.”
“I know, Kel. Don’t worry. |I'Il be careful. I’ve too much to cone back to.”

VWHEN THE MOMENT arrived, she gave the word, and they slipped through the
airlock, the three of them They were tethered together, and Julie wore a
go- pack. The AV3 was only a short burst away.

It was a big vehicle, but it was all storage space. Digger took a quick | ook
in back to make sure the Fal con was there. The bl ades had been shortened
somehow to save space. Ot herw se, the oversize cargo hold was enpty.

The cabin was no bigger than the one in the Jenkins’s lander. He clinbed into
the right-hand seat, Wit sat down in back, and the harnesses slid down over
their shoulders. Julie settled in, turned on one of the nonitors, and began
powering up. Lanps blinked on, and Julie was talking to both Bill and Kellie.

Kel i e gave her clearance to go, and she throttled up. “How are we going to do
thi s?” she asked, as they slipped away and began their descent.

Di gger expl ai ned what he wanted. They dropped through the cloud cover and
energed over the ocean. They were down anmong el ectrical storms, west of the

i sthmus, when Bill’s elderly sea captain i mage appeared on the overhead. “The
Jenkins has left orbit,” he said.

Morments |later Kellie was on the circuit. “W're pulling out to a range of 3
mllion klicks. | don’t want the ship anywhere near this place when the onega
hits.”

“That shoul d be safe enough,” said Julie. Her snooth features were
expressionless in the glow of the instrunent panel

Di gger twi sted around but still couldn't really see Wit. “May | ask you a
guestion?” he said.

“Sure.”
“Why did you cone? You don’t have a dog in this race.”

Whit | ooked nonentarily offended. “I’mas involved as anyone el se, Dig. |
don't think I'd want to be on hand for this and have to tell mny grandkids al
| did was stand in the third row and watch.”

It occurred to Digger that none of them would have been out of the third row
had it not been for Whit’'s pronpting. Digger didn't think he would have gone
back to the Intigo on his owmn. But it was hard to stay al oof after Wit had
made it clear that they were preparing to abandon the Goonpahs.

“Hang tight,” said Julie. “Rough weather ahead.”
MOUNTAI NS JUTTED OUT out of the clouds. “M. Alpha is that way”—Julie jabbed a

fi nger—and Hopgop over there.” Of to the right. It was late afternoon in
Goonpah country.



“Do you want to wait until it’'s dark?” Julie asked.
“No. Too nuch to do, and we’'re too short on tine.”

M. Al pha was craggy, snow covered, probably the tallest peak on the isthnus.
It was sheer on the west side, as if sonmething had taken a hot knife to it.
The renmai nder was broken into notches, ridges, slopes, gullies, and
buttresses.

Julie brought the haul er down cautiously atop the snow cover at the sunmt and
quickly lifted off again when the ground gave way. “Not too steady up here,”
she comrented. They nade it on the second try.

The nmountaintop was flat. A few trees were scattered about, and sone bushes.

It was about the size of a soccer field, maybe a little larger. A rock chi mey
rose out of the center, and a mmssive fissure had been gouged into the
northern angle. Everything beyond it | ooked ready to plunge into the clouds
bel ow.

Two | anders were parked on either side of the chimmey, anchored to it, to a
couple of trees, and to a spread of boul ders.

“I think,” said Digger, “they're safe fromrising water up here.”
“We thought so,” she said, without a trace of a snile

They rel eased the cables and tossed theminto the vehicles. D gger clinbed
i nsi de each and upl oaded the di sk

The third lander was in the shelter of a buttress, well down the side of the
mount ai n. They were in the weather by then, |ightning walking about, rain

hamreri ng down. It was secured to five trees. The fourth was in a clutch of
forest in a saddle.

They piled out of the AV3 at the saddle and clinbed into the lander. Julie
activated the vehicle' s |ightbender, while Digger inserted the final disk.

They were ready to go | ooking for broadcast |ocations.

SANI USAR WAS EFFECTI VELY isolated in the northwest, and needed a site of its

own. They picked out a ridge in a renote area, and Bill started one of the
| anders forward. It turned out to be an unnerving experience because the storm
kept | oosening Bill’s grip on the unmanned vehicle, and they alnmost lost it

al together while he was setting it down.

They settled on a second site mdway across the Intigo, fromwhich they could
reach Mandi gol and Sakmarung on the west coast, and Hopgop and Roka to the
east. It had grown dark when they established a sinilar |ocation farther
sout h, which provided access to Kul nar, Brackel, Avapol, and Kagly. Finally,
in the late evening, they took the AV3 to a nountaintop, where the broadcast
range covered Savakol and T M ngl etep

LONG BEFORE THE | anders were in place near Brackel and T M ngl etep, Digger had
activated the prograns in the north. Unlike Saniusar, which was a spraw ing
collection of towers and ornate houses and bridges and public buildings spread
across several urban areas, Hopgop was a nodest town with about a tenth the
popul ati on and an inclination toward the austere. Where the western city was
fl anboyant and al nbst baroque, the New York of its world, Hopgop liked to
think of itself as casual, informal, no-nonsense. Another Mscow. Its
architecture was purely utilitarian; its literature (as the translators were



al ready | earning) was lucid, uncontrived, vigorous. Sometines lurid. And often
power ful . Hopgop was the intellectual center of the Intigo.

When Digger started the transm ssion, which occurred shortly after the torches
were lit in both cities, anyone passing before the cutlery shop on Hopgop's
mai n avenue, or in any of the mmjor parks of Saniusar, would have been
startled to see a lunmi nous apparition appear apparently from nowhere.

Macao had been in Hopgop for three days. She’d been performng, visiting

rel atives, attending shows. The real reason she was there was that she had not
forgotten Digger’s prediction. The timng was incorrect. The previ ous day had
been the ninety-third day, the day it was all supposed to happen. She’d even
tal ked her cousins and her brother into clearing out, into sitting on a nearby
ri dge under animal skins, while the rain came down and the sky rermained in its
accust omed pl ace

Still, she wondered if she mi ght have mni sunderstood somet hi ng. Whatever the
truth m ght be, they had clearly fallen on onmi nous days, and, if Digger turned
out to be belatedly right, she wanted to be with her famly.

It was inpossible to know what to make of events. Suddenly it seened she |ived
in a wrld of zhokas and levitation and lights in the sky. A zhoka had been
seen just a few days ago in Avapol. O course, they had al ways been observed
with some regularity, but that could usually be ascribed to an overabundance
of piety or wine or imagination. Take your pick

She wondered about the three ships, out in the night sonewhere, on the wide
ocean while terrible things were happening. She tried to console herself with
the possibility that they were beyond the sunrise, and beyond the reach of the
thing that seened to be coming at them out of the night.

She was in her brother’s villa on the southern edge of town, near Klaktik
Square. They had been at di nner when the next-door neighbor came poundi ng on
the door. “Something’s in the sky,” he roared. And then ran off, |eaving them

gapi ng.

They opened the shutters and | ooked out at the storm which had consisted only
of gray rain all day. But now there was a downpour, and the evening was ful
of lightning. “I don’t see anything,” said her brother

But Macao had a feeling, and she renenbered Digger Dunn, woul d never forget

Di gger Dunn. She went outside and | ooked up. And she saw it in the flickering
light: a giant bird, but not a bird, a thing that noved sonmehow i ndependent of
the wind, that did not seemto use its wings. She watched it vanish into a

cl oud.

Then she went back into the house and told her brother what she’'d seen. “It’s
hard to see in the storm” he said. “Maybe it was sonething el se.”

But it had been something not of this world. She knew that as surely as she
knew the children were in bed.

AFTER ABOUT AN hour, the rain let up, and the thunder subsided. Macao was
still wondering whet her she shoul d suggest they get the children and go out
into the storm Repeat the fiasco of the previous night.

Was it even possible the ocean could overflow the shoreline? Could such a
t hi ng happen?

She was thinking about it when a fresh comotion started in the street.



Voi ces. Shouts. Running.
They hurried out, into the courtyard.

Peopl e were nmoving past. Toward Kl aktik Square. “Mracle!” someone said. And
anot her: “Have nercy on us.”

Kl akti k was a large park, with shops and a children’s pool and a neeting
house.

The street was full of shouts: "I don't know, but it’s her.”

“What ' s happeni ng?”

“The goddess.”

“Lykonda.”

“Worst weather |’'ve ever seen.”

The conmotion quieted as they approached the square. There were a hundred
people standing in the rain. More than a hundred. And they were coming in from
all directions.

Macao stood on her tiptoes, trying to nmake out what was happeni ng. There was a
glowin the trees. People were crowding toward the children’s pool. Toward the
l'ight.

She couldn’t make out what it was. The night grew quieter, and everything
seened to be sl owi ng down, the people around her, the rain, the wind. Even the

chil dren.

A woman stood within the light. Incredibly, her feet rested on the air,
unsupport ed.

It was hard to breathe.

The wonman surveyed the crowd. She seened utterly serene, sometines solid,
sonetines as insubstantial as the clouds.

She was dressed for the forest, in green | eggings and a | oose yell ow bl ouse.
And she carried a blazing torch.

People in front of Macao were renoving their hats, whinpering, falling to
their knees.

She was the nost beautiful woman Macao had ever seen. And there was sonet hing
eerily famliar about her

The power that ran through the night, that brightened the skies, ran into
Macao’s mind. And she knew who the wonman was.

Lykonda.
CGoddess of the hunt. Patroness of the arts. Protector of Brackel
Anot her bei ng who shoul d not exist.

But in that nmonment of darkness and confusion and fear, Macao wel coned her into
her heart.



THE GODDESS SEEMED det ached from the physical world. The wind pulled at the
trees, but her garments remmined unruffled. The rain sparkled when it touched
her aura, but never seened to touch her

In all that assenbl age, no one spoke.

Macao heard the boom of the distant surf and sonewhere behind her the brief
cackl e of an oona. And she realized this was the supreme nonment of her life.
For the first tine, she enbraced the faith of the Intigo, and knew the joy
that cane with it.

She was vaguely aware that people were still coming into the park, but how big
the crowd m ght have becone, she could not have said. Nor did she care

And then, shattering the nood, a voice: “O Goddess, why have you cone anong
your servants?” The voice was male, with a strange accent. She was annoyed

t hat anybody woul d presunme to speak. And she thought it a voice she had heard
bef ore.

The Iight changed subtly, and Macao saw that the goddess’s bl ouse was ri pped,
her | eggings torn. And there was a snmear on her right cheek that | ooked
suspi ciously |ike bl ood.

Lykonda switched the torch to her |left hand and beckoned with the right. “Hear
my words,” she said. “A great stormis coming. You have seen it now for nany
nmont hs. We have been engaged with it, trying to subdue it, and we have reduced
its power. But know that even we cannot vanquish it altogether, and you nust
now | ook to your safety.”

The crowd stirred. Some began to sob. Cries and noans went up
“The waters will rise and flow across the | and.”
More | ament ati ons.

“Take your famly and your friends and hurry to high ground. Do not panic.
There is tine, but you nmust leave the city quickly. This is your |ast night
before the storm breaks over you. Stay away fromthe city until the danger is
past. Take supplies for six days.”

“CGoddess.” It was the oddly accented voice again. “Many of us are old and weak
and cannot make the trek you describe.” Macao could not see who was speaki ng.
But she knew the voi ce.

“Be of good courage. You will not see nme, but | will be with you.”
The whinpers turned to cries of thanks.
And then, abruptly, the light faded and went out, and Lykonda was gone.

I N BRACKEL, PARSY the librarian helped his kirma, his brother-husbands, get
their twenty-two spouses to safety. He had wi tnessed, had been stunned by, the
appear ance of the goddess. Wio woul d have t hought such things actually
happened? But he was, if anything, a prudent nan. Having heard her words, he
needed no additional encouragenent.

Until this night, although he assuned the gods existed somewhere, that they
kept the stars nmoving and brought the seasons and the harvest, he’ d never
t hought much about them To him they tended to be occasional characters in



t he dramas, showing up to give advice, to nove the plot along, to teach a
much- needed | esson. He would be nore cautious in the future. \Watever years
were given him he would reverence the gods and their ways, and he woul d wal k
i n righteousness.

