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PROLOGUE

Ti mes had al ways been plentiful. Since the beginning of the age when their ancestors first wal ked
in the world, the People had lived in harnony with the spirits and the el enments. Their | anguage
had no words for war or want, fam ne or drought. The forests were vast, the plains fertile. Fair
wi nds brought rain fromwarm oceans. Al of |life flourished in abundance.

* * %

No nenory had been handed down of where the People canme from

Sone taught that they were born of Neveya, who ruled the skies during the tines of |esser |ight
when the snmaller but brighter Sun was absent, and at the end of nortal life they would return to
her across the Golden Sea in which the world floated. They learned to farmthe | ands and tane
animals; to study the ways of wood, and stone, and netals; to admre and create nusic, |ikenesses,
and things of beauty. Their sages pondered over the nmysteries of mnd and the senses, life and
nmoti on, of nunber and the nature of things. Communities grew under social inperatives and

mar ket pl aces for ideas, and becane centers of governnent and conmerce.

* * %

I ryon stood near the mouth of a broad river, between arns of green hills rising to distant
mountains. It was not the largest of cities, but its buildings had been shaped and ornanented with
a care that made the whole as much an expression of art as the carved gates and gil ded w ndow
traceries, or the marble reliefs surrounding the central square. At the summit of one of the five
hills on which Iryon was built stood the Astral Tenple, where priests of Neveya charted the cycles
of the heavens.

Each day began with the world | ooki ng out across the imrensity of the celestial Ocean that
extended away to Neveya's orb, dividing it equally like the plane of a blade halving a water-fruit
so that only the upper heni sphere of Neveya was visible. Then the Ccean would rise, tilting and
narrowing as it did so until it becanme an edge crossing past the world to reveal briefly all of
Neveya's countenance; fromthere, now above, it broadened again to expand its underside, at the
same tine obscuring Neveya's upper part to reach its half-day low, after which it would fall and
cross back again. This cycle repeated 5,623 tinmes in the year that the stars took to turn through
their constellations.

The proportions of light and dark naking up the days changed according to whether the Sun was
visible as well as Neveya, and in what situation—which varied with the seasons. The "blue hours"
canme when the Sun shone fromthe far side of Neveya, transforming its nornmally orange glow into a
bl ack shadow cast across the Gol den Ocean. At certain times in the course of the year, as the
Ccean crossed past the world during the blue hours, the Sun woul d vani sh behi nd Neveya conpl etely,
turning day abruptly into darkest night. These were the tines when the other worlds that noved
about Neveya reveal ed thenselves in their full glories of formand color. They were known as the
days of "Dark Crossings." Miltitudes would cone fromafar to Iryon to attend the rites and
cerenoni es that took place on these occasions.

* * %

The pyranid was built such that, fromthe Eye Stone at the center of the senicircle of astronomers
and priests where the Speaker of Neveya stood, the orb was seen as if supported on its apex like a
cl oud grazing a mountain. Since Neveya never changed her position in the sky, the di sk renai ned
bal anced in that manner always, varying only fromyellow jewel through shrinking face to waning
crescent as the Sun rode its distant course about both her and the world, and the celestial Ccean
rose and dipped through its daily cycle. As the nonent of the Dark Crossing approached, she
glowered at the world with full face, black and featureless, fading into the glare as the Sun
touched her shoul der.

The crowds assenbl ed on the sl opes were hushed as the Speaker intoned the Verses of Passage.
Around the tenple and across the city below, torches had been Iit in readiness for the Darkness.
At the top of the pyram d, Neveya reappeared suddenly out of the glare as a black arc sliding
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across the Sun, her shadow |lying now |i ke a black ray cut out of the Ocean, noment by nonment
advancing closer. Wen it fell across the world, connecting it to Neveya |like a bridge spanning
the Ccean, then, it was taught, the souls whose tine had come to return woul d depart on their

j our ney.

A murmuring of awe and wonder, nore a wind than a sound, stirred through the crowd as the sky
darkened. The astrononers readied their instruments and recording tablets, while the Speaker
turned, opening his robed arns wide to greet the spectacle. For an instant Neveya's outline flared
into a thin curve of light as if the extinguishing Sun were trying to claw its way back around the
edge.

And then all the light went fromthe sky, and the stars appeared. Above and to one side of Neveya,
the pink gl obe of Jenas becane visible, while beyond it Sephel go's white-veined features shone as
crescents of crystal. Lower was Aniar, graying and nottled, swinm ng to the side of Neveya,
transfixed by the spear of the celestial sea seen edgewi se, with the white speck of Delem farther
out still along the sanme line. As the astrononers peered and recited their measures, scribes

mar ked the stone that would later be cut for incorporation into the records.

The picture showed a di sk pierced by a shallowy sloping |line, standing on an arrowhead. Snall er
circles showed the other visible worlds and their dispositions, with major stars represented by
their symbols. A table incised beneath the design gave precise directions and el evati ons.

PART ONE
JUPI TER
Creator of Worlds

1

Al nost twenty years before, as a nineteen-year-old engi neering student at coll ege, Landen Keene
had astounded drivers on the interstate near the canpus by overtaking themw th ease in a 1959
Nash Ranbl er body fixed to a reinforced chassis on raci ng suspension, nounting an L88 Corvette
engi ne. He had al so nore than inpressed the two state troopers who handed hima ticket, but they
were unable to cite his handiwork on a single safety violation. One of them had even indicated
interest if Keene ever found hinself of a mind to sell. "Keep at it, kid," he had told Keene. "One
day you'll nake a dammed good engi neer—supposin' you live |long enough, of course, that is."

These days, it seened, things worked the other way around. Qutdated engi neering canouflaged in
futuristic-1ooking shells was hyped as a wonder of the age, the best that taxpayers' noney coul d
buy. Keene sat in the cramped crew conpartment of the N FTV—pronounced "Nifteev," standing for
Nucl ear | ndi genously Fuel ed Test Vehicl e—wedged confortably into the seat at the Engineer's
station by the mld quarter-g of sustained thrust cutting the craft across freefall orbits, and
stared at the inage on the main screen. It showed the elongated body, flaring into a delta tail -
wing with tip-fins, of the spaceplane riding twenty-five mles ahead off the port |ower bow,
closing slowy as the NIFTV overhauled it. Oficially, it was designated an "Advanced Propul sion
Unit." Its white Iines were illumnated in direct Iight fromthe Sun showi ng above the sil houette
of Earth, revealing the insignia of both the U S. Air Force Space Comrand and United Nations

A obal Defense Force. (Exactly what the entire gl obe was to be defended from had never been
spelled out.) The NIFTV, by contrast, with its framework of struts and ties hol ding together an
assenbl age of test engine and auxiliary notors, external tanks, and crew nodul e, was ungainly and
ugly. The APU | ooked sl eek on the covers of glossy pronotional governnent brochures and was

pl easing to bureaucrats. The NIFTV was a creature of engi neers—a space workhorse, born of

pragmati smand utility.

Ri cardo's voice cane over the circuit fromthe Ccom stati on—Conmuni cati ons and Conputing. "W've
got a beamfromthemnow. |'mw ndowing onto the main screen, copying you, Warren."

"CGotcha." Warren Fassner, research project |eader at Anspace Corporation's Propul sion Division and
coordi nator of the current mssion, acknow edged fromthe control room at Space Dock, at that
monent orbiting twelve thousand mles away above the far side of Earth. "It |ooks |ike you guys
are on stage. Make it a good one. W're getting the hookups."” To avoid giving sonmebody of ficious
somewhere an opportunity to interfere, Keene had persuaded the public relations people at Amspace
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to hold until the |ast nonent before slipping word of the mssion to the networks. Since it was
sonet hi ng new and sounded exciting, the networks were interested.

A hel meted head and shoul ders showing a gray flight suit with Space Conmand insignia appeared in a
one-ei ghth window at the top right of the screen. "This is Commander Voaks from USAFSC APU to
approaching craft U ASC-16R You are entering a restricted zone posted as reserved for officia
Space Conmand operations. ldentify yourself and announce your intentions."