He stood on the crest of a hill within sight of Brackel. The roads between the
city and the surrounding hills were narrow, and they were choked with the

fl eei ng popul ati on. The dawn was near, although he didn't expect to be able to
see the sun. The rain had finally stopped, but it had gotten cool. The
children were wapped in skins, and the new day woul d be long and trying. But
they woul d get through it. How could they not, if Lykonda wal ked wi th thenf?

The signs of the com ng hazard were everywhere: The wind was rising, the tide
was unnaturally high, and the rivers were beginning to flood. Parsy had | ong
since discovered that prudence always suggested he assunme the worst, and that
if he did so, he would sel dom be either surprised or disappointed. So he had
ordered his famly to bring everything they could carry. Prepare for a siege
on the hilltops. And get high. No matter that the clinb was tiring.

Now it was done, and they were as safe as he could nake them So it was tine
to consider his second duty. “Who will conme with me?” he asked.

“Let them go,” said Kasha, his special nmate, the woman with whom he shared his
i nnernost thoughts. “In the end, they are only scrolls. They are not worth
your life.”

“You won't be able to get through that,” said Chubolat, signifying the
refugees pouring out of the city. Chubol at occasionally worked at the library.

”

“l have no choice,” he said. “It is ny responsibility.”

Tupel o cane forward and stood by his side. Reluctantly, but he cane. And then
Kasha. “Where you go, | will go,” he said.

“No. | cannot allowit.”
“You cannot stop ne.”

“And 1,” said Yakkim with whom he spent so many of his evenings in
conversation about the ancients.

And brown-eyed Chol a. And Kamah, who was the nost timd of all. And Lokar, who
had never read anything in his life.

“I only need two,” he said.
BLACK CAT REPORT

Ron, it’s beconing hard to see any separation between the cloud and the

pl anet. The bulk of it is over ocean at the nonment. Qur sensors indicate that
rock and dust are being hurled into the atnmosphere, that conditions in the

at nosphere are becoming, to say the least, turbulent.

The good news is that the Goonpah cities are noving away fromit, out onto the
other side of the world. For the nonment, at |east, they' re shielded. They're
begi nning to get some flooding, but other than that they're still in pretty
good shape. Tonight will be critical, Ron, when the Goonpahs rotate into the
heart of the storm

This is Rose Beetemreporting from Lookout.



Avery Wi tl ock’s Not ebooks

It has been the fashion since Darwin to attack religious belief on grounds
that it is oppressive, that it closes the mnd, that it |leads to intol erance
and often to violence. And not |least of all, that nost of the faiths are
necessarily wong, as they contend agai nst each ot her

Yet there is much that is ennobling in the belief that there is, after all, a
hi gher power. That there is a purpose to existence. That we owe loyalty to
somet hing greater than ourselves. And it strikes ne that, even when we get the
details wong, that belief can produce a happy result.

** Chapter 46

On the ground between T M ngl etep
and Savakol .
Monday, Decenber 15.

“HOW COULD YOU tell themthat?” demanded Julie
“How could | tell them what?”

“That the goddess would be with them They're on their own, and they' Il find
t hat out quickly enough.”

Di gger shook his head. “She’ll be with them” he said. “They’' |l discover
they’' re stronger and nore capable than they ever thought. Anyhow, what woul d
you have done? Tell themto go ahead and | eave G andna?”

Pictures were com ng in. Throughout Savakol and the cities of the Triad in the
south, in Saniusar and Mandi gol and Hopgop in the north, across the nidbelt of
the Intigo, the Goonpahs were on the nove. Lykonda was appearing outside cafés
and net al wor ki ng shops, theaters and public buildings, on bridges and docks.
In Roka, she stood above the incomng tide; in Kagly, she showed up in the
private hone of the squant, a menber of the town council. At T'M ngletep she
took over the yardarm of a | ong-beached schooner. I n Mandi gol she stood on a
river. Everywhere the word went through the streets. They got sone
interference fromthe storns, and occasionally the goddess broke up into an
eruption of color. But it was working. They chose their tines carefully,
initiating the prograns when the rains slackened and the |ightning died down.
To the CGoonpahs it nust have seemed that the el ements were bowing to her will.

“Cet to high ground.”

It was Kellie's contralto. Wth, he thought, some majesty mxed in.

“I' will be with you.”

THE W ND ROSE during the night.

They flew over Kagly, north up the coast. The shoreline curved al nost due west
bet ween Kagly and Avapol, which was about forty kilonmeters away. There were a
nunber of islands. Lykonda had appeared on one, and they noted wth
satisfaction that the sea was full of lights. Asnmall flotilla was noving back

and forth between the islands and the mainland. The word was getting around.

Near dawn they hovered over Kul nar and watched cold, tired nasses of Goonpahs
pl oddi ng out of the city and clinbing into the hills. The storm abated and the



sky became quiet, but it was still heavy with Marge's clouds, cloaking the
horror that hung over their heads.

The isthrmus road was full of nmoving lights. The countryside, the crests of
hills, trails leading into the uplands, were all alive with traffic. In the
harbors, ships were pulling out, making for deep water

Bill relayed pictures of the onega. It was com ng alive, enornmous |ightning
bolts rippling through it, crashing down into Lookout’'s upper atnosphere. The
sun rose, and the bolts brightened the western sky. But they were falling
behind as the isthmus rode into the dawn.

“Last day,” said Julie, shivering

Rain continued to fall in varying degrees of intensity across the peninsul a.
“This is the sort of thing,” Wit said, “that constitutes the stuff of

| egends.”

“You mean they' |l tell this story to their grandkids,” said Julie.

Di gger smled. “And nobody who wasn’t here will believe it.”

“Don’t be too sure,” said Wit. “One day this might all becone part of a
sacred scripture.”

“Not on this world,” insisted Digger. “I keep remenbering a sign we saw at one
of the schools. ‘Think for yourself.’” If they can really push that, | doubt
any of their grandkids will believe Lykonda actually showed up.”

“Pity,” said Julie. “It’s a lovely story.”

Bill's features showed up on-screen. “One of the chimeys is down,” he said.

“I'n the south. Near T"M ngletep.”

Mich of the western coastline was beginning to fl ood. Marge got on the
circuit. “The cloud is hitting the far side pretty hard,” she said. “The
isthmus is already seeing the effects. Look for high wi nds, maybe tornadoes.
God knows. It’'Il get worse during the day, and they' ||l get hamrered tonight.
Best for you is to skedaddle. Stay on the day side of the planet. Keep it
bet ween you and the onega.”

In fact, the onmega was enornously bigger than Lookout, and Di gger knew that it
woul d fold conpletely over the world. And then, finally exhausted, it would
pass.

One night. The Intigo only had to get through one night.

THEY DRI FTED OVER Mandi gol, which was lovely in the gray dawn. There was a
waterfall to the northeast, fed by a | ake roughly a hundred meters above sea

| evel . A bank of white m st crept down fromthe [ ake, drifting over houses and
parks, closing in on the center of the city. Sonme of it had already drifted
out onto the docks, where a few torches and oil |anps burned. A half dozen
boats floated at anchor, and a single |arge ship was headed out to sea.

Mandi gol was a city of architects. The inhabitants obviously liked cupol as and
rotundas. Mst of the public buildings were donmed, the westside indoor market
area was domed, scores of hones were doned, even the park shelters were doned
Many of these were supported by fluted columms. Cornices and transverse arches
wer e everywhere. Several structures boasted upper and | ower galleries, and
four steeples marked the corners of the city.



There was a host of trees and gardens. The inhabitants of Mandigol |oved their
gardens. Vegetation was an art form and when the nmist noved in to shroud
wal I s and buil di ngs, when everyone had fled so there was no distraction, it
took on the appearance of a celestial dwelling place. When the gods retire,
one Goonpah sage had observed, they will come to Mandi gol.

THE REMAI NI NG RAI NMAKERS all let go within a few m nutes of each other and
drifted away.

The exodus was painful to watch. Everywhere, exhausted Goonpahs had col | apsed
on the trails. Younger ones, dragged from sl eep, screamed. Sone took charge
and tried to direct traffic. They were drenched by intermttent rain, and they
shivered in the autum air. They carried clothing and food wapped in skins
and bags, drove berbas and other donmestic animals before them sat on wagons,
and generally | ooked m serable.

“Some aren’'t going,” said Wit.

Di gger had seen that there were Goonpahs in the wi ndows of many of the houses.
“Probably rather die at hone,” he said.

“Or maybe,” said Julie grimy, “they’'re rationalists.”
“Storms going to get worse,” said Dig.
Whit | ooked depressed. “lI wi sh we could do sonmething for them”

“There are limts to what you can do,” said Julie. “Maybe even if you're a
god. At sone point they have to take responsibility for thenselves.”

“We could try running it again,” said Digger. He wanted to go down into the
town, bang on the doors, tell themfor God s sake to get out.

“I think Julie’s right,” said Wiit. “Deities don't make curtain calls.”

THE ROADS LEADI NG out of Mandigol were strained to the Iimt. There were
overturned carts, dead pack ani nmals, abandoned supplies. But the Goonpahs kept
novi ng.

The city was fortunate. High ground lay on three sides, and it was neither far
nor positioned in difficult terrain. It wouldn't be an easy night for

refugees, and it was, of course, all uphill. But nost should be able to get
clear. A few | ooked up as they passed overhead, and Di gger wondered if the

| i ght bender had been inadvertently turned off. But the hull was invisible, and
he suspected it was his inmagination, or perhaps they d heard the drive, which
was qui et but not silent.

“Look down there,” said Wiit, pointing.
There was a comotion on a forest trail.
Julie took the I ander down to treetop |evel

Hundr eds of refugees had gathered on the southern bank of the river the
Goonpahs call ed the Orko, which flowed down fromthe nountains north of

Sani usar and enptied into the western ocean. To get to high ground, the
popul ati on of Mandi gol proper had to cross the river. The river was w de and
deep, a M ssissippi, and it was swollen. There was no bridge, and no place
where it could be forded. Crossing was done by ferry.



To neet the energency, the Goonpahs had collected a small fleet of

shal  ow-draft vessels, flatboats, sailboats, canoes, and rafts. It |ooked as
if everything that could float and could be gotten upriver had been thrown
into the effort. But one fl atboat had been overloaded. It had foundered in the
m ddl e of the river and was sinking.

As they drew close, Digger saw a couple of Goonpahs fall overboard. Ropes were
thrown to them fromthe boat, but hauling them back woul d do no good: The
vessel was mnutes from going down. There were close to forty refugees packed
onto it, maybe three tines its capacity. The deck was hal f-subnerged.

A smal |l boat, not unlike an outrigger canoe, was hurrying to the rescue, but
it was far too snmall to be able to help.

Di gger activated his e-suit and strapped on the |ightbender
“What are you going to do?” asked Julie.
“Rescue drowni ng Goonpahs,” he said. “lIt’s my specialty.”

“Where are you going to put then? Anyhow, you dammed near drowned yourself
last tinme.” She |ooked at Whit. “We're going to open up,” she said.

Whit understood and activated his own suit. “Anything | can do to hel p?”
“Just stand by.”
“You sure you can do this, Digger?” she asked.

“Are you serious?” In fact it looked a little scary, but he couldn’t sit there
and watch a boatl oad of Goonpahs go down.

When the cabin pressure had equalized, she opened the airlock. Digger swtched
on his lightbender, activated his goggles so he’d be able to see the outside

t he spacecraft, and grabbed two coils of cable fromthe storage | ocker. He
stuck his head through the outer hatch and | ooked down.

The vessel’'s anchor was a rock. It was tied to a line, located forward at the
prow. The |line was secured through a hole in the planking. Aft, the tiller had
a housing that |ooked pretty solid. “Lower, Julie,” he said.

She took himdown onto the water and he opened the hatch wide. It nay have
been that the occupants of the boat were too preoccupied to notice the sudden
appear ance of a disenbodi ed airlock. Watever, they paid no attention

He slipped out onto the treads and secured each of his two lines to the
undercarriage, one toward the front, one in the rear

“They told me you were a kind of bookish guy,” Julie said.

“Books? Yep. That’'s ne.”

“l hope,” she continued, “you don’t tear the bottomout of this thing.”
“Cet us in front of the boat,” he said.

She complied. “I wish we could get a picture of this.”

Digger was in fact inpressed with his own display of audacity. It was out of



character. He'd always been willing to hel p when people needed it, but his
ent husiasmusually ran in inverse proportion to any degree of personal risk.
He wondered what was happening to him

It would have been easier if he could have gotten onto the deck. But there was
no room W rking off the tread, he | eaned down, pushed one of the Goonpahs
asi de, got hold of the anchor line, and tied the cable to it.

“Hurry,” said Wit.

The prow was goi ng under. Goonpahs grunted and screaned. Mre fell into the
river.

Julie took himto the after section on the flatboat, and he junped into the
wat er, haul ed hinself up near the tiller housing, and decided it wouldn't do.
Up close it | ooked spindly.

He took the line and dived beneath the boat with it, came up on the other
side, tried to nmeasure it so he had as nmuch slack as the front |ine had. Then
he | ooped it around the tread.

“Ckay, Julie,” he said. “Lift.”

The after section rose first and a couple nore went into the river. He didn't
have it quite right. But it was close enough. Mst of the passengers hung on
al t hough they were whi npering and sobbi ng.

Julie didn't actually lift the flatboat out of the water. In fact, she
couldn’t have even had she wi shed. The boat was far too heavy. But she was
able to keep it afloat. Sone of those in the water were picked up by the
outrigger. But a few were swept downriver

Gradual ly, with Digger hanging on to one side, the flatboat got across to the
northern shore. Several of the survivors declared it a mracle.

DI GGER' S SURPRI SE AT his own heroi smwas danpened by the know edge that sone
of the refugees had been | ost. But when he got back inside the |ander, Julie
i nsisted on delivering a passionate snoboch, comenting that she knew Kellie
woul dn’t mnd, and Whit shook his hand with obvious respect. It m ght have
been the first time in his life that D gger had earned that kind of reaction
from someone of Whitlock’s stature. He began to feel he could do anything.

The wi nds were getting stronger. “Tine to recall the landers,” said Julie. Put
everything back on M. Alpha and tie it down. And get back into the AV3. Put
some heavy netal between thenselves and the coming storm They should, she
said, take off and head west. Safety for the next twenty hours or so lay in
dayl i ght.

They returned the landers to M. Al pha and spent the rest of the norning
securing them as best they could. Another thunderstormrolled past at |ower
altitudes, and by noon they had boarded the AV3 and were ready to clear out.

D gger wondered about Macao, where she was, what she was thinking, and hoped
she was okay. He would go back eventually, at |east to assure hinself that
she’d survived. And maybe, if things had worked out reasonably well, he'd say
hel | o.

Chal | a, Macao.

“We’re forgetting sonething,” Whit said, as they strapped in and prepared for



flight.
“What' s that?” asked Di gger
Whit heaved a | ong sigh. Bad news coning. “The round-the-world nission.”

Di gger hadn’'t really forgotten. He'd been aware of it, in some renote corner
of his mind, but he’'d been telling hinmself the three ships were already as
safe as anything he could arrange. They were in deep water, and all they'd
have to do was trimtheir sails, or take them down, or whatever it was you did
in one of those things when the wind started to blow. And ride it out.

Julie brought the Al up. “Bill,” she said, “what do we have on the
round-the-world m ssion? Where are they?”

“Last sighting is twenty hours old,” he said. “At that time they were doing
wel | . They have reached the coast of the eastern continent and are now sailing
north, |ooking for a passage.”

Shoul d be as safe as anybody coul d reasonably expect, thought Digger. At |east
they’re not standing on an island.

THE GOOMPAHS, WHI T predicted, would later tell their children that Lykonda was
everywhere on this night. She directed traffic in each of the eleven cities,
assisted those who had fallen, used a torch to show the way around a fl ooded
val l ey outside Kulnar, held a bridge in place until several hundred had

crossed safely, lifted several who'd been stranded on a rapidly di sappearing
i sland, taking theminto her hands and transporting themto safe ground. She
wi Il have found a lost child in the rising waters outside Avapol; provided

light to those struggling along a narrow nountain | edge; returned to Sakmarung
to help those who had refused to | eave until the fl oodwaters cane.

“The legend will grow, ” he said.

“It’s the way religion is,” said Digger

“l suppose. But | prefer to think of it as the way human nature is. It’'s a
great story. On the night when they nost needed her, Lykonda cane. It tells ne

that they are a lot nore |ike us than woul d nake some fol ks confortable.”

“l suppose,” said Digger. “All in all, we’ve gotten a |ot of use from her
toni ght.”

“Maybe,” he said.
“How do you mean?”
He shrugged. “Sonetinmes it’s hard to be sure who's using whom”

Bl LL WAS PI CKI NG up bits and pieces of transm ssions fromthe omega nonitors,
and also fromsatellites placed in orbit by the Jenkins.

The cl oud was such an anor phous object that it was inpossible to say precisely
when it nade contact with Lookout. But what was clear was that, by m dday on
the Intigo, the planet was in its enbrace. Rain and high w nds swept across

t he Goonpah cities.

The Jenkins stayed in contact. G ant storns, they said. Some |oose rock that
had been traveling with the cloud was coni ng down. The ocean surged fromthe
west and, as they’'d expected, subnerged wi de parcels of land. The river that



flowed out of T'Mngletep overwhel med its banks and spread out in al
directions. The city on the island went underwater.

They were getting ready to depart M. Al pha when Bill reported an earthquake
on the floor of the eastern ocean. “ Tsunam s conming.”

“How bad?”

“They look relatively small. | can’'t be certain at the nonment because they're
in deep water. But they’ re approaching an island chain, and | can |l et you know
then. Just a few mnutes.”

“When are they going to get here?”
“Hour and a half.”

He rel ayed satellite pictures of the islands. The weather seemed quiet. In
fact, the sun was out and the beaches were gl eanm ng. Long-I|egged birds
strutted on the sand, which was bordered by forest. “This where the tsunam’s
headed?” Digger asked.

“Yes, Digger.”
The picture broke up, canme back, broke up again.

“There’'s a lot of interference,” said Bill. “The wave should be i mm nent,” he
added.

They saw the sea beginning to rise. A large wave became a wall of water and
kept getting bigger. It raced across the surf. The birds scattered, and the
ocean spilled onto the beach, subrmerged the trees, and crashed agai nst a
series of ridges.

“About twelve neters,” Bill said.
Marge’s voice broke in: “It'Il be about the sane when it gets to the Intigo.”

Di gger breathed a sigh of relief. It was high, and it would raise hell with
the cities, but nost of the refugees should be out of reach

“There are at |east three foll owon waves,”
less of a threat.”

Marge continued. “All appear to be

“What about the other direction?” asked Wit.

“How do you mean?” asked Julie.

“The round-the-world mssion. Are they still cruising the coastline?”
“Skies are heavy in the region.” said Bill. “And we don’t have a satellite in
the area.”

“They’ d have to be,” said Digger. “lIs that a problen®?”
“Pretty much,” said Marge. “They need to be in deep water.”
Avery Wi tl ock’ s Not ebooks

I cannot hel p wonderi ng what has been, for the Goonpahs, the nore terrifying
aspect of this business: The threat posed by the onega, or the appearance of



t he goddess?

—Pecenber 15

** Chapter 47

On board the Regunto on the eastern ocean
Ni nety-fifth day of the voyage.

TELI O HAD BEEN hardly a week at sea when he was ready to turn and go back
hone. That reaction had surprised him because he'd spent nmuch of his adult
life as a sailor and fisherman, noving up and down the coast of the Intigo.
He' d even been on an exploratory mission ten years earlier, when they d pushed
into the regions where the sun was in the mddle of the sky and the air becane
hot beyond what one could bear. It was the | ongest foray in nodern history,
made under Hagli Kopp, as fine a captain as ever sailed. He wished the current
captai n, who conmanded all three vessels, were of his quality.

Not that he wasn’t conpetent. But Mqgul Krolley |acked the fire and presence
of Kopp, whose sailors would have foll owed hi manywhere. In the stifling heat,
Kopp had call ed themtogether. Scholars maintained that the boiling air did
not go on forever, he said, that if one could break through the barrier, the
seas woul d become cool again. The captain did not know for certain what
conditions were like farther on. He suspected the scholars were correct, but
he told the crew candidly they had reached a point from which going ahead
woul d, in his view, be fool hardy. He did not wish to risk their lives. O, he
admitted with a chuckle, his own.

And so they had turned around and, as the first mate put it, lived to go hone.

There were no natural barriers to an east-west voyage, no heat in one
direction or ice in the other. But there was the haunting possibility that
they were sailing on an endl ess sea. O that there was an abrupt edge of

t hi ngs, as some warned. The notion that they could proceed east and eventual |y
woul d cone upon their own west coast had seemed pl ausi bl e, and even I|ikely,
back in the cafés and sl oshen. But out here, on the broad sea, it approached
absurdity.

They had indeed found a continent, and they’ d spent sixteen days examning its
harbors and rivers, |ooking for Saniusar or Mandigol or T 'Mngletep. But this
was Korbi | ncognita. Unknown country.

Shoul d the occasion arise, Telio did not think Krolley would have the

sel f-assurance to adnit failure, to recognize reality and accept defeat. It
was nmore likely that he would press on, that if this wasn’'t the Intigo, hed

| ook for a way to pass through it, a river, a series of |akes, whatever was
needed. He was runored to have considered the possibility of abandoning the
ships, if necessary, to travel overland, and build new vessels when they found
the sea again on the far side. If indeed there was a far side.

That had led to talk that the world nmight not be constructed in the form of an
infinite sea with scattered | andmasses, that Korbs only thought that because
they lived near ocean. But it could well be that it was |and that went on
forever, with occasional stretches of water. Who knew? Telio was certain only
that he was ready to concede failure and go home. He thought of hinself as
bei ng as courageous as the next person, but he also knew that, when the
evidence was in, it was prudent to draw the proper concl usions and react
accordingly. There was no point being an idiot. The way was bl ocked.



VWhi ch brought himback to Captain Krolley.

The t hought of a nutiny never crossed his mnd. It would never have occurred
on any Korb ship. It wasn’t that authority was held inviolate, but that a
contract entered into voluntarily was sacred, regardl ess of circunstance.

They had adequate water and stores on board, having just filled up a few days
earlier. And the only inmedi ate problemthey faced was that many of the
sailors, like Telio, had had enough of the open sea and sinply yearned to go
horre.

Telio m ssed Morka, missed all the females in his genus, mssed the evenings
on the Boulevard with his brothers, m ssed his son, now about to have a child
of his own.

He hadn’t realized it would be this way. He'd expected to be gone for a couple
of years, but he'd thought the tinme would be spent pushing forward across an
open sea, and not poking into endl ess bays and rivers along a vast |andnass.
Moor ka had asked himnot to go, but he’'d expl ained how he’d al ways wanted to
sail past the sunrise, to be part of the great nission that people always

tal ked about but never seemed to get around to | aunching. He had joined a
group years earlier for such an effort, but funding had never appeared. And
he’d spent his life since regretting the | ost opportunity.

Wll, he' d gotten past that piece of stupidity, at |least. Wen he got hone,
he’d stay there and enjoy his fanmly, and never again sail out of sight of the
Intigo. And he’'d | eave the adventuring to those young enough, and dunmb enough
to want it.

He wondered what Moorka was doing. That was nmost difficult of all, |ost out
here on the sea and no one near with whom he coul d sl ake his passions. No

| um nous eyes watching himin the night, no soft cheek on the pillow beside
him It was an unnatural way to live, and it rem nded himof the old argunent
that the gods had given the Intigo to the Korbs with the understandi ng that
everything el se was a divine realm that the Korbs were to stay in their
assigned lands. And to remind themof that truth, the gods had sealed it off,
heat to the north and ice to the south, and the boundl ess ocean on either

si de.

He | ooked up at the sky. The sun was bright, but a stormwas com ng. He could
snell it in the wind. And he was al nost grateful. The heavy cl ouds woul d
conceal themfromthe thing in the night sky. Al nost everyone believed that
the apparition was intended to warn themto go back. To rem nd them of the
Covenant .

It was inpossible to know what Krolley thought. Few of the nen would have
dared mention their doubts to him Al though Telio had made up his nind that he
would do it, next time he had the opportunity. He'd asked the officer of the
ri ggi ng whet her he thought they’ d come too far, that they' d of fended the gods,
and the officer had smled and shrugged it off. Ridiculous, he'd said. Don't
worry about it, Telio. If a divine ordinance prohibited what they were doing,
did he think they'd still be afloat?