Joe answered fromthe Pilot station, squeezed centrally behind the other two, which were angl ed
inward to face the bul khead carrying the screens. "Captain Elns from U ASC- 16R acknow edgi ng APU.
We are a private research vehicle owed and operated by the Anspace Corporation.”

"W are about to commence a high-acceleration test. For your own safety, ny orders are to warn you
off-limts."

"We're paralleling you outside the posted limt. Just taking a ringside seat. Don't mnd us. Let's
get on with the show. "

Ri cardo cut in again: "W've got another incomng—rilitary priority band prefix."
"This is General Burgess, Space Command G ound Control Center, and | demand to speak to—

Joe shook his head in the background behi nd Keene's console. "W're gonna be too busy here for
this. I"'mthrowing this one to you, Warren."

"Sure, switch himthrough. We'll handle it," Fassner said fromthe Space Dock. It had been
expected. Ricardo clicked entries in a table on one of his auxiliary screens, and the irate
general was consigned off to a string of consat |inks around the planet.

"APU to Anspace 16R You have been warned in accordance with regulatory requirenments. Be advised
that your continued proximty to this operation will not be taken as indicative of a desirably
cooperative attitude. Negative consequences may result. This is APU, out." The w ndow vani shed.

"Negati ve consequences, guys," Keene repeated. "That's it—t's all over for us. They'll find sone
bug in our parking ot that needs to be protected now Cl ose down the head office.”

"Where do they get those guys?" Ricardo asked as he scanned his displays and nade adjustnents. "I
mean, do they have to be programmed to talk like that? . " H s voice trailed off, and he | eaned
forward. "Ckay, this is it. W're registering their exhaust plunme on thermal: preboost profile."
As Ri cardo spoke, the APU s inmage sprouted a tail of white heat, growing rapidly to extend severa
tinmes the length of the vessel

"Full burn," Joe's voice confirmed. "We're |ooking at about, aw. . . two gee initial. Downrange
radar is tracking.” The Air Force spacepl ane was accel erati ng away, comencing its test. Wile Joe
continued reading off time checks and nunbers, Keene rechecked his own panel to make sure all the
Nl FTV's systens were ready, then turned his eyes again to the image shrinking and foreshortening
on the nmain screen. Advanced propul sion, he thought to hinself scornfully. Pure hydrogen and

what ever they called the |latest oxidizer, it was still chem cals. NASA, circa 1960s, repackaged in
an Air Force suit, its adequacy a giveaway of what it was intended for: a high-altitude police
cruiser to patrol the envisaged one-world state. NIFTV had the potential to bring the Solar System
into Earth's backyard, but the powers that Earth's destiny depended on weren't interested. If the
day ever arrived when their one-world order | ooked |ike beconming a reality, that, Keene vowed,
woul d be when he'd leave it all and go out to join the Kronians. But with enterprises |ike Arspace
still able to find backers, there was hope yet.

Fassner, having evidently passed the general on to soneone el se, reappeared on the beam from Space
Dock. "Okay, that's |ooking good now Let's go after 'em

"On standby at Fire-Ready,"” Keene confirnmed.

"Co, engine. Take it up to eighty," Joe ordered.

Keene initiated the start-up and felt hinself being squashed back in his seat as he increased
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reactant flowto bring the NIFTV quickly up to eighty percent power. Lead gl oves encased his
hands. He felt his cheeks and Iips wei ghed back over his facial bones, baring his teeth. Snaller
screens on the bul khead in front of him showed deformed parodies of the faces of Ricardo and Joe

"Lateral thrusters on. Pulsing to commence roll now, " Joe grated, his nouth barely noving.

"APU ahead | ow, declination twenty-seven degrees and increasing," R cardo reported. "We're twel ve-
point-two niles off the axis and hol ding. Course projection is clear."

It was a stunt to get the world' s attention. The news channels had publicized that the Defense
Department woul d be testing a new propul sion system designed for | oworbit nmaneuvering and
announced it as a breakthrough. Wile the spaceplane was now in its naxi mrum accel erati on phase,
the NIFTV was not only overtaking it but tracing a spiral twenty-plus niles in dianmeter about its
course—+titerally running rings around it. A conm beam | atched on again to deliver another tirade
Ri cardo | ooked questioningly at Joe; Joe nmade a tossing-away notion with his head; Ricardo grinned
and switched the call over the detour link to Control

"Yeaaah! " Keene whooped, smacking the arnrests of his seat. "Was that a bird? Was it a plane? No,
it was us, guys. Hey, look at that thing. It's like a dead duck in the water out there."

"Eat our dust, General," Ricardo sang.

The APU went into a slow curve. Joe altered thrust parameters and stayed with it easily. He ran an
eye over the nonitors and gave a satisfied nod. "Ckay," he said to the others. "Take her up to
full burn. Now let's show them what we can really do."

As the NI FTV accelerated along its continuing spiral course, a white haze of nore distant |ight
appeared along the top edge of the screen, noving slowy down to blot out the starfield
background. It grew until it became part of a vast band extending off the screen on both sides,
| osing the APU spaceplane in its brilliance as it became a background to it.

2
The planetoid had cone out of Jupiter. It was christened Athena.

For nore than half a century, there had been astrononers dissenting fromthe mai nstream vi ew of

pl anetary origins, trying to make thensel ves heard. The generally accepted nebular theory, in
which the Sun, its planets, and their satellites all condensed together froma contracting cloud
of prinordial gas and dust, they nmaintained, was not tenable. The observed distribution of angular
monentum did not fit the nodel, and tidal disruption by Jupiter would have prevented the accretion
of compact objects inside its orbit. Some proposed an alternative mechanismfor the formation of
the inner planets based upon analysis of the fluid dynam cs of Jupiter's core. According to this
theory, the giant planet's rapid rotation and rate of nmaterial acquisition would result in
periodic instabilities leading to eventual fission and the ejection of surplus mass. The bul k of
the shed natter would nost likely be thrown out of the Solar System but |esser drops torn off in
the process could go into solar-capture orbits.

In the main, the reaction of the scientific orthodoxy was to dism ss the suggestion as too nuch at
odds with established notions and find arguments to show why it couldn't happen. Then, after the
onset of sudden irregularities in Jupiter's rotation followed by several weeks of progressive

def ormation in shape beneath the gas envel ope, it did.

Rivaling the Earth itself in size, white-hot fromthe energy that had attended its birth, and
blazing a fiery tail tens of millions of niles |Iong, Athena had been plunging sunward for ten
nmonths, all the time gaining in speed and brightness. Spectral analysis showed it to be conposed
of a mix of core and crustal materials trailing an envel ope of ionized Jovian atmospheric gases.
Currently crossing the Earth's orbit sixty million nmles ahead of the Earth, it was visible to the
naked eye across a quarter of the sky before dawn and after sundown. During the next nonth it
woul d accelerate into a tight turn around the Sun, bringing it to within a quarter of a nmillion
nmles at perihelion, covering nore than a million miles in an hour and practically reversing
direction to pass little nore than fifteen nillion niles ahead of the approaching Earth on its way
back to the outer Solar System It was predicted that the spectacle would diminto insignificance
any comet ever before seen in history.
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3

Space Dock was built in the formof a short, fat dunbbell passing radially through a cylindrica
hub. Cranped and dirty, noisy and oily, it normally accommpdat ed between twenty and thirty people.
It had been built several years previously as a joint venture by a consortiumof private
interests, of which Anspace was one of the principals, to provide an orbiting test base for space
vehi cl es and technol ogies at a tinme when dependi ng on governnent to provide facilities had been
too fraught with delay and political uncertainties to be reliable.