But afterward he’d seen himtal king seriously to the executive officer.

The shi ps had been noving south al ong the new continent. And, as at hone, it
was getting colder with each passing day.

Telio watched the wild coastline drift by on his left. The Hasker was running
behi nd them closer to shore and out of their wake. The Benventa stood farther



out to sea.

The plan was to proceed south until they could round the continent, or, as the
crewnen said, until they froze. \Wichever cane first.

If any candidate for a passage through the continent presented itself, they
would try that, but there’ d been nothing even renmotely prom sing for severa
days. Many of Telio s conpatriots back honme woul d be surprised to learn there
was anot her major |andmass. Most thought there was only the one on which the
Korbs lived. It had, at one tine, been an article of faith.

They’' d sent landing parties in twice since arriving on these shores. The water
was good, and there was plenty of game. But the aninals were unlike any they
had seen before. The trees were different; as were nmany of the bushes and
shrubs. And one of the crewren had been attacked and killed by a terrible
creature of enornmous size. H s conpanions had riddled it with arrows, and
they’ d dragged the thing down to the beach for everyone to gawk at. It had
fangs and claws and fur the color of the woods in which it travel ed. Wtnesses
to the attack said it had reared up on its hind | egs.

It rem nded Telio of the keeba, which could be found in the |Iands north of
Sani usar. But this thing was bigger, even in death. Well, it wasn't as if the
captain hadn’'t warned themto be careful. There'll be wild beasts, he’'d told
them before the first group went ashore. And there m ght even be tribes of
savage Kor bs.

Now there was a chilling thought.

TELI O WAS SUPPCSED to be nending sails, but one of the crew had fallen froma
spar and sprained his wist. Telio had sone experience as an apothecary, and
he doubl ed sonetinmes as ship’ s surgeon. There was a fully qualified surgeon on
t he voyage, but he was on the Hasker, and would only be called in the event of
serious injury.

Telio put soothing gel on the damaged |inmb, wapped it, and warned the crewran
not totry touse it until Telio had | ooked at it again. He was just putting
away his ointments and waps when a sudden burst of wind struck the ship. It
cane w t hout warni ng and was of such violence that it al nost capsized them

The captain ordered the fleet to haul down some sail. The sky began to darken
The bl ow was out of the east, a change in direction for they'd been riding
with the westerlies throughout the voyage. The sea had been rough all day, but
it had gotten abruptly worse while Telio was bel ow mendi ng the crewran. The
ship rode up one side of a wave and crashed down the other. As he watched, al
three ships turned to starboard, to put distance between thenselves and the
shorel i ne.

Rai n began to fall and quickly becane torrential. The crew secured the hatches
and tied everything down. Lightning ran through the sky.

There was no | onger anyone on the Regunto who did not fear the sunset. N ght
woul d bring T'Klot, rising black and terrible over the new continent. It was
i npossible to set aside the notion it was coming after them

After a time the rain blew off, and they were running again before a gentle
northwesterly wind. The sea turned to glass, and the world grew quiet.

The Regunto adjusted its sails and glided beside silver cliffs.

The captain cane out on deck, wandering anong his deck-hands, reassuring them



finding things to | augh about. Telio watched for an opportunity to take him
asi de.

When it came, he asked if he m ght have a nmonent of his time. “If you'l
excuse ny brashness, sir.”

“OfF course,” he said, glancing at the deck lieutenant, who framed Telio’ s nane
with his lips. “That was a quick storm wasn't it?” And, w thout waiting for
an answer: “\What can | do for you, Telio?”

Telio | ooked up at the Korbs working in the masts, adjusting the sails.
“Indeed it was, sir,” he said.

Krolley was tall, lean, with nottled skin and a serene disposition. There was
much of the scholar about him deliberate speech, careful diction, intelligent
eyes with a golden cast. He was al ways i nmpeccably dressed. Hi s posture was
perfect, his expression conposed. Even now, after a heavy storm during which
he certainly had not had tinme to change, he | ooked well turned out. It was

al nost as if he was always ready for soneone to carve his inmage

“Captain, sone of us are worried about T Klot.”

Krol | ey bobbed his head up and down. “Ah. Yes.” He smled at the deck
lieutenant, a smle that indicated this is the sort of triviality about which
t he seamen concern thenselves. The |ower classes. Not to be taken too
seriously. “It’s all right, Telio. It’s sinply a weat her phenonenon. It will
be passing us by in a few nore days.”

“Capt ai n—=
He patted Telio on the shoulder. “It’s nothing to fret over. Just pay it no
attention, and I think you'll find it will pay none to you.”

He started to wal k away, but Telio stayed with him “Captain, the thing is not
natural. It isn't just a stormwe can run from There is sone suspicion anong
the crewthat it is after us.”

The deck lieutenant tried to interpose hinself, and gave Telio a strong | ook
He' d be scrapi ng down the decks for the next few days. “Telio.” Krolley was
bei ng careful because a nunber of the crewren had gathered around and were
listening. “You're a scholar. An apothecary. You know, as | do, that the world
is not governed by supernatural forces.”

“I"’mnot so sure anynore, sir,” he said.
“Pity.” The captain studied himclosely. “Keep your nerve, Telio. And your
good sense.”

BLACK CAT REPORT

Ron, it’s early afternoon on the Intigo. The pictures you see are courtesy of
surveill ance equi pment inserted by the Acadeny of Science and Technol ogy. This
is a view of the harbor area at Roka. There's a nap available on our alternate
channel

Anyhow, it’'s quiet there now The rain has stopped—t’s been raining across
the isthmus on and off all day. W don’t see anyone out on foot. There are
still some Goonpahs who’ ve stayed behind. Probably older ones. And it |ooks as
if sone who m ght otherw se have gotten out have stayed with them



This is the way it looks all across the Intigo. |'"mtenpted to say there’'s a
sense of waiting for something to happen. But that’'s subjective. |I know tida
waves are com ng. The inhabitants have no idea. Al though they are certainly
aware that they are facing a severe hazard tonight.

This is Rose Beetem near Lookout.

ARCHI VE
W are adrift in a divine tide. Those whomthe gods love will find thensel ves
carried to a friendly and ami cabl e shore. Gthers, not so fortunate, will be

dragged into the depths. The terrible reality is that those of us enbarked on
life's journey cannot readily separate one fromthe other, nor have we any
i dea which will claimus.

—Cesper of Sakmarung
The Travel s
(Transl ated by N ck Harcourt)

** Chapter 48

Lookout. En route across the eastern ocean
Monday, Decenber 15.

THEY WERE THREE hours out fromthe Intigo and threading their way through
storms, crossw nds, and downdrafts, when Bill informed themthey were passing
over the eastbound tsunam s. The sky had cleared off, save for occasiona

cl ouds and lightning. The ocean was churning, but there was no sign of giant
waves. “Don’t expect to see much,” said Bill. “W're over deep water.”

Tsunam s only manifest thenmselves in shallows. Digger had been researching
Bill's library, and there were stories of people in small boats going over
them wi t hout ever knowing it. That happened because the bul k of the wave was
subner ged. \When the ocean becane shall ow, the water had no place to go, and,
consequently, it pushed high into the air, form ng the wave.

“Traveling at 630 kph,” said Bill. “I still make out three of them Big one's
in front. They' Il hit about fifteen m nutes apart.”

“One for each ship,” said Julie. “Tell ne again how we’'re going to do this.”

Di gger had seen her disapproval the first time he' d explained the plan. “Sane
way we did things on the isthmus. W' Il use the Lykonda projection.”

“Ckay. What is she going to tell then®”

“Bill,” he said, “run the programfor Julie.’

Lykonda appeared on the overhead. The inplication that she’'d been through a
struggl e was gone. Her garments were white and soft, and an aura bl azed around
her. She said that it was essential for the ships to turn west and to conti nue

straight out to sea until she told themto do otherw se.

When he' d translated for Julie, she frowned agai n. “Wat happens,” she asked,
“if the wind is blowing in the wong direction?”

He hadn’t thought of that. “1'mnot sure,” he said. “Can’t they tack agai nst
the wi nd or sonet hi ng?”



“l don't think so,” said Wit.

She smled patiently. “If a goddess gave nme that kind of command, |’'d expect
she woul d supply the wind.”

Di gger didn’t know which way the wi nd woul d be bl owi ng when they reached the
eastern continent. He did know that where they were it seened to be bl ow ng
out of all directions at once.

He' d been considering another idea: They had a simlibrary on board, which
woul d unquestionably include the previous year’'s big horror hit, Fang. The
show had featured batw nged horrors that would have scared the pants off the
Goonpahs. |If those things cane out of the forests and seened to be attacking

t he ships, there was no question which way the ships would turn. It would save
alot of talk. But it still wouldn't work if the winds weren’t right.

“W need Marge,” said Whit. But they’'d lost all contact with the Jenkins.
“Somet hing el se to think about,” said Julie. “The waves are going to get there
| ess than an hour after we do. These are only sailing ships. Even with a good
wi nd behind them they aren’'t going to get far in an hour.” She sighed and
shook her head. “Small wooden boats. | wouldn't give them nmuch of a chance.”

“You have a better suggestion?”
“I"d tell themto land and clinb trees.”

Di gger was tired and unnerved. He knew Goonpahs were going to die in
substantial nunbers before this was over, and he was in no nood for Julie’'s
acerbic hunor. “Just let it go, will you?” he said.

Whit caught his eye and sent hima silent nmessage. Cool down. She’s telling
you stuff you don’t want to hear, but you' d better listen

As they proceeded east they were headed into the [ate afternoon. Digger wanted
to bring off the warning, do whatever they could, and get clear before night
cane.

He saw |lightning ahead and thick dark clouds.

“Hang on,” Julie said. “It’s going to get a bit rough.”

“Can we go around it?” asked Whit.
“I'f we had tine to spare, sure.”

They got hit before they even got into the storm Digger heard things sizzle,
lights went out, an alarm sounded, and it was free fall, grab the arnms of your
chair, and hang on. Julie fought the yoke and stabbed at her panels, and the

| anps blinked on and off. He smelled sonething burning. The sea spun around
them and Julie dammed the spacecraft to hell. Then he was rising against his
harness. They conti nued dropping toward the sea, but she finally gained
control, nore or less. Digger started breathing again and | ooked out the

wi ndow, and the ocean | ooked very cl ose.

She | evel ed off just over the waves. “Roomto spare,” she said. “Everybody
okay?”

W' re fine. Wit |aughed and comrented he’d never been so scared in his life.
Thought it was over.



Digger’'d had a few bad nonments hinself, but he wasn’t admitting it. Didn’t
want Julie to think he didn't have confidence in her. The cabin seened
extraordinarily quiet. He couldn’t hear anything except heartbeats.

“I't hit the tail,” she said.

“Are we okay?” asked Di gger

Her fingers nmoved across the status screen. “Yes. W' re okay. W can stay in
the air. Sonme of our sensors are out. Long-range comunications are down.”

“That’ s not good,” said Wit.

“Doesn’t matter. W haven’t been able to talk to anybody anyway. | can
jury-rig sonething later.”

" (](ay. ”
A frown creased her forehead. “But | think we've lost Bill.”

A large sea aninmal surfaced near them a thing that seemed nostly tentacles.
Then it slipped back beneath the surface.

“Bill? Do you hear me?”
More | anmps bl i nked.

Di gger realized what a good thing it was to have a human pilot along. “Can you
fix hin?"

More fingers across the screen. “No. He's gone.”
Di gger felt a wave of renorse.

“I't’s only a software program” she rem nded him

“I know. "
“When we get to one of the other landers, he’'ll be there.”
“Can we still find the m ssion?” asked Whit.

“That shouldn’t be a problem” She went back to her status screen, changed the
di spl ay, and nmade a face. “There is one thing, though—=

The nonent stretched out. She continued poking at the screen while Digger
wai t ed, hol di ng his breath.

“W’ve lost Bill's menory banks. | should have realized.”
“Why’' s that a probl en?” asked Di gger

“That’ s where Lykonda was stored.”

“Are you saying we can’'t use her?”

Juli e nodded. “She’s kaput.”

Whit | ooked over at him having assuned his nobst reassuring face. “W’' |l have



to talk to themdirectly.”
“Wn't work,” said Digger. “W' ve had experience with that.”

“What el se do you suggest?” Whit was wearing a bright green shirt, as close as
he could get to the styles favored by the Goonpahs, and a coffee-col ored vest.

“What do you think would happen if they saw the | ander?” Julie asked.
“Don’t know,” said Digger. “They’'d probably panic. Junp overboard.”

Anot her bolt hit nearby. They were passing over an island chain. “Pity,” said
VWhit. “A whole world to explore. The ultimte odyssey, and they run into one
of these clouds.” He gazed at the islands. There were eight or nine of them
big, covered with forests. Rivers cut through them As they passed overhead,
hordes of birds rose fromtreetops.

Di gger was nore concerned that they' d take a second bolt up the rear end and
wind up fried or in the drink.

“Qdyssey,” said Wit.
Di gger | ooked at him *“Pardon?”
He was opening his notebook. “I have a thought.”

THE THREE SHI PS were noving steadily, if slowy, south. Trees and shrubbery
pushed down to the water’s edge and spilled into the ocean. The sun was
appr oachi ng the horizon

The Regunto was inmersed in a sense of foreboding, a conviction that the thing
in the sky was on top of them that it would come for themthat night. Krolley
was on deck constantly, strolling about as casually as if there were nothing
to worry about. Telio had to concede he feared nothing. But under the

ci rcumst ances, courage and defiance were not virtues.

A few of Telio's shipmtes were gathered aft, talking idly. A couple were in
the rigging, getting ready to come down. No one was supposed to be up there
after dark, unless specifically ordered.

The night before, when they’ d passed beneath the cloud, the sky had been bl ack
and threatening and streaked with lightning in a way he had never seen before.
He woul d not be on duty again until norning, and he thought it would be a good
night to spend in his bunk, bel owdecks, away fromthe spectacle.

The Hasker was still running behind them shoreward; and the Benventa was off
to starboard. But the three ships had uncustomarily pulled closer together as
ni ght appr oached.

There was a sudden commotion near the rail. Several crewren were jabbering and
poi nting. Toward the Hasker. He joined themand was surprised to see that the
other ship had put up a signal and was engaged in turning toward shore.

The signal consisted of three pennants, two red, one white, the white on the
left, signaling a turn to port and requesting the other vessels to follow As
Telio watched, they dropped anchor, and began preparations to put a boat over
the side.

That was extraordinary behavior since the fleet commander was on the Regunto.



One of the officers went after the captain, who' d just gone bel ow
There was a harbor coming up ahead, and the Hasker had anchored in its nouth.

Then Telio saw what appeared to be a canoe, a couple of canoes, running
al ongsi de t he Hasker.

“What ' s goi ng on?” demanded Krolley, who appeared on deck like a sumer
t hunderstorm He was not happy.

Everyone poi nt ed.

Three young fenal es sat in each of the two canoes. They were hal f-naked,
despite the cool ness of the evening. But incredibly, they wore the
green-and-white col ors of Savakol

He st ared.

“W’re hone,” said one of the crew. And a cheer went up. They’'d done it.
Conpl eted the mi ssion

But it wasn't true. Telio wasn’t the only one there who knew the hone coast
too well to mstake it for this wlderness. But how then did one account for
the Korb femal es and their Savakol colors?

He scanned the shore and saw nothing but forest and hills. The canoes were
turning into the harbor and apparently making for shore. Beyond it, atop one
of the ridges, he saw flames begin to flicker. Someone was building a
canpfire.

“Hard to port,” said the captain. “Bekka, signal the Benventa. W'll lay up
al ongsi de the Hasker.”

The sailors cheered again.

A second fire started near the first, and Telio heard di stant voi ces singing.
Young femal es agai n. Doing one of the mating chants from back hone.

“We’re obviously not the first to reach here,” said the captain, sounding
di sappointed. |If he was, he was al one.

“I think it’s fromup there,” said one of the officers, indicating the fires.
A drum began to beat. And then several nore joined in.

Bar bar Mar kane, who found trouble with everything, shook his head and said
they woul d be prudent to stay away. Stay on the ship, he advised. It’'s Shol’'s
work. “Don’t go there.”

THE CREW OF the Benventa had to run for their lives. They had just reached
shore when someone spotted the blue Iine on the horizon, just visible in the
encroaching twilight. At the top of the ridge, the crews of the Hasker and the
Regunto were trying to figure out why soneone had nmade a pair of large fires,

t hen abandoned them and, stranger still, where the femal es had gone, and how

t hey had nanaged to hide their canoes. The druns and the voices had fallen
silent, and except for the fires, it was as if none of this had happened.

It was hard to say how the seanen and their officers mght have reacted to so
unsettling an event, had their thoughts not been instantly diverted: The
Benventa crew was scranbling desperately up the side of the ridge, yelling at
the tops of their lungs about the ocean



The ocean. Telio turned and | ooked in its direction and watched in horror as
the sea rose up, swallowed their three ships, roared inshore, crashed into the
harbor, and surged up the ridge. Some of the crewren tunbled down the other
side in a desperate effort to get away fromit.

The top of the wave boiled over the crest. It knocked Telio down, put out both
fires, and then, exhausted, began to recede.

The chief mate, who’'d thrown hinself behind a small boul der, got unsteadily to
his feet and | ooked around. Some of his nates were on the ground; others clung
to trees. "A nmiracle,” he said.

“But the ships are gone,” cried the sailors.

Everyone wat ched the water go down. The captains stared aghast at the
magni t ude of the disaster and, responding quickly, assigned their officers to
find out who was missing. A quick count indicated they’ d | ost about twenty,

i ncludi ng Markane. It was sad, heartbreaking, but had it not been for the

i ntervention of the Savakol females, they would all have been | ost.

How di d one expl ain such a thing?

While Krolley considered the inplications, a voice, a nale voice, spoke out of
the wind. “Stay as high as you can,” it said, in an odd accent. “There are
nore com ng.”

BLACK CAT REPORT

Ron, we’re watching a tidal wave approach Brackel. I'msorry to report there
are still a lot of Goonpahs who elected to stay inside the city. This viewis
froma surveill ance package that we’ve been told was inserted al ong the
waterfront. You can see the wave in the distance. CQur information is that
it’'ll be about three stories high when it arrives. The real problem though
is that it’s traveling hundreds of kilonmeters per hour, so the chances of the
folks inside the city aren’t good.

The picture keeps breaking up because there are nunerous electrical storms in
the area. But we’'re going to try to stay with it. If you | ook closely, you can
see that there are a few residents who are over in the shelter of that |arge
buil ding at the end of the pier. They seemto be watching the wave.

Ron, | wi sh there were sonething we could do—

** Chapter 49

On the eastern continent.
Monday, Decenber 15.

BLACK CI NDERS WERE falling out of the sky, trailing fire. Something ripped
into the sea out near the horizon and sent yet another wave—though nuch | ess
feroci ous than the ot hers—agai nst the shore. The wi nd how ed, sonetines from
the east, sonetimes cold and icy out of the south. The ocean maintai ned a

st eady roar.

The sun di sappeared into a thunderstorm and the world got dark

The AV3 was on the eastern side of a ridge, shielded fromthe waves, across
t he harbor fromthe Goonpah sailors. Julie had recomended they not try to fly



t he danaged craft through the stormladen skies, so they' d |l ashed it down, and
she’ d gone outside and replaced the | ong-range antenna. Not that it mattered.
The evening was so full of interference that they couldn’t hear anything
anyhow. Wen she was finished, as though it were a signal, the weather got
abruptly worse. They huddled in the cabin, lights out, waiting for the night
to pass, hoping not to attract the attention of the omega. “I know that sounds
paranoid,” said Julie, “but the one at Delta tried to destroy the | ander ny
father was in.”

Nobody was going to sleep well. Rain hammered on the hull and the w nds how ed
around them

“In the nmorning,” said Julie, “when you talk to the Goonpahs again, what are
you going to tell then®?”

“I'f there are any left,” said Digger
“There’ |l be sone left. You need to figure out what you’'re going to say.”
“Why say anyt hi ng?”

“Because,” said Wit, “they’ re going through a terrifying experience. Wen
it’s over, alittle reassurance wouldn’t be out of place.”

“Hell, 1 don’t know " Digger |ooked around the cabin. “How about, ‘M
children, all is well. Come down off the hill.’” How s that?”
“Ckay,” she said. “lI was tal king about their ships. About going hone. Are you

going to tell themthe planet’s round, but it’'s too big for sails? That they
woul dn’t have nade a successful voyage anyhow?”

Whit’'s features softened. He canted his head and waited for Digger’s answer.

“No,” Dig said. “If the situation has calmed down, 1’Il just tell themit’'s
over, and let them deci de what they want to do.”

She l et him see she didn't approve.

“I't’s not up to us to tell themwhat they' re capable of, Julie,” he continued.
“How do we know they can’t make it around the gl obe?”

“Well, it’s not going to happen now, anyway,” she said. “Whatever you tel
them”

That was true. If they were able to construct a fresh set of ships, they' d go
hone. At least, they would if they had any sense.

Qut si de, something broke and fell heavily to the ground. A tree.

VWhit took a long sip fromhis coffee cup. “Are we going to be able to fly this
thing when the storm s over?” he asked.

“I"1'l let you know,” she said.
DI GGER SAT IN the dark, trying to sleep, trying to think about sonething el se.
Wl | after mdnight, he heard a distant explosion. It blended with the

continuous thunder, and the | ander shook. Lightning filled the sky.

They tal ked for hours while the stormraged. About how none of them had ever
been t hrough anything like this, about the Goonmpahs on the other side of the



har bor and the Goonpahs on the Intigo, about books they d read and pl aces

t hey’ d been, about how it couldn’t last rmuch | onger, about how glad they were
to have the AV3. Wit said it reminded hima little of a rainy evening he'd
spent in a cabin when he was a Boy Scout.

Eventual ly it dissipated. The night grew quiet, the w nds subsided, and there
was only the steady beat of the rain.

Julie cane to attention. “Listen,” she said.

He heard a burst of radio interference and then Kellie's voice: “—breaking
up—when you can—l ouds—=

It was her standard professional tone. Level, unenotional. “-—storm*

Dawn was about two hours away. That meant it was a bit after mdnight on the
Intigo. The cloud was directly over the cities.

“—total =

“We were |ucky,” Digger said.

“How do you nmean?” asked Wit.

“The lightning strike. If we’'d used Lykonda to warn the ships to go to deeper
wat er, they m ght have survived the waves, but they woul dn’t have gotten

t hrough the storm?”

Whit passed his cup forward for a refill. “No luck involved. You and Julie
made the right decision.”

THERE WAS NO dawn. The sky stayed dark. Sometines the wind and rain slacked

of f conmpletely, and the night becane still, but both inevitably cane back with
a rush.
He sat with his eyes closed, dozing, but still aware of his surroundi ngs.

Julie had put her seat into its recline position and had finally drifted off.
Whit was busily tapping on his notebook. Eventually, he too slept.

Digger listened to the weather and the sea. If the stormwas bad here, in this
out - of -t he-way pl ace, he wondered what it would be like to be in the
crosshairs. Not a stone upon a stone, he suspected.

THE I NTENSI TY OF the storm decreased after sunrise, but weather conditions
remai ned too severe to attenpt a flight. So they sat it out through the
dayl i ght hours and into another night.

At dawn on the second day, the winds finally abated, the rain slowed and
stopped, and the sun cane up

“I think we're over the hunp,” Julie said.

They were too washed out to congratul ate one another. Julie went outside to

i nspect and repair the |lander, while Di gger and Wit slogged over to see how

t he Goompahs had nanaged. They were scattered across the ridge, squatting
exhausted and frightened in the mud. Sone were injured. A few had descended to
the I ower levels and were fishing. Gthers were scavenging for fruit or small
ani nal s.

He woul d have liked to tell themit was all right to abandon their refuge, but



t he ground was so nuddy he coul dn’t approach w thout making |arge footprints.
In the end he cornered his old friend Telio and stood behind a fallen tree.
“Telio,” he said, “it is over.” He'd planned to say no nore, but decided on
the spot that Julie was right. “Rebuild your ships and return hone.”

The Goompah | ooked for the source of the voice. “Wo are you?” he asked,
fri ght ened.