A stubby-wi nged surface lifter |ay docked at the far end of the hub when Joe attached the N FTV at
one of Space Dock's ports. A mnishuttle bearing the Anspace | ogo was standing a short distance
off. It was forty nminutes since the NIFTV parted conpany fromthe Air Force spacepl ane, by which
time it had pulled fully a hundred nmiles ahead despite having traced its circular pattern
continuously. The three crew were jubilant as they haul ed thensel ves through the lock into the
cluttered surroundi ngs of pipes and machinery to the wel com ng shouts and back-sl aps of their

wai ting col |l eagues. Keene, comng first, waved and grinned in acknow edgnent. Behi nd him cane

Ri cardo, his nouth frozen wide, setting his teeth off white against his Mediterranean-olive skin
with Joe naking a double thunbs-up sign as he floated out |last. They were nmaeking the best of the
ent husi asm around them while they had the chance. It was not exactly representative of the
reaction they expected fromthe world in general, which for the nost part would no doubt be
shocked rather than appreciative. But that, after all, had been the whol e idea.

Warren Fassner, in track pants and a red T-shirt, was waiting in the suiting chanber past the

| ock, where a technician began hel ping Keene out of his flight garb. Fassner had red hair with a
mat chi ng, ragged nustache, and a large frame with an anple fleshy covering that gave the

i mpression of sagging slightly when in gravity. Here, it was nore evenly distributed, nmaking him
appear sprightlier, if maybe a little bloated, conpared to nornal

"Great show, Lan!" he greeted. "That should rmake the high slots this evening. Looks |ike the baby
performed just fine."

"Just as nuch your show. It's your baby." Keene pushed hinself forward to make room as Ri cardo and
Joe crowded in at the end of the chanber behind. "And how goes it with our friends?" He neant the
branches of official domconnected with the APU test.

Fassner pulled a face, grinning simultaneously. "Mad as hell. Corpus Christi has got |awers from
Washi ngton on the Iine now "

"Already?"

"Probably being aimed by wathful agency heads. Marvin says they're trying to come up with some
ki nd of perm ssion or approval that we should have obtained first."

It had been expected, even though nothing had violated any explicit prohibition. Thanks mainly to
the reticence of the Russians, Southeast Asians, and the Chinese, the world had not actually
banned the | aunchi ng of nuclear technology into orbit. It was just that nobody had thought that
any organi zati on outside government woul d contenplate doing it, while everyone on the inside was
too vul nerable to pressure groups and public opinion to want to get involved. Now the regul atory
agenci es woul d be vying with each other to placate the eco | obbies by showi ng who had t he nost

t eet h.

"Anyhow, you've done your part," Fassner said. "The Corpus Christi office can deal with

Washi ngton. That's what it's got a |legal departnment for." He clapped Keene lightly on the shoul der
and used a handrail to haul hinmself past to say a few words to the other two. "Hey, Ric, can't you
do sonet hing about that grin? You' re dazzling ny eyes here."

Ricardo's snile only widened further. "Didn't we make a neal out of those turkeys, eh?"
"Joe, you were right on, all the way. So how did the nodified RTs handl e? Pretty good, | guess."

"Li ke a dream Warren, |ike a dream
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Keene stowed the last of his gear in an end | ocker and signed that the technician had retrieved
the di agnostic recording chip fromhis suit. Feeling less restricted now in shirtsleeves and
fatigue pants, he exited through a pressure door and transverse shaft outside Nunber Two Punp
Conpartnent to enter the "Yellow' end of the Hub Main Longitudinal Corridor—the walls in different
sections of Space Dock were color coded to help newconers orientate. Mre well-w shers, sonme in
wor kshirts and jeans, others in coveralls, one in a pressure suit, were waiting to add their
congratul ati ons as he passed through. He cane to "Broadway"—a confusion of shafts and split levels
| eadi ng away seeningly in all directions, where the hub and the boons connecting the two ends of
the dunbbel |l intersected—and wove his way through openi ngs and between guide rails to the "Bl ue"
well. Several nore figures were anchored or floating in various attitudes.

"You guys made the day, Lan," one called out.

"Great stuff, man!"
"Still ain't stopped laughin'. Even if it gets the firmshut down, it was worth it."

Keene reversed to glide into the transverse shaft feet-first. He pushed hinself off, using one of
the hand hoops along the vertical rail, and felt the wall to one side nudge against himgently. As
he progressed farther, the notion inparted by the rail grew stronger, causing himto nove faster
with a distinct, grow ng sensation of heading "down." By the tine he reached the three-Ilevel whee
form ng the Blue end of the dumbbell, he was using the hoops to retard hinself. He began using his
feet to clinb down | adder-fashion as he passed through the upper deck, and stepped off at the m d-
deck to find Joyce and Stevie waiting for himoutside Ccons.

"Damed good show," Stevie offered. He was thirtyish, British, and sonetines talked |ike an old
nmovi e. Keene nodded and returned a strained smile. He knew they all neant well, but this was
getting a bit tiring.

Joyce was the senior contech. She was one of those who did their best to | ook clean and

prof essional, but her white shirt and sky blue pants, although no doubt clean that day, were
showi ng grine, and there were flecks of grit in her black, close-trinmed hair. That was one of the
facts of life that came with the territory. Dirt in zero-g didn't fall obligingly to the floor and
accunul ate in out-of-the-way places to be renmoved when convenient. Despite all the ducts and
filters and fans, space habitats tended to be snelly, too.

She snil ed, managi ng to convey the suggestion of freshness in spite of it all. "Even better than
you prom sed," she conplinented.

"Al ways make your surprises pleasant ones," Keene said, yawing in the close air. "People forget
bad predictions that were wong. But tell themone tinme that things will be okay and be wong, and
they'll never forgive you."

"Cetting philosophical? I's this a new postflight syndrone or sonething?"

"l don't know. But | could sure use a postflight coffee.”

"Il get one," Stevie said, and noved away al ong one of the passages.

Joyce nodded to indicate the doorway through to the Ccoms room "W've got PCN on now, asking to
talk to one of the crew. You want to take it?"

"Sure. Wo is it?"
"Somebody call ed John Feld fromtheir Los Angeles office. He's linked through via Corpus Christi."

"Uh- huh." Keene foll owed Joyce between the commruni cati ons equi prent racks and control panels.
"Have we a friendly native?"

"It's difficult to say," Joyce answered as they cane to a |live screen on one of the consoles. The
face showing on it was of a man in his forties with clear blue eyes and straight, yellow hair
brushed to the side. He turned to | ook out full-face as Keene noved within the view ng angle of
the consol e pickup
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"Hello. |I'm Landen Keene—N FTV's flight engineer; also one of the principal design engineers
i nvol ved with the project.”

"John Fel d, Pacific Coast Network news."
"Hi "
"You are with the Anspace Corporation, Dr. Keene?"

“In a way. | run a private engi neering consultancy that Anspace contracts desi gn work and
theoretical studies to."

Feld | ooked mildly surprised. "And does this relationship result in your going into space often?"
he asked.

"Ch, Amspace and Protoni x—that's the name of ny conpany—have known each other for a long tinme. |
go wherever the job demands. A desk has nore leg room but this way we get to have nore fun."

"As we saw," Feld agreed. "That was a spectacul ar performance you people gave up there earlier.”

"And it was in spite of everything this country has done in the last forty years, not thanks to
any of it," Keene replied.

"So what were you denonstrating? Cbviously you were doing nore than having fun. Is it another
versi on of the nmessage we hear fromtinme to time about private enterprise being able to do things
better than governnent?"

Keene shook his head. "Hell no. What we were telling you has to do with the whole future of

humani ty, not sonebody's political or econom c ideology. The world is still burying its head in
the sand and refusing to face what Athena is telling us: the universe isn't a safe place. For our
own good, we need a commitnent on a massive scale to broadeni ng what the Kroni ans have pi oneered
and spreadi ng oursel ves around nore of space. What we showed today is that we can start doing it
right now, wthout needing to negotiate any deals with the Kronians—although if you want ny

opi nion, we should avail ourselves of any help they offer. W already have the technol ogy and the
i ndustries. The vehicle that we denonstrated today was a test bed for a Nucl ear |ndigenously

Fuel ed engine. That nmeans it uses a nuclear thermal reactor to heat an indi genous propellant gas
as a reaction mass. “Indigenous': native to a particular place.”