M ght as well play it through. “I amsent by Lykonda,” he said.

Telio fell to his knees and Di gger was stuck, unable to nove w thout giving

hi nsel f away. He waited, and finally Telio asked in a | ow voi ce whet her he was
still there and, getting no answer, nuttered his thanks and returned to his
conr ades.

“And CGod bl ess,” Digger added, uncharacteristically.

The three ships lay shattered and covered with mud. Two were on their sides in
shal | ow wat er; one had been jamed into the trees. They were so badly wecked
t hat he wondered whet her the Goonpahs could tell them apart.

Trees were down everywhere, sone fromthe waves, sone bl ackened by |i ghtning.

Later, when he told Wit what he’d done, the older nman frowned. “They' Il go
back with the idea their gods don't want themto | eave the isthnus.”

“Maybe,” said Digger. “But they'Il have a nuch better chance to go back. Ri ght
now, it's all | care about.”

At the lander, Julie told themshe'd been in touch with the Jenkins. “The
channel ' s down again,” she said, “but it should only be tenporary. Roka and
Kul nar are pretty well destroyed. T"Mngletep took a major hit. But Kellie
says the rest of the Intigo | ooks pretty good.

“Marge said there was a substantial stormsurge, as well. Seven, eight neters
of water across nuch of the isthnus.”

“How about the Goonpahs?”

“They can’t tell for sure. It looks as if a lot of them should be okay. The
ones who were snmart enough to do what the goddess told them” She smiled,
nodded at Di gger, and broke out a bottle. Drinks all around. “Gentlenen.” She
rai sed her glass. “To the defenders of the weak.” It was a French cordi al
Where had she been hiding it?

THE BEACH WAS covered with dead fish and shells and debris. The snell was
terrible, but Telio was grateful that he was still alive. And ecstatic that
the cel estial powers knew himby name. And cared about him

The captains had fornmed a small party, and they were inspecting the three
hul ks. There' d already been talk that they woul d be taken apart and the wood
used to make new vessels. Some of the crew had brought in fresh water. They
had plenty of fish, and they d discovered a fruit very like the kul pas. And
some of the local gane had proven to be quite savory.

He was going to be busy taking care of the injured over the next few days.

That was a task that woul d be difficult because his nedicines had been | ost
with the ship. There were a few strains and sone broken bones to tend, and one
case of a sweating illness that would probably respond to cold conpresses and
rest.



But it was over, whatever it had been, and nost of themwere still alive.
T Klot was still visible in the sky, both night and day, but not as a
t hunderhead. Rather it was now sinply shreds of cloud.

Under ordinary circunstances, with their ships wecked and the mission in
ruins, he suspected they'd all have given in to despair. But he had heard the
voice in the wind, and his conrades wanted to believe him They knew now what
t hey had not known before, that the gods were with them The road hone woul d
not be easy, but Telio had no doubt he would see it again.
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Toni ght, perhaps for the first tine, | can see the true value of faith. It
strikes me as a priceless gift. Those of us who have traded it for a
nmechani cal universe may have gotten closer to the actual state of things, but
we have paid a substantial price. It makes ne wonder about the value of truth.

—Pecenber 17

** Chapter 50

Lookout .
Fri day, Decenber 19.

THE RETURN TO the Intigo was painful. The cities were filled with mud and
debris. Buildings were smashed, towers knocked over, fields flooded. The
eastern cities, where the waves had hit, had been virtually swept away.

And there were corpses.

“No way you can get through something like this w thout |osing people,” said
Whit. “The consolation is that there are survivors.”

Yes. But sonehow Di gger had thought they would do better. He could see the
Kor bs beginning to file back down fromthe ridges and nountain sl opes.

THEY GOT COVMUNI CATI ONS back with the Jenkins. Kellie and Marge had al so been
sobered by the carnage, but they were neverthel ess putting the best face on
things. “W saved the bulk of them” Marge told them “I think we did pretty
well.”

In the mdafternoon sky, the |last pieces of the onega were drifting sunward.
Whit gazed after it. “Wien can they expect another one?” he asked.

“I'f the pattern holds,” said Digger, “about eight thousand years.”

“Long enough,” he said. “Cood-bye, farewell, anmen.

He wrote sonething in his notebook, frowned at it, shook his head, rewote it,
and entered it with a flourish. Then he sat back and | ooked outside at the
fl ooded | and bel ow.

Di gger found hinsel f thinking about Jack. He'd have been pleased they d done
as well as they had. In fact, he suspected Jack woul d have been surprised that
Di gger had come up with a workable plan

“Probl en?” asked Julie, glancing over at him



“No,” he said. “Just thinking about the ride hone.”

THE JENKINS WAS on its way back to Lookout. Kellie reported that a fleet of
ships, | oaded with supplies, would begin arriving in a few days.

Julie took themto M. Al pha, where they traded in the AV3 for one of the
smal | er | anders.

They switched on the |ightbender and, at Wiit’'s request, made for the tenple
at Brackel .

The city itself wasn't as severely damaged as they' d expected. A lot of
bui | di ngs were down and areas fl ooded, but a substantial nunber of structures,
occupying the wide arc of hills that circled the inner city, had escaped the
wor st of the water damage

The tenpl e had al so cone through reasonably well. A few Korbs were there,
wanderi ng through the grounds, |ooking dazed and battered. The wal kways were
covered with fallen trees and |linbs and an ocean of sludge. A section of roof
had been blown off, the interior was flooded, and several statues had been
broken. But Lykonda still stood proud, her torch raised. A circle of Korbs
stood respectfully around her, and soneone had planted a small tree at her
base.

ON HER HI LLTOP out si de Hopgop, Macao pulled an ani mal skin around her

shoul ders and tried to smile bravely for the children. Pasak, her cousin, had
returned with an arm oad of cabaros. Ordinarily, cabaros weren't considered
very tasty. But there wasn’'t enough fish to go around, and everything el se was
pretty much depleted. It looked as if it was going to get pretty hungry in the
nei ghbor hood over the next few days.

Nevert hel ess, she woul d have been ungrateful to conplain. She was alive. As
was nmost of her family. A few nanes were nissing, including one of her

cousi ns, but when she thought about the nature of the disaster that had
overtaken them she realized how fortunate they had been. Had they been in
t heir homes when the storm surge cane, few of them would have survived.

Everyone was giving thanks to the gods. As if they weren’t equally responsible
for the stormthat had drowned the | and. Yet Lykonda had come to their aid.
She’ d seen the goddess hersel f.

It had been a Lykonda who sonehow resenbl ed Macao.

Wl |, that had been a trick of the light. But how did one explain the rest of
it?

Behi nd her, soneone threw a few nore branches on the fire.

She | ooked out at the ocean, cold and gray. She had never before thought of it
as a monster that could hurl giant waves at them Wo woul d have believed such
t hi ngs coul d happen? None among them not even the ol dest, knew of any simlar
occurrence. Nor was there anything in the Archives.

Yet it was precisely what the zhoka had predicted. Except that he' d had the
wrong ni ght.

How was that possible? Wiy would a denonic creature try to help then? She’'d
told her story over and over during the last couple of days, while the rains
wer e pouring down, how the zhoka had warned her they needed to get to high
ground, that T'Klot was a terrible storm So many had seen the goddess in the



streets that they were now prepared to believe anything. Unlike the audiences
that had debated her over her tall tales, people now accepted her story, and
assigned everything, good and ill, to celestial powers.

For Macao, the problemwent deeper. Her view of reality had been shattered.
The worl d was no | onger a mechanical place, a place controlled by physica

l aws that were accessible by reason. There were gods and denon-storns and a
creature called D gger Dunn and who knew what el se?

She shuddered, pulled the animal skin close round her shoul ders, and | eaned
nearer the fire.
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Eventually, we will discover that honest conmmunication with the Korbs will be
to the benefit of both species. But that day is far off, because it wll
require nore wi sdomthan we now possess. And nore experience than they now
have. Meantime, we can take pride in the fact that we have done what we coul d,
and that the Korbs will, one assumes, still be here when that far-off day
arrives.

—Pecenber 19

** Chapter 51

Wyodbri dge, Virginia.
Wednesday, Decenber 24.

THE REPORT FROM Lookout arrived, as it always seened to, at 2:00 A M It was

t he best possible news: as nuch success on the ground as they could reasonably
have hoped for. There’'d been substantial casualties anbng the Korbs, but an
estimated 80 percent of them thanks to Digger’s inventiveness, had taken to
the hills. O those the vast majority had survived. And her own peopl e had
cone away wWith no additional casualties. Hutch never got back to sleep

The staff cane to work knowi ng that the Acadeny had a new set of heroes, and
enotions ran high through the norning. The conmi ssioner called a press
conference, the politicians were delighted, and, because it was Christmas Eve,
everyone went hone early.

Hut ch, of course, was ecstatic. The Korbs would live, and it was possible to
assign neaning to the deaths of Jack Markover and Dave Colli ngdal e.

She spent the afternoon toting Maureen through the malls for sone last-nminute
shoppi ng. Then, reluctantly, she went home, know ng the media would be there.

Did it seemlike coincidence that the good news had cone on Christms Eve?
Was it true that the Academny teans had viol ated the Protocol ?
No, she replied to both questions. And added not exactly to the latter

They crowded up onto her front porch. A few nei ghbors wandered over to see
what was happeni ng. Drinks appeared from sonewhere. Bells jingled

What could she tell them about this Digger Dunn? Had he really masqueraded as
a god? Wasn't that—=2

Di gger was a good man. Pretty creative, wouldn't you say? Saved tens of



t housands of |ives.

The porch was big and enclosed, and it turned into a party. Season’s best.
Happy Hannukah. Merry Christmas. To us and to the Goonpahs. To the Korbs.

“By the way,” asked the UNN representative, “have we figured out yet what
those clouds are? Any idea at all?”

“W’re working on it,” she said. They shook their heads and rolled their eyes.
Later, when everyone had gone hone, she relaxed with a drink and watched Tor
and Maureen trying to get a kite into the air. They weren’t having rmuch | uck
Tor, who seened to have no idea how it was done, charged about the lawn while
the kite whipped in circles behind him Muwureen trailed along with all due
seriousness, only to break out giggling every time the thing crashed.

In his way, Tor possessed the sane innocence as the child. It was part of his
charm his sense that the world was essentially a good place, that if you

wor ked hard and paid attention to business, everything would work out. He'd
explained to her that he’'d grown up with two anbitions: to becone a

prof essional golfer, and to create art for a living. He |liked golf because it
was | eisurely, and you al ways went to summery places to participate. But the
truth was that she had a better swing than he did.

Art, though, was a different matter altogether. Gve hima brush, and put him
near a passing conmet, and he was a genius. Wen you ai m hi gh, she deci ded, one
out of two wasn't bad.

Actual Iy, he was |uckier than npost people, and not because he had tal ent. What
he really possessed was an ability to enjoy life on its npst basic levels. He
| oved havi ng Maureen chase himaround the | awn, enjoyed sl apstick conedy,

tal ked endl essly about his canping experiences with the |ocal Boy Scout troop
(where he was an assistant scoutnaster), and he coul d never get enough ice
cream He was a big kid

He pretended to be nbdest about his work, to | ook surprised when he was
nom nated for the Del mar Award, or the Fitzgi bbon. And when one of the nedia
did a piece on him he was thrilled.

She watched the kite arc high. It had gotten dark, and the Christmas lights
were coming on. A virtual stable blinked into existence on the lawn at the
Har bi sons. Conplete with kneeling shepherds, canels, and a blazing star a few
neters over head.

Projectors came on all over the neighborhood. Santa and his sleigh were just

| andi ng on Jerry Adanms’s roof. A river of soft blue-and-white stars fl oated
past the Proctors’ place. No red or orange or green for Hal Proctor, who
clained to believe in the power of understatenment. At the far end of the |ane,
three canmels were approaching with wise nmen in the saddle.

It was all a bit much, but Hutch never said anything, knowing she'd be
perceived as having no spirit. Still, she wondered what invisible aliens, had
t hey been there somewhere, would have made of it all.

“By the way, have we figured out yet what those clouds are? Any idea at all?”

A group of carolers were wandering from door to door.

Tor gave the kite nmore string and a quick pull, probably a mstake. It turned
over in mdflight and crashed. Maureen expl oded w th gi ggles.