Fel d seenmed to understand the term but | ooked puzzled. "Ckay. . . . But where are we talking
about, exactly, in this instance?"

Keene spread his hands. "That's the whole point: anywhere that you're operating. You see, it works
with a whol e range of substances that occur naturally just about wherever you ni ght happen to be.
Venus is rich in carbon dioxide; the asteroids and ice moons of the gas-giants give unlimted

wat er; others, such as Saturn's Titan and Neptune's Triton have nethane; you can al so use

ni trogen, carbon nonoxide, hydrogen, argon. In other words, it opens up the entire Sol ar System by
af fordi ng ready refueling sources wherever you go. Today we were using water, and you saw the
results. Methane woul d performabout fifty percent better still."

"So was today's effort to get publicity for a new technol ogy that you' ve devel oped? If so, it
certainly seens to have been successful."

"New? No way. It was being tal ked about back in the 1960s. But antinucl ear phobia took over, and
we' ve been at a standstill. Wat we're trying to do is nore wake the country up again.”

"Ah, but weren't there good reasons?" Feld seenmed on nore familiar ground, suddenly. "Surely there
are hazards associated with taking such devices into orbit that haven't been resolved yet. Isn't
it true that if the radioactive material fromjust one reactor were spread evenly through the

at nospher e—=

"It isn't going to get spread evenly around the planet. There's enough gasoline in every city to—
Keene broke off as he saw that Feld was glancing aside, as if taking directions from somewhere off-
screen. He | ooked back
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"Thank you, Dr. Keene. Apparently Captain Elnms is standing by up there in the Anspace satellite
now, and we would like to hear a few words fromhimtoo while we've got the connection. That was
very interesting. Let's hope you have a safe trip back down."

"My pleasure,"” Keene grunted. The screen bl anked to a test node.

Joyce, who had noved away to talk to the duty supervisor on the far side of the roomand then cone
back, stepped forward from where she had been watching. "See, you've scared them off again, Lan
You al ways have to start getting political."

"Hell, the problem s political,"’
mention it?"

Keene grunbled. "How is it supposed to get solved if we can't

Stevie reappeared carrying a plastic nmug of black coffee and handed it to him Keene nodded,
sipped to test the heat, then took a |onger drink gratefully. "But you're right," he told Joyce.
"I should know better by now. It's gotten to be sonething of a reflex, | guess."

"Falling into patterns of habit is normal with advanci ng age," she assured himcheerfully.
"Thanks. Just what | needed."

The supervisor called over to them "They're on hold now, Joyce. Do you want it through there
agai n?"

"Yes, we're done with Pacific," Joyce called back over the consoles. "You ve got another cal

wai ting," she told Keene. He drank fromhis coffee nmug again, as if fortifying hinself. "Ch, |
think you'll like this one," Joyce said. She gazed expectantly at the test pattern on the screen
It changed suddenly to present a face once again, this tine a worman's.

Keene blinked in surprise. "It's Sariena!" he exclained.

She was in her early thirties, perhaps, with the finely formed features conbining just the right
anount of firmmess with a softening of fenm nine roundness that fashion nodeling agencies and
cosnetics advertisers will scour a continent for. Her hair was shoulder-length, richly dark with a
hint of wave at the tips, and her skin a clear dusky brown, setting off a pair of |ight gray,
curiously opal escent eyes which at first sight jarred with such a conpl exi on, but produced a
strangely fascinating effect as one adjusted to them Keene could have pictured her as an Arabian
princess of fairy tale, or a rajah's daughter. And that was just fromelectronic inages; they had
never actually net. For Sariena was not of Earth at all but fromKronia, the collective nanme for
the oasis of human habitation established anong the noons of Saturn. The nane cane from Kronos,
the Ancient Greek name for Saturn, who had rul ed the heavens during Earth's Gol den Age.

"Hello, Lan," she greeted. "And is that Joyce with you there?"

"I''"'mhere," Joyce put in, com ng closer

"Ah yes, it is." Sariena' s smile was restrained enough to preserve dignity, w de enough not to
appear cold. "I just wanted to let you know that the shuttles are in orbit with us now, and we'l]l
be on our way down to the surface later today, arriving in Washington this evening."

"Sorry if |I've been out of touch," Keene said. "I've been a bit busy lately, as you've probably
gat hered. "

Sari ena was aboard the Kronian | ong-range transporter vessel GCsiris, now parked in Earth orbit
after a three-nonth voyage fromthe Saturnian system In that tine, the conmunications turnaround
del ay had decreased steadily fromover two hours when the ship set out. Wth preparations for the
NI FTV denonstration taking up all his tinme, Keene hadn't talked with the Kronians at all during
the past week. Now, suddenly, it was a pleasant change to find hinself able to interact with them
normal |y.

"Yes. W all thought that show of yours today was terrific," Sariena said. "The timng was
perfect. It'll give us a good opening theme for the talks. Gallian asked ne to say thanks, and
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that he's looking forward to nmeeting you in person at last too." Gallian was the head of the
Kroni an m ssi on.

"You shoul d thank the Air Force Space Conmmand nore than us,
their test. We just went along with it."

Keene replied. "They picked today for

"So do you have any idea yet when we'll be able to neet you?" Sariena asked.
"Well, you're probably going to be tied up with fornmal receptions and so forth for a while," Keene
said. "I try not to get involved in things Iike that. But |I've nade tinme to be in Washington for a

few days, starting Monday. We could probably work sonething in then."
"I"l'l let Gallian know," Sariena said.

Besi des being a consultant to Amspace in Texas, Keene also acted as an advi sor on space-rel ated
nucl ear issues to various governnment offices, and maintained a Washington office for the purpose
He eval uated official reports and proposals, prepared reconmrendations, and testified before
comrittees. A lot of congresspeople and ot her denizens of the Hill also consulted himprivately
for off-the-record views and background details. Mst of themwere better infornmed on issues that
concerned themthan the required public posturing sonetines allowed themto admt.

He | ooked at the face that he knew only from screens, outwardly so conposed, yet what kind of
agitation and uncertainti es—fear even—had to be churning inside? In all her adult life, she had
never seen an ocean, breathed a planet's air, or wal ked under an open sky. She had been taken to
Kronia as a child in the early days when the original base, naned Kropotkin, was constructed on
the nmoon Di one. Now she was returning for the first time as one of the deputation that the Saturn
colony had sent to Earth follow ng the Athena event to press the same case that Keene had

summari zed to Fel d.

Keene rai sed his coffee mug. "And before any of those guys in tuxedos have a chance to get started
with their toasts and speeches, let us be the first to say, Wlconme to Earth, finally. The main
thing you have to renenber is that |eaving the outside door open is okay. But don't try wal king on
the blue stuff.”

Sariena | aughed. "WII you be able to nake it to Washington too, Joyce?"
"Sorry. Not for a while, anyhow. |'mstuck up in this griny can for another three weeks."
"I's that all?"

"Yeah, right, okay—you' ve got ne. | was forgetting. What's three weeks in space to you guys?"

"But their accommpdation is probably a bit nore roony," Keene said to Joyce.

"When are you goi ng back down, Lan?" Sariena asked.

"I'n a couple of hours, probably. The firmis bus is up here waiting already." He gave Joyce a
si deways | ook. "Then it'll be a shower and a swim clean clothes . . ." He watched the I ook
form ng on her face. "And maybe a good steak and some w ne out somewhere nice tonight."

"Pig," Joyce muttered hatefully.