She pl eaded for a chance to try, and Tor let her have the string. She raced
of f, still screaming with [aughter, dragging the kite behind her

Tor joined Hutch on the porch. “You re wool gathering again,” he said.

She | aughed. “You really | ook good out there.”

“One of my many talents.” Maureen charged by, squealing with delight. “You
okay?”

“Ch, yes. I'mfine. Couldn't be better.” An elf turned nethodical sonersaults
on her lawn. And a blue lantern glowed in a wi ndow. They were her sole
concessions to the lighting frenzy.

“It’s over,” he said gently.

“We still have a supply problem 1’1l feel safer after Judy gets there. Wen
we' ve begun to get some help to the Goompahs.”

“You t hi nk?”

“What el se?”

“l don’t know. You seemrestless.”

“I wish Harold were here.”

Tor rocked back and forth a few times. “He may not have known anything.”
“It’s not that. 1'd just like to see himagain.”

What had he known?

They tal ked about inconsequentials. Then Tor asked whether Charlie WIson had
gotten any closer to a solution

Charlie was a good guy, but he wasn't the right person to figure it out.
Charlie was an analysis guy. Here’'s the data. Here's what it tells us. But he
was not equi pped to make the kind of inmaginative |eap that Harold mi ght have
done. “No. | think Charlie feels we don’t have enough information yet. He's
like you. Doesn’t believe Harold really had anything.” She shook her head.
“Maybe that’s right. Maybe Harold was going to say that the onegas are a
gigantic research project of sone sort, probably gone wong but maybe not, and
that woul d have been it. No big secret. That's, by the way, pretty nuch what
Charlie thinks. But as to what sort of research, he says there’s no way to
know.’

The reindeer atop the Adans house appeared to be ganboling, enjoying
t hensel ves, anxious to get to their next stop.

“Everything’ s showi z,” she said.

Tor’s eyes darkened nonentarily. “Sonetimes you're a bit hard on people.
Showbiz is what life is about.”

Li ghts appeared in George Brauschwitz's array of hedges, green and white and
gold, and began to ripple in waves through the gathering twlight.

Green and white and gol d.



A nyriad of color, hypnotic in its effect. It was hard to draw her eyes away.
“l wonder,” she said. “Maybe there’s a connection with the Georgetown Gallery
after all.” A possibility had occurred to her. But it was so outrageous that
it seemed inpossible. Yet right fromthe beginning they’'d noted that the tewks
showed up in clusters

Tor watched her while she surveyed the stable, the canmels, the hedge, Santa.
“W’ ve assumed all along,” she said, “that, in some way, the clouds were
connected with research. Or that they were a weapons systemrun anmok, or a

sl um cl earance project run anpok. These were things we coul d understand.”

“ (](ay. ”

“Were they performng |light experinents? Testing weapons?” She pushed back in
her chair. Maureen tunbl ed over, scranbled back to her feet, |ooked puzzl ed,
and began to cry. Hutch hurried to her side. “Skinned your knee,” she told the
child. “Does it hurt?”

Maureen coul dn’t get an answer past the sobs.

Hutch took her into the house, repaired the damage, got her sone ice cream
and took a little for herself. She read to the child for a while. Lobo Louie.
As she did, she considered the possibility that had occurred to her, and began
to wonder if she m ght have the answer.

Tor cane in and built a fire. “So what are they?” he asked.

She smled at him The house snelled of pine.

“Showbi z, ” she sai d.

He | aughed.

“I"mserious. The arts are all about perspective, right? Angle of |ight. Point
of view What the artist chooses to put in the foreground. O in shadow.”

“I"'msorry, Hutch,” he said. “lI don't think | see where this is leading.”
“Do you renenber how Maureen reacted to the tewks?”
“She Iiked them Thought they were attractive.”

‘They’'re pretty,’ she said.”

“So—=2" Maureen was arrangi ng her dolls, seating themon the floor, their backs
agai nst a chair, positioning themso they could see the tree.

“W’ ve been watching themfrom God’ s point of view.”

“How do you mean?”

“By elimnating distance, we’ve | ooked at them as they actually expl oded—f
that’'s the right term+to try to get a perspective on what was really
happeni ng. We ruled out the possibility that time and di stance m ght be part

of the equation.”

Tor tilted his head. “Plain English, please.”



“Thi nk about the art gallery.”
“What about it?”

“I mssed the point. It didn't affect Harold because of sonething he saw
inside it—=

Tor’s brow creased. “—But because it was there.”
" Yes. ”
“So what does that tell us?”

SHE SLI PPED THE disk into the reader, and a cross section of the Oion Arm
bl i nked on.

“I"ve always believed,” said Tor, “that the whole thing was a project by sone
sort of cosm ¢ megal omani ac who just wanted to blow things up.” He had nixed
two white tigers for them “But you don’t think that?”

“No. | don't.”
“Why not ?”

“The method’ s too inefficient. There are a | ot of omegas out there. Thousands,
maybe. And only a handful that will actually destroy anything.” She tried the
drink. It was warm and sweet and made with a bit nore | enon than the recipe
called for. Just the way she liked it. “Tor, it doesn't feel malicious.”

“It feels dunb.”
“Yes.” She gathered up Maureen, and they threaded their way through the
constellations to the sofa. “Exactly what |’ve thought fromthe very
begi nni ng.”

“Li ke Santa's sleigh over at the Adanms house.”

“Well, okay. It feels showy. Pretentious.” She drew her |egs up, tucked them
under, and turned off the tree lights. A log crashed into the fire. Sparks

flew and m xed with the stars. Maureen wanted to know what was happeni ng.

“W’re going to watch the simfor a few mnutes, Love.” And to the Al:
“Ceorge, run the patterns. Fast forward.”

Among the stars, tewks blinked on and off. A few here, a couple there, a few
nore over by the window. A half dozen or so by the tree. A cluster near the
bookcase, a group by the curtains. Sone on this side, sone on the far side.
Al toget her, there were now 117 recorded tewk events.

“What are we | ooking for?”

“Bear with me a bit. George, change the viewing angle. Pick a site at the
galactic core. More or |ess where the clouds would be originating.”

The stars shifted. The fam liar constell ati ons vani shed.
“Run t hem agai n, Ceorge.”

They sat and wat ched. Lights blinked on and off. Some here, sone there, a few
over near the clock



“There’s a pattern,” she said.

“I don't see it.” Tor’s hand touched hers. “What sort of pattern?”

“I don’t know. You get a little bit in one place, but then it breaks down
everywhere el se. CGeorge, take us out to the rim Let’s have a | ook from uh
Capella.”

The starfield shifted again. “Run it?” asked George.

“Yes. Pl ease.”

Again the lights winked on and of f around the room She had to swing around to
see everything. Tor gave up and edged off the sofa onto one knee, from which
it was easier to follow the images.

“What’' s the time span here?” he asked.

“Fromstart to finish,” she said, “about twenty thousand years.”

“How | ong do you think it’s been going on?”

“No idea,” she said. “Could be millions, | suppose.” And to George: “Try it
agai n, George. Fromthe Pl eiades.”

And: “From Antares.”
And: “From Arcturus.”
Maur een got down off the sofa and headed into the kitchen

Tor resumed his seat, but nade no further effort to see into the far corners
of the room “You give up?” she asked.

“I"'mtired twisting around to see everything. W d do better to go sit by the
door.”

“Ceorge,” she said, “can you make out a pattern here anywhere?”
“Pl ease specify paraneters.”
“Never mind.” She heard the refrigerator open

Tor started to get up, but she pulled himback down. “It’s okay,” she said.
“I"ve got it.”

SHE GOT SNACKS for all of them chocol ate cake for Maureen and hersel f, ice
cream for Tor and when the child had finished, she put Maureen to bed. Later
they had visitors, Tor’s brother and his wife, who lived in Al exandria, and
MacAl | i ster, who brought an arm oad of presents. Mre reporters showed up, and
M chael Asquith called to tell her that she was invited to the Wiite House for
di nner Fri day.

“You're on top of the world,” Tor told her. “Enjoy it.”
She was doing that. It was a nice feeling to be the toast of the town. She

under st ood she was getting credit for what other people had done, but that was
okay. She’d be careful to spread it around when the opportunity offered.



Finally, at about 2:00 A.M, things quieted down, and they found thensel ves
al one. They brought Maureen's presents out of the closet, put them under the
tree, and went to bed. On her way up the stairs, Hutch was still thinking
about the tewks. Somewhere, she’d m ssed sonet hing.

Tor headed for the shower. Hutch brushed her teeth and decided to |l et her own
abl utions go until norning. She changed into a sheer nightgown, thinking it
woul d be nice to celebrate properly. But as soon as she slipped into bed, her
eyes cl osed, and her head sank back into the pill ows.

The tewks went off in various series. A pattern of sorts. A few here, a few
there. Wy?

She got up, went back out, and stared down into the living room its outlines
just visible in the soft glow of the night-Ilight.

“What’' s wrong?” asked Tor, appearing suddenly at her side.

“What did you say?” she asked.

“l asked what was wrong.” He was pulling his robe around his shoul ders.

“No. Before that.”
He shrugged. “I have no idea.”

“You said, when you're on top of the world, nake it count. O something |like
that. And earlier you said we’d do better to go sit by the door. That’'s what
|"mgoing to do.”

H s hand touched her shoul der tentatively. “Priscilla, my |love, what are we
t al ki ng about now?”

“Point of view,” she said. “W’ ve been |ooking for a pattern while we're
sitting inside it. George?”

“Yes, Hutch?”

“Ceorge, | want to run the program again.”

“From what perspective?”

“Try from above the Orion Arm Mybe twenty thousand |ight-years or so.”

THE TEWK EVENTS expl oded in glorious rhythm one-two-three, nagnificent
eruptions, a few seconds apart, and then six blue lights flaring in sequence
near the picture of Maureen, and a series of green flashes, erupting in
perfect sync, up and down in a zigzag pattern just over the arncthair. And four
nore, blood red, a vanpire’s eyes, near the w ndows.

It went on and on. There were parts mssing, of course. The great bulk of it
was mssing, if she was correct in assunming that all the clouds in tinme would
become part of the sane incredible Iight show The ultimate work of art. Wat
they were | ooking at was no nore than a few fragments, a chord here and there.
But magni fi cent nonet hel ess.

“My God,” he said.

“I't’s the way it would look if you were sitting sixteen thousand |ight-years
above the M| ky Way, and you had a different sort of tine sense. And you liked



fireworks.’
“But who—=2"

“Don’t know. Maybe | ong dead. Maybe not. But | suspect, whoever they are, they
aren’t very bright.”

“They have to be,” he said. “Look at the engineering involved.”

She | ooked down on the grandeur of the MIky Way, watched the tewksbury
objects blaze in a kind of |um nous choreography, and thought it was one of
the [ oveliest and nobst mmjestic things she’'d ever seen.

“Well,” she said. “Not very bright. O don’t give a damm. Take your pick.”
LI BRARY ENTRY
We continue to pour resources into star travel

The question no one ever asks is why we should do this. What possible benefit
has the human race received fromthe fact that it can visit Al pha Serengetti
or some such place. W are told that know edge is its own reward. And that

t here have been practical benefits as well. That household Als work better
because we can travel faster than light, that we know nore about nutrition
that we woul d not have devel oped artificial gravity, that our shoes are nore
confortable, and that we have a better grasp of our own psychol ogy, al
because sone of us have gone to these inpossibly distant places.

But which of the above advantages coul d not have been secured by direct
research? And who woul d even need artificial gravity if we had the good sense
to stay hone?

W have yet to find a new Earth. And one m ght argue sensibly that we have no
need of one.

Maybe it’s tinme to call a halt, and to rethink the entire effort. Before the
assorted crazies who want to go to Epsilon Eridani, at taxpayer expense, ruin
us all.

—Pari s Revi ew
Decenber 27

** Chapter 52

Br ackel
Twenty-fourth day after T Klot.

THE LI BRARY WAS finally ready to receive the scrolls that Parsy had rescued
the night of the storm

The wal Il s had been refurbished; the floor had been replaced. New chairs and
tabl es had been brought in; the librarians’ counter rebuilt. New shutters
installed, conplinments of one of the library s several support groups. People
had contributed | anps and pens and parchnent. Several of those who had died on
that terrible night had | eft bequests of which the library had been the
beneficiary. He'd ordered a statue of Lykonda to be placed at the entrance.