* * %

The Amspace ninishuttl e detached from Space Dock a little under three hours later. As the craft
fell away, Keene was able to catch a glinpse of the Gsiris passing above as an el ongated bead of
light inits higher orbit. Low to one side, partly eclipsed by the curve of Earth's dark side,
stretched the awesone spectacle of Athena's braided tail streaning in the solar wind as the
superconet fell toward the Sun

4
Anspace' s headquarters offices were located in Corpus Christi, southeast Texas, on North Water
Street, a couple of blocks inland fromthe marinas on Corpus Christi Bay, at the fashionable,
downt own end of Shoreline Boul evard. The conpany's mai n manufacturing, engineering, and research
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center was twenty nmiles south of the city at Kingsville, with a launch facility thirty niles
farther south at a place called San Saucillo, on the plain of sandy flats and sage brush between
Laredo and the Gulf. It was G| Country, and rmuch of the conpany's founding inpetus had derived
fromthe tradition of independence rooted in private capital and synpathetic local politics. Al
the sane, taking an initiative toward devel opi ng the |onger-term potential of space was a
contentious and uncertain issue, and as insurance the corporation was constructing a second | aunch
conpl ex over the border in Mexico, on a highland plateau known as Montenorel os. Besides affording
backup capability, Montenorel os would provide a means of continuing operations in the event that
San Saucillo was shut down by politics.

It was late nmorning when the minishuttle carrying Keene and the other two NIFTV crew, along with
several others from Space Dock who had been involved in the test m ssion, |anded at the Saucillo
site under a sun beating down through a dust haze that tinted the plain blue with distance. A bus
carried the arrivals fromthe pad area to the assenbly and adm ni stration conplex at the far end
of the landing field, where there was an interview session with waiting TV reporters. Fromthere,
a conpany helicopter flewthemto the main plant at Kingsville for a post-nission debriefing over
a burgers-and-fries lunch with senior technical staff in the office of the Technical Vice
President, Harry Halloran. A lot of nunbers and prelinmnary flight data were bandi ed about, and
the NI FTV' s performance anal yzed. The consensus was that the denonstrati on had confortably
exceeded expectations.

By rights, that ought to have been good news. But such were the circunstances of the tines that
negative reactions could be expected as a virtual certainty too. And, indeed, by afternoon the
protest had already started, ranging fromdi plomati c notes being delivered in Washi ngton to poster-
waving in the street outside Arspace's Corpus Christi offices. Al the news channels were airing
comrents or polling views, and the conpany's sw tchboard and electronic nmail servers were
overloading. So if it was true that there really is no such thing as bad publicity, and since the
whol e obj ect had been to get attention, then there could be no serious grounds for conplaint.

As it turned out, many of the inconmi ng nessages were supportive. The British governnent expressed
the hope that the denobnstration mght mark the beginning of a turnaround in world opinion that was
I ong overdue. A Russian corporation revealed that it was working along simlar lines to the NIFTV
and would be flying a test engine of its own within six nonths. By three o'clock, Amspace had
received twenty-six inquiries fromhopeful woul d-be pilots. The neeting ended with the hope that
the com ng weekend mght afford a forced cooling-off period. After that, the case the Kroni ans had
conme to argue for Earth expanding its space effort would endorse Anspace's position strongly. So
all in all, events seened to have worked thenselves in quite a tinely fashion

Wil e people were still collecting papers together and shutting down | aptops, Wallace Lonack, the
conpany's Chi ef Design Engineer, canme over to where Keene was sitting with Joe Elns and Ricardo.
"I't was the Ranbler all over again, Lan," he said jovially. "Right?"

Keene | ooked up, monmentarily nonplussed. "H, Wally. What?"

"Along tinme ago, you told us that story about the Nash Ranbl er that you souped up and w ped out
everything on the highway with back when you were a student. The stunt today was the sane thing
all over again, right? That was what gave you the idea."

Finally, the penny dropped. "Ch, you still remenber that story, eh?" Keene said.

"I never heard that one," Joe nurnured, tidying up his notes.

"Lan's history of dreaming up crazy schenes and getting everyone to go along with them goes al
the way back,” Vlly replied. Then, to Keene, "I bet you never thought it would cone to anything
like this, though, eh?"

"You're right. | never thought it woul d. "
weekend, Vally? Anything wild and exciting?"

Keene shrugged. "So what are you up to over the

Lomack left his tie | oosened and slipped on his jacket, not bothering trying to fasten it over his
anple midriff. "Onh, bit of boating, bit of fishing—sonething to anuse the grandkids, you know. How
about you, Lan?"
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"We're the mission crew. W don't have no weekend," Ricardo put in, next to Keene.
"They' ve given you the whole of tonorrow norning to rest up,"” Keene pointed out.
"Ch, yeah. How could | forget that?"

"Then Les has got a press conference organized in town that we have to be at," Keene replied to
Wally. He was referring to Les Urkin, head of Anspace's public relations. "Then | arranged to be
i n Washi ngton next week. Things are no doubt about to start flapping there.”

"When are you flying up there?" Wally inquired.
"Probably Sunday night."

Joe raised his eyebrows and nade an Oin the air with a thunb and forefinger. "Aha! And pl anni ng
to neet the delectable Saturnian, I'll bet. Can't say | blame you, though, Lan."

"Sure, if the schedul es work out,
enough. "

Keene agreed. "Wy not? We've been talking to themlong

"I's a romance between the planets about to happen?" Ricardo asked, grinning.

Keene shook his head. "Not nme. |'ve been there already. Burned, bitten, and shy. You know how it
is."

Wal ly thought about that, then nade a face. "Well, the first two, | mght buy. Anyhow, have fun
young feller."

"You too, Wally," Keene said. "And don't let those grandkids tip over your boat. You're needed
back here for the profile eval uati ons next week."

Lomack noved away, while Keene finished stuffing his papers into a docunent case. As a natter of
fact, he had forgotten all about his student escapade with the Nash Ranbl er. What had gi ven him
the idea for showing off the NIFTV when the Air Force was testing its APU was sonething he'd read
about Charles Parsons, the English inventor of the steamturbine, who had used the cel ebration of
the Queen's Jubilee in 1897 to arouse the interest of the British Admralty. On that occasion, the
Royal Navy had assenbl ed 173 warships to be reviewed by the Royal Yacht and a grand flotilla of
craft containing the Lords of the Admiralty, various colonial preniers, the Diplomatic Corps, and
menbers from both Houses of Parlianent; but Parsons stole the show by roaring around the fleet in
his 2,000 horsepower turbine-driven yacht Turbinia at thirty-four knots, which was faster than
anyt hi ng the Navy could send in chase. In fact, it was the fastest boat in the world at the tine.
Such was the spirit of the age, that the British Admralty had responded by pronptly ordering two
t ur bi ne- powered ships. As he zipped up the docunent case and rose fromhis chair, Keene wondered
if they could expect a simlar display of magnaninmty and perspicacity fromthe Defense

Depart nment.

* * %

After | eaving Anrspace, Keene stopped by his own conpany to show his face and check on how thi ngs
had gone during his absence. Protonix occupied a five-roomsuite in an office park on the south
side of Corpus Christi, near the interchange between the Crosstown Expressway and South Padre
Island Drive. Besides hinself as president, it had four other staff, all female. Vicki was Keene's
associ ate and second-in-conmand; Celia acted as her assistant; Judith had a math Ph.D. and | ooked
after the conputers, while Karen was the receptionist, secretary, and general errand-runner. The
engi neers at Amspace referred to the firmenviously as Keene's Harem In fact, as a point of

prof essionali smand out of the sheer practical consideration of getting things done in an
environnent that was conplicated enough already, Keene kept business strictly separate from
anyt hi ng personal. As with marriage, he had suffered the consequences of those kinds of

i nvol venents in earlier years. Sonetines he thought that the first half of his adult |ife had
served partly as a rehearsal for the second, in which he was finally nanaging to get a few things
right.

He was greeted with |aughter and appl ause, a bottle of Bushmlls Black Bush Irish whi skey, and an
old astronaut-style cap fromthe souvenir shop at the Johnson Space Center in Houston. The girls
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had watched the denp that norning and said it was terrific. Karen thought that Keene | ooked great
on TV—that unshaven, nildly haggard | ook was exactly what novie producers were hunting for. He
ought to apply for a part, she told him Keene assured her that there had been nothing nmld about
it.

Al t hough Protoni x hadn't been named in any of the coverage, the political and nedia insiders who
knew Keene were already clanoring to get ahold of him and Shirley, who ran the office that he
used in Washington, had called with a tentative list of neetings schedul ed for Monday. But the big
news was that Naonm had presented Celia with five kittens: two tabby, one black, one gray, and one
"kind of stripey sonething," Celia said. . . . Oh, and yes, apart fromthat, Judith had left early
to attend the conmputer show in Dallas tonorrow, there were problems w th machi ning some of the
parts for the reactor Westinghouse was fabricating in San Diego, that Vicki needed to talk to him
about next week; the guy in Japan who had done the thermal studies had downl oaded the reports that
Keene was interested in; and the parking |ot would be closed next Friday and over the weekend for
resurfacing. Wien a few nore mnor itens were di sposed of, Vicki followed Keene into his office
with a list of things to check for Mnday, |eaving Karen and Celia clearing desks, organizing
purses, and exchangi ng plans for the weekend.

Vi cki had light brown, alnobst orange hair that contracted itself into wiry curls no matter how she
tried to conmb or wave it, and a freckled, angular face accentuated by a pointy nose, sharp chin
and strai ght nmouth. Her body was petite and |ean-linbed, shaped by that chemistry that can eat
anything all day and metabolize energy w thout an ounce of gain. She lived for her work, and she
was good. Oiginally a radiation physicist at Harvard, she had net Keene when he noved there to
becone a theoretician from conducting plasma physics research at General Atomic in San Di ego. She
had grown disillusioned with the acadenic scientific community at about the sane rate as he, and
rejoi ned himback in the real world soon after he quit, noved south to Texas, and set up the

busi ness that |ater becane Protoni x. She had a fourteen-year-old son called Robin, whom she had
rai sed fromtoddl erhood by herself, and Keene had becone sonmething of a father figure as well as a
busi ness col | eague.

"So . . ." Vicki stared across the office fromone of the two visitor chairs below a wall of
framed pictures of l[aunch vehicles and satellites, including a spectacular shot of the Kronian
GCsiris.

"So," Keene echoed. They were both flopped | oosely, unw nding, happy to forget the week's routine
events for the tinme being.

"You get to go again. | told you, the others can take care of the office. Wiy do | get this
i mpression that nale aninals are fickle?" One of their standing jokes was that Keene woul d get
Vicki up on a mission too one day. It had | ong been a dream of hers to go into space.

Keene put on a nock pained look. "If | didn't know you better, |I mght think you didn't believe
ne. "

"How can you say that? You know | have undying trust."

"And | have an inmage of nystique to keep up. You know how the guru thing works: always pronise
ni rvana tonorrow. "

Vi cki turned her eyes resignedly toward the ceiling and changed the subject. "Did | hear you say
they're actually giving you tonmorrow norning off to rest up?"

"The galley slaves have to get sone air sonetime," Keene replied. "Les has got a press conference
fixed for the afternoon."”

"You want to stop by for a | ate breakfast at the house on your way in? Robin has been asking after

you. | think he wants to show you sone of the latest that he's been getting into."
Keene rubbed his chin. "Sure, why not? . . . So how is Robin?"
"Just fine."

"What's he been getting into this tinme?"
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"Di nosaurs. Apparently they couldn't have existed."

"Ch, really? A nmass hallucination, then. . . . So how come?"
"I't gets involved. Wiy not ask hi mtonorrow?"

" Ckay. "

Vi cki searched her mind for anything else. "Did you talk to Sariena? | was at Kingsville when they
redirected the call fromthe OGsiris. That was just after your spot with John Feld ended."

"Yes, | got it," Keene replied. "She just wanted to let us know that Gallian was happy with the
way things went; also, that they'd be on their way down to the surface pretty soon."

"They're down," Vicki said. "It was on the news this afternoon—while you were at the debriefing.
Bi g reception dinner at the Wite House tonight. Everybody who thinks they're sonebody is going to
have to be there." She tossed a hand out in a notion indicating both of them "So how cone we
didn't get invitations?"

"We |eft the rarified academ c hei ghts, don't you remenber? People would probably worry that we
nmi ght show up in coveralls, carrying wenches." Keene rubbed his chin. "W could stop for a quick
one while it's still happy hour at the Bandana," he offered. "Not exactly black tie, but do you
think it would do instead?"

Vicki smled and gave a snort. "The conpany m ght be an inprovenent, though—+'ll say that." She
stretched, held the position for a few seconds, then relaxed. "So never mind the pageantry over
the weekend. How will things go when they get down to the real talking? Any guesses? . . . | know
we've got a lot of the world's attention, but is it really going to take any notice? | nean, okay,
At hena's there. But nbst people are treating it |ike a spectator sport, not sonething that
actually connects to their lives. Are the Kronians going to be able to change that?"

"They must think they stand a chance, otherwi se they'd hardly have cone this far." Keene showed
his palns briefly. "All they have to do is get the powers that shape science in this world to see
t he obvi ous."

"Wow, " Vicki said dryly. "Now | really feel better."

Kronia's scientists had reached the conclusion that the conventional picture of a stable and
orderly Solar Systemrepeating its nmotions |like clockwork since the tine of its formation,

was—si nply put—arong. Cataclysm c encounters between planetary and ot her bodi es had, they

mai nt ai ned, occurred through into recent historic tinmes, and there was no reason to suppose that
such events would not continue. The Kronian | eaders accepted this view and for years had been
exhorting Earth to put a greater investnment of effort and resources into spreading a significant
human presence across the Solar System For as |ong as the human race remmi ned concentrated in one
pl ace, they insisted, it was vulnerable, literally, to extinction. In fact, they claimed it had

al nrost happened in the not very distant past.

But Earth's institutions remai ned wedded to their dogna of gradualism which naintained that only
the processes observed today had operated in the past, and, apart fromtenporary |oca
fluctuations, had done so at the sanme rates. Extrapol ating backward the currently measured rates
of such processes as sedi nentation and erosion had yielded the i mense ages assigned to geol ogi ca
formations, which had cone to be regarded as unquestionabl e.

In the main, Earth's policymakers had rejected the Kronian urgings in preference for the orthodox
view Wth the mlitary no longer able to press as conpelling a case as in the days of superpower
rivalry, and other |obbies jostling for a share of |argesse at the federal trough, expansion of
the space sciences and industries had not been a high governnent priority. For the private sector
ventures nuch beyond the Mboon were too nassively demanding in outlay and too risky to interest the
maj or institutional investors, who | ooked to areas of secure returns such as |aunch systenms for
satellites and limted scientific payl oads—ahi ch conventi onal technol ogi es served adequately.
Confort and security had becone the world' s forenost concerns. Only fringe outfits |ike Amspace,
and a few visionaries who were prepared to back them had continued pushing for a genera
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conmi tment to broadeni ng what the Kronians had pioneered, and were calling for the enterprise that
advanced, |ong-range, spacegoing capability woul d open up: col onization. Hence, organizations like
Amspace had found thensel ves natural allies of the Kronians, comuni cati ng and cooperating for the
sanme end: the Kronians to inpart a cultural inperative; the Keenes of the world—and the Joyces,
spendi ng weeks on end in a cranped, orbiting boiler room the Wallys, hoping to create a better
world for their grandchil dren—pursuing lifelong dreans.