Tupel o and Yakkimcanme in with the scrolls, which had been carefully stored at
the villa. There would be a reopening cerenony the next day, and Parsy was



determ ned that the library would | ook good. Two new maps were up, to repl ace
the ones that had been ruined. The scrolls would be back in the inner room
where they woul d be avail abl e once nore, and two fresh sets, a history of
intell ectual thought during the current century by Pelinmon, and a collection
of essays by Ri kat Donmp, would be contributed by the Society of Transcribers.
To further mark the event—

—Vhat was that?

Yakki m had seen it, too. A tube lay atop the table at the head librarian's
station. “VWere did that cone fron?” Yakki masked. “It wasn't there
yesterday.”

Tupel o frowned. Parsy signaled himto open it.

There was a scroll inside.

“Must be anot her donation,” Yakki m said.

Tupel o renpoved the roll of parchment. Parsy, who knew the work of all the
mast er transcribers, did not recognize the hand. “Maybe one of the worknen
left it,” Tupelo said. He handed it to Parsy.

“That’ s very odd,” Parsy said.

“I't’s a play,” said Yakkim “But | do not know the author.”

Nor did Parsy. Here was the cast of characters, and there the setting. In the
pal ace at Thebes. He studied the page a long tinme, reading down the lines. The
formof the play was unfamliar. “Were is Thebes?” he asked.

Tupel o had no i dea.

“I't nmust be fictitious,” said Yakkim “There is no such place.” He | ooked over
Parsy’s shoul der. “What do we do with it? Shall we add it to the hol di ngs?”
“I"1'l ask around. See if anyone is famliar with it.”
title, too. Antigone.

He laid it down. Strange

“Antigone? That’s a curious word.”
“I't’s the name of one of the characters.”
“I't sounds made-up.”

“I ndeed.” He | ooked around. “Well, we have a lot to do. We can look at this
|ater.”

“MACAO, MY NAME is Tasker. I'’ma visitor to Kulnar. Never heard you speak
before, but the regulars tell me you re prone to exaggerate.”

“Not this tinme.”
“OfF course. But you really want us to believe you saw a zhoka?”

“Believe as you wi sh, Tasker. And no, | amnot sure that it was a zhoka. It
| ooked |i ke one.”

“What formdid it take? Was it flesh and blood? Was it a spiritual entity? A
ghost of some sort?”



“I't was solid enough.” She signaled to someone in back. “Pakka? Did you have a
guestion?”

“Yes. |’'ve been here many times. As you know. ”

“l1 know.”

“Heard you often.”

“As we all know.” That brought a laugh fromthe audi ence. Over the years,
Pakka had devel oped into a good-natured antagoni st, instantly recognizable to

anyone who attended Macao’'s events.

“Yes. Well, however that may be, can we assune you are now willing to admt
that the world operates under divine governance.”

“l never denied it.”

“You’ ve always said all things are open to reason.”
“Yes.” She hesitated. “I have, haven't 1|7?”

“Do you wi sh to change your position?”

There was nothing for it, in the light of recent events. “l suppose | shal
have to reconsider.”

“I't is good of you to say so.”

She smled. “An open mnd is of the essence, Pakka.” It was in fact the

begi nni ng of wi sdom Accept nothing on faith. Verify the facts, and draw the

| ogi cal conclusions. She found herself fingering the necklace given her by the
zhoka. “It appears the world is nore conplicated than we thought.”

The audi ence, nost of it, nodded their agreenent.

Tasker was on his feet again. “Tell us,
Dunn—that was his nane, right?-=

he said, “why you think this Digger

“ Yes. ”
“An odd nane, don’t you think?”
“Who am | to criticize the nanmes of such bei ngs?”

“Yes. OF course. But you say that, despite his appearance, you doubt that he
was a zhoka. Wuld you tell us why?”

She | ooked out over the hall. It was on relatively high ground, fortunately,
and had survived al nost intact the floods that had ruined so nuch of Kul nar
“Yes,” she said. “I will tell you why. Because D gger Dunn warned ne about the

cloud. Wanted me to warn everyone. To get the word out, to get the city
evacuated.”

“But you said he lied about the date.”
“I prefer to think he was sinply wong about the date. It hardly matters. \Wat

does matter is that he tried to help. And |2 She trenbl ed. Her voice shook
and tears cane to her eyes. “l refused to believe.”



The hall became very quiet.

“Unlike him | failed to help.”

VWHEN | T WAS over, when her listeners had drifted away, she lingered, unti
only the service personnel were in the roomw th her, putting out the |anps,
checking the fire screens, picking up whatever trash had been | eft behind. And
t hen they, too, were gone.

The entire business was so fantastic that she woul d have ascribed it all to
too nmuch wine if she could. But the destruction had been real. And thousands
had seen Lykonda.

She slipped her neckl ace over her head and gazed at it.

I ncredi bl e workmanship. A tiny silver chain unlike any she had seen before.
And a strange circular jewel that glittered in the firelight. She could not
escape the sense that it was sonehow alive, that it watched her

Even had she gone to the authorities, they would never have believed her
story. Wuldn't have acted on it if they had. You don't accede to the wi shes
of a zhoka. Unless you are very foolish

O perhaps unless the zhoka' s name is Digger Dunn

She si ghed and wandered out of the auditoriuminto the corridor and out

t hrough the main entrance. The stars were very bright, and a cold chop bl ew
off the sea. Wnter was begi nning in earnest.

Pakka and Tasker and several others were waiting for her a few steps away. It
was traditional to take the guest speaker out for drinks and a good tine after
the slosh. But she hesitated in the doorway. Sonething, a breath of wi nd, an
air current, brushed her arm

“Chal la, Macao.”

The greeting had come from nearby, a pace or two. But she saw no one.

“I"'mglad you came through it okay.”

She knew the voice, and tried to speak, but her tongue caught to the roof of
her mout h.

“l enjoyed the show, " he said.

“Di gger Dunn, where are you?”

“I"'mright here.”

She reached out and touched an arm It was a curious sensation, solid yet not
solid, rather like putting her hand agai nst running water. But her hand

remai ned dry. “Why have you cone?”

“To say good-bye,” he said. “And to thank you.”

“To thank nme? Why woul d you wish to thank me? | amsorry to say so, but | did
not believe you when you told nme about T Klot.”

“You tried. That was as much as | could ask. It’s hard to fight Iifelong



refl exes”—he seened to be | ooking for the right word—=Ilifelong habits of
t hought.” And here he used a word she did not understand. It sounded |ike
pr ogr anm ng.

“Di gger Dunn, can | persuade you to do a slosh with me?”

He | aughed, and the sound was | oud enough to draw the attention of those who
wai ted for her.

“I"mserious,” she said. “We would be wonderful.”
“I think we woul d cause a panic.”

He was right, of course.

“I"d better go,” he said.

“Wait.” She renmoved the necklace and held it out for him It was difficult
because she wasn’'t sure precisely where he was standing. “This is yours.”

“Actually,” he said, “it belongs to sonmeone very much like you. And | think
she’d like you to keep it.” A pair of |lips pressed agai nst her cheek
“CGood- bye, Mac,” he said.

She reached out, but he was gone. “Thank you, Digger Dunn,” she said. “Do not
forget ne.”

Epi | ogue

ONE OF THE aspects of Korbikkan life that particularly fascinated and baffl ed
xenol ogi sts was the apparent |ack of warfare in a history now known to be ten
t housand years | ong. Even stranger to human eyes was the fact that the Korbs
showed no inclination to expand away fromtheir tiny isthnus. It was true that
the land to the north was sealed off by jungle and desert, and to the south by
an unforgiving nountain range. But this was an intelligent species that never
got above the equator, that showed no interest in spreading out through the

i sl and groups east and west of their homel and.

It’s a curiosity of history that they | aunched a major exploration nission at
the very nonment that humans arrived. But it was only a coi ncidence. They have
attenpted simlar voyages on other occasions. Several have returned fromthe
direction in which they set out. To our know edge, none has ever circled the
gl obe. And none was ever followed up by a serious attenpt at col onization

Al so puzzling was the Korbs' freewheeling treatnment of sex. This was a society
whose standards shocked nost human observers, thenselves froma society that
t hought sex a private matter and, at |least officially, subscribed to nonogany.

Also difficult to explain was the |ack of technol ogy. The Korbs thought of
chariots as bending the | andscape. Yet they predated the Sumnerians by
m || enni a.

It now appears that all of these anomalies, the |lack of organized warfare, the
failure to expand, the open sex, the lack of technol ogy, derive froma single
factor: Korb women are capable of closing off their fall opian tubes. They have
no unwant ed children and no surprises.

Because living conditions on the isthmus are reasonably confortable—fruit,
veget abl es, gane, and fish can be had quite easily—+there has never been



pressure to produce large famlies. The popul ation on the isthmus appears to
have remained relatively stable for mllennia. This fact has rendered
intertribal competition pointless. It has also prevented technol ogi ca

devel opnent. Civilizations do not advance w thout popul ation pressures.

BEST ESTI MATES ARE that fewer than 20 percent of the total popul ation of the
Intigo were |l ost during the encounter with the onega. Wen the far side of
Kor bi kkan was examni ned, where the onega had vented its fury, analysts
concluded that, had it struck the Intigo directly, the destruction of property
and the loss of life would have been nearly total

Food, bl ankets, and other supplies sent forward by the Acadeny arrived at the
critical noment. They were landed by night in renote sites, and distributed by
Judy Sternberg and her linguists. The recipients were told that the supplies
wer e donated by the Korbi kkan Relief Association, which was true enough, and
it seemed to satisfy the natives’ curiosity.

In recognition of their efforts, Sternberg s |ikeness has been enshrined in
the Museum Hurmana in Berlin, and a Shironi Kulp plaza will be opened next year
i n Pentagon Park.

The real coordinator behind the bulk of the contributions was, of course, Dr.
Al va Enerson, who tried unsuccessfully to deflect the credit by awarding a
medal to Priscilla Hutchins. Hutchins accepted, but it may have neant nore to
her when Dr. Alva took her aside and confessed that, whatever inpression she
m ght have had originally, she had concluded Hutchins to be “rather a decent
human being after all.”

Tor drew up a formal certificate, citing the phrase. Although the certificate
is confined to her bedroom she owns no docunment of which she is nore proud.

The round-the-world nission, stranded on the eastern continent, needed al npst
a year to build new ships. But they conpleted the task and, as of this
witing, are on their way back to the Intigo.

Marge, Digger, Kellie, and Julie Carson received formal recognition for their
acconpl i shnments not only fromthe Acadeny, but fromthe media at |arge. Jack
Mar kover was posthunously awarded the Legi on of Honor fromthe French
government, and David Col lingdal e received the President’s Medal

On the anniversary of the omega strike, a nenorial cerenony was held on the
Acadeny grounds at Arlington to honor the nmenmory of Collingdal e and Markover.
Mar kover’s brother Janes and Col lingdale' s forner fiancée, Mary C ank, were
brought in for the event, and they hel ped dedicate the new Korbi kkan wing to
their menory.

AFTER THE MARKOVER- COLLI NGDALE cer enony, Digger asked Hutch whether the
Acadeny was now ready to put some serious effort into doing research on the
onegas, so that, as he put it, “what we went through at Lookout won't happen
again.”

“I think we’ve | earned, Digger,” she said. “I surely hope so.”

HUTCH S NOTI ON THAT the tewk events were actually an effort to create a kind
of cosm c synphony has not been generally accepted, although it’s difficult to
explain in any other way the visual results if one happens to be seated at the
proper place above the Oion Arm

What ever the official view, however, a synthetic hedgehog is on its way to the
| ocal cloud, and by the tine this is published, will have, one hopes, already



ignited it and disposed of the thing. Hutchins is pushing for mass production
of hedgehogs, which she would like to see used wherever possible to expl ode
the omegas. To get rid of them And, she added recently in an interview with
UNN: “To ruin the show for the idiots who sent them To point out that there
are wormen and children here.”

There are even sone who are arguing that, since we know where the onega
engi neers live, we should send them nore pointed sentinents.

Avery Wi tl ock’s Not ebooks

But | wonder what we woul d have done had they been barbarians. O |ooked Iike
i nsects.