Then At hena happened—and surely, they had all believed, that woul d change everything. But
astoundingly, it had changed things hardly at all. O course, the early nonths had seen a nedia
orgy of sensational pictures of the planetoid and a deforned Jupiter gradually regaining its
shape; hurried explanations by scientists; and endless lurid articles and docunentaries that the
public eventually grew weary of. Sal es of amateur tel escopes, astronomy books, and vi deos soared,;
rel ated coll ege classes reported record enrol |l nents; catastrophismsaw a dramatic revival. And
yes, the scientific community conceded, with some henm ng and hawi ng and snoothing of ruffled

pl umage, that their theories needed revising—and then clanored for nore funding to support the new
research that needed to be done. But the kind of research they had in nmind involved bigger and
nore | avishly equi pped departnents, conputers that even the particle physicists would envy, nore
chai r manshi ps and comittees, and appointnments to oversee unmanned m ssions to various parts of
the Sol ar System The mainline contractors got in their bids where they saw opportunity, but
practically w thout exception the equi pnent and techni ques envi saged were all safe, proven, and
nore of the same. Nothing they tal ked about anticipated any neani ngful nove toward getting people
in significant nunbers out there anytine soon. Finally, in desperation, the Kronians dispatched a
political-scientific delegation to present their case firsthand in an attenpt to shake Earth out
of its conpl acency.

There was a tap on the door, and Celia stuck her face in. "W're off now," she said to Keene and
Vi cki. "Have a good weekend."

'"Bye," Karen's voice called fromthe outer office beyond.

"Take care with those cowboys out there," Keene called back. One of the ongoing news topics of the
office was Karen's | atest boyfriend. He nodded a goodnight to Celia. She di sappeared, closing the
door. Keene | ooked back at Vicki. "We'll just have to wait and see what the next few weeks bring,"
he told her.

As he saw things, it was the last chance. If this didn't bring about a change in Earth's outl ook
and policies, nothing would. Then he and Vicki mght well end up applying for jobs at the Bandana
i nstead of just stopping by for happy-hour drinks.

5

Thirty years earlier, the world had scoffed and said it was inpossible when two extraordinary
personal ities got together and announced an intention to establish a hunan settlenent anong the
nmoons of Saturn. After the parade of nediocrity that had narked the cl osing decades of the
twentieth century, it seemed that |eader figures with the charisma to inspire foll ow ngs had
conceded the stage to rock stars and sports idols. Then, one day, a disenchanted California trial
attorney with the unremarkabl e name of Thomas Mndel gave up a promi sing career to denounce the
worl d's economic systemwi th the contention that humans were nmade—reated, evol ved, or "just
there"; whatever one chose to believe—for better things. There was sonething wong with a society
that spent millions trying to make conputers and robots inmitate humans while at the sane tine

rai sing humans to behave like robots. California had seen nore than a smattering of fads and cults
before, of course. But this was different in several ways that mattered. Mndel was not anot her
beard with sandal s and beads, reaching out to | ost sheep and adol escents of all ages desperate to
find escape fromthe hopel ess corners of life that they had painted thensel ves into. He was
professional, articulate, wise to the ways of the world, and he knew how to get attention. H's
appeal was to the slowy atrophying cost accountant stuck in traffic twice a day, two-hundred-
fifty days every year, with the IRS waiting to nop up whatever of his year's income survived
Christmas; to the marketing wage slave sitting out a four-hour |ayover at O Hare, |ooking forward
to a mcrowaved TV nmeal in a solitary apartnment and wondering what happened to the gl anorous, high-
power ed executive that she'd created out of novie inages in the years she was at college; to the
frustrated who had worked to be scientists or teachers or mnisters or healers, but found

themsel ves turned into full-time formfillers and fundraisers instead. In short, to all those
people to whomit didn't nake sense to have to |abor year-in, year-out in dismally unfulfilling
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ways in order to be allowed a nodest share of the produce in a world whose biggest preoccupation
seenmed to be with noving overproduced merchandi se that nobody really needed. And it was anmazing
how many people like that there turned out to be.

It was hardly the first time that sonebody had denounced noney val ue as the sole neasure of worth
of all things. In the past, Mndel claimed, some such indicator to keep track of who owed what to
whom had al ways been necessitated by scarcity. But knowl edge and the limtless capacity that it
equated to in today's world made that no longer true. In terns of ability, humanity's materia
probl ens were solved. What hadn't been solved was finding the right incentive to induce people to
realize that ability. Trying to nesh twenty-first-century technol ogy with ni neteenth-century

noti ons of econonics produced the constant clashing of gears that the world had been hearing. Wen
the wants of those with the neans to pay determnined the demand that was supplied, and not what the
rest of the people needed, eventually the ones with the needs would resort to force to satisfy
them which was why war, unrest, and rebellion refused to go away.

"Mondel i sm' caught the nood of the tines and spread, attracting followers fromall stations in
life committed to creating a nutual support network based on principles of obligation and trust,
service and duty, instead of buying and selling. But it also attracted a ot of free riders too,
as the skeptics had said it would, giving rise to hostility within and ridicule without, and in
general the novenment wasn't a success. But neither was Mondel a quitter. The problens didn't
reflect on the soundness of the idea, he insisted, but resulted fromits having to be sown in
fields already choked by weeds. The followers continued to believe, and sustained by a core of
tirel ess disciples and sone quite influential backers, tottered on through intermttent triunphs
and crises for several years. And then Tom Mondel net a geneticist-entrepreneur by the nane of

Cl enent \Waltz.

Waltz had started a biol ogi cal engineering conpany called Genenco that hit on a method for
detecting and correcting a nunber of conmon genetic birth defects. Health-care systens worl dw de
rushed to |icense the process, since the cost of screening was significantly | ower than that of
the treatnent prograns avoided |ater. The result was that Waltz becane a nultibillionaire before
he was thirty, upon which he grew bored with it all and cast around for sonething nore neani ngfu
to occupy hinmself with than continuing to make noney, which he had cone to despise. Sone
scientific and business col |l eagues introduced himto Mndel, and Waltz was inmedi ately capti vat ed.
Mondel , by this tine, had reached the conclusion that what his system needed was a clean start in
an untai nted environnent renoved from Earth. Accepting the irony that in a noney-dom nated world,
noney was hecessary to gain freedomfromthe contanination of noney, Waltz assenbl ed sufficient
assets fromhis own resources and synpathetic backers to solicit the CGuatemal an governnent's
cooperation in constructing an assenbly and | aunch center at a place called Tapapeque. He inported
scientists from Japan, manufacturing know how from Chi na, disgruntled rocketry experts from NASA
and the forner Soviet mlitary, and announced that he was going to establish a Mondelist col ony

el sewhere. The world chortled and jeered—until test shots from Tapapeque circled the Earth, and
three nonths later a four-man | ander touched down fifty mles fromthe UN experinmental base at
Tycho in a single-stage junp froman Earth-orbiting platform Here was an illustration of what
dedi cati on and human creativity untramrel ed by power-lust and greed coul d achi eve, Mndel and
Waltz told the astonished world. In the isolated Central Anerican m crocommunity, Mondelism

wor ked. They then announced that the prom sed extraterrestrial col ony would be founded not on
Mars, as nost conmentators had assunmed, and where a tiny international scientific reconnai ssance
group lived a hardy life with visitations twice a year; not anong the Asteroids, which wuld be
bypassed and exploited |later; not even above Jupiter, whose high-radiation environnent posed
uncertainties; but all the way out at the renmoteness of Saturn. This tine the world didn't jeer,
al t hough there was no disguising that its credulity was strained. . . . And, by God, they nade it!

Thereafter, despite the distance and the infrequency of return voyages by the first ship,

and—tat er—nore departures by others, the colony grew at a surprising rate. The stories that cane
back of science free to function as an instrument of pure inquiry, unconstrained by establishment
dogmas or the political agendas of funding agencies, attracted a particular kind of m nd—ot just
physi ci sts and engi neers but builders, inventors, philosophers, explorers: the curious, the
restless, the innovators of every kind. They were drawn by the accounts they heard of a society-in-
m niature that seened to function w thout budgets or accounting, where value was reflected in what
an individual contributed to the comon enterprise. Sone gave the closest description they could
find for the social order there as "nonastic." The neasure of worth—wealth"—was know edge and
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conpetence. It couldn't be stolen, hoarded, taxed, or counterfeited. If left to lie unused it
effectively didn't exist.

I nvariably, there were those who couldn't fit in and cane back. And the vast najority on Earth,
even if they ever thought about such matters and could relate to them were unable to conprehend
how anyone woul d choose living am d ice deserts and breathi ng machi ne-di spensed air to taking in a
nmovi e after a day's shopping at the nmall, Iying on the beach, or harvesting cornin lowa in
Cctober. But just a few here and a couple there fromplaces scattered the world over proved
sufficient to fill the transports lifting out fromorbit and establish further bases on Tet hys,
Rhea, Titan, and lapetus in a time period that confounded all the experts. Nevertheless, it was
still widely regarded as a crazy venture destined eventually to peter out or come to an abrupt
end. Earth's conmercial and political institutions nade no rush to follow, since for themthere
was nothing to be gained. It was only in the surreal system of econom cs that Mndelism had
created, where a huge infusion fromaltruistic benefactors had put up the stake noney and sone of
the best talent that Earth had produced was prepared literally to work for nothing, that any
significant investment in operations over such a distance could be contenpl at ed.

There had been times when Keene too had thought about going in one of those shi ps—ot during the
early days, for he had been too young, but later, when he would have had sonething to offer out
there. The period follow ng the breakdown of his nmarriage had been one such tine. Qthers were when
he despaired that no Earth-based initiative would ever followto build on the unique conbination
of circumstances that had founded Kronia—at |east not while he was still a young nan. But he had
stayed, know ng those noods woul d pass—and they al ways had.

It would have felt too much Iike giving up. Big changes were never easy, and always they depended
on the rare kind of people who seened capabl e of believing in anything except the inmpossible. And
besi des, he liked to watch sunsets too—and to scuffle through autum | eaves, eat out at a good
wat er si de restaurant, and |lie on beaches. Wiy should he have to |eave all that to people he

di sagreed with when he could fight themfor it? And right now, the prospects for finally getting
official recognition that expansion outward was inperative to the security of Earth's culture

| ooked better than ever. He wasn't prepared to becone an exile just yet.

The colony's original intent had been to maintain a cooperative relationship with Earth based on
sonme ki nd of exchange of Kronian technol ogical innovations in return for products and materials
that Earth could supply nore conveniently. But when Kronia went on to realize in twenty years
advanced propul sion systens that Earth had put on hold, attitudes on Earth becane nore wary,
causing the Kronians to wthdraw and nanage their own affairs. Mondel and Waltz both di ed together
in a craft that broke up on reentry over Titan eight years previously, nmaking theminstant martyrs
of the novenent. But by that tinme Kronia was established and virtually self-sufficient. The
Tapapeque conpl ex was handed over to the Guatenal an governnent, who nmi ntai ned shuttl e operations
to ferry up departing em grants when a Kronian ship was in orbit, and at other times |eased
surplus capacity to various national and private interests, providing a wel conme supplenent to the
country's incone.

Did Keene really believe that a bunch of mavericks and misfits that nost of the world disnissed as
deranged or inconprehensible could reroute human destiny? "Sure," he told i nnunerable reporters
and interviewers who called himthroughout the rest of the evening. "Just the sane as we can run
rings around the Air Force."

6

Sout heast of Corpus Christi, a bridge connected across an inlet to a peninsula called Flour Bluff,
at the end of which lay the Naval Air Station. Beyond the peninsula, a causeway continued to Padre
I sl and, one of the chain of sandy offshore islands fringing the GQulf shore fromwest Florida to
Mexi co. That was where Vicki lived, in an aging but well-kept and honey single-famly house that
she had acquired when she noved fromthe northeast to join Keene after he set up Protonix. Robin's
father, a Navy nman, had been killed some years before in a political bonbing incident in the

M ddl e East. Keene's slipping into the role of famly friend and father substitute filled a vacant
space in both their lives, as well as making a big difference for Robin

He arrived shortly before ten, after a twenty-minute drive fromhis towhouse on Ccean Drive,
facing the Bay on the southern side of the city, clad in a sport shirt with slacks that he could
throw a jacket over for the press conference later. Vicki greeted himin a weekend casual top and
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shorts. Robin joined them and they sat down to breakfast in the glass-encl osed sumrer room t hat
had been added as an extension of the kitchen. Keene had al ways thought Robin a great kid with a
natural ability to get along with anybody, who deserved to have known a natural father. He was
fair like his nother, although his hair was nmore yellow, and his skin, unlike hers, kept a year-
round tan. His features seened to alternate between deep frowns when he was intent on sonething,
to wi de-eyed vistas of distant blankness when he was off into the realns of . . . wherever he
went. Keene sonetines wi shed he had kept a notebook to Iist the questions Robin had come up with
in the time they had known each other. For a while, soneone at Robin's school had forned the

opi nion that he had an attention-deficiency problem but Vicki thought it was nore the result of a
conmmuni cations failing somewhere; any kind of comruni cations channel has two ends. It hadn't been
Keene's place to interfere, but in his owm mind he had agreed with her. He knew from his own
experi ence that Robin was capabl e of fearsone and sustai ned concentration on things that
interested him

Besi des her job with Protonix, Vicki had a sideline creating advertising graphics at hone. \Wen
she wasn't breadw nning or single-parenting, she managed to find tine for a mx of interests that
never ceased to amaze Keene, ranging from biol ogy and nedi eval history to pen-and-ink draw ng and
decorating, in between which she desk-published the newsletter for a |local church group, nmade sure
that Robin fed and | ooked after his nenagerie, and amassed books on seemingly every subject

i magi nabl e. She believed nothing on TV or in newspapers that was of interest, and had no interest
in the things she did believe. Wien she seriously wanted to know sonet hing, she dug and pestered
until she found sources that were reliable, or she went to soneone who knew. She had first entered
Keene's worl d of awareness through tracking hi mdown when they were both at Harvard, to answer
questi ons she had about the el ectromagnetic properties of space after finding the theories of dark
matter to account for anomal ous notions of gal axi es unconvi nci ng.

"The hounds are baying," she told Keene, referring to reactions that had been building up to
Anspace's stunt the day before. "But we knew that woul d happen. Have you caught nuch of it?"

Keene shook his head. "I|'ve been screening those out. That's what Anspace has a PR departnent for.
No doubt 1'Il get ny share this afternoon. Wo's saying what?"

"The EA secretary was bilious," Vicki said—the nanme of the fornmer EPA had been shortened, after
sonme thought the original formsounded too alarmist. "He called it crimnally irresponsible and
wants a formal ban on space nukes to be declared internationally."

"He's got an image to keep up for the faithful,” Keene replied. "It'l|l never happen. The Defense
peopl e need to keep an option open to natch the Chinese if they have to, and the Chinese will
never buy it."

Robi n attended to his eggs and bacon, his mnd roanming in whatever realnms it turned to when grown-

ups got into politics. Keene watched Vicki refilling the coffee cups and then let his gaze wander
over the kitchen, searching for a change of subject. Sam the household dog, lay in the doorway
wat ching himw th one eye open, still unable, quite, to figure out whether or not Keene bel onged

Labrador and collie contributions were discernible, with various other ingredients stirred into
the mx. Vicki had originally christened him "Sanurai," but he just didn't have the image. The
par akeets squawked noisily in their cage fromthe kitchen beyond.

There were a few nore pictures and drawi ngs adorning the wall. A nodel of a tyrannosaurus had
appeared on top of the refrigerator. "Ch, what's this?" Keene nurnured. He renenbered what Vick
had said at the office the previous evening. "Is Robin going through his di nosaur phase? | guess

he's at just about the right age." Robin returned i mediately from wherever, registering interest.

Vi cki nodded with a sigh. "His roomis practically papered with prints that he's downl oaded. It's
Ii ke one of those science-fiction-novie thene parks. | think he nust have checked out every book
on themin the local library.™

"I hope that won't nean nore additions to the private zoo, CR " Keene said, |ooking at Robin.
Keene had dubbed hi m Chri stopher Robin, after the character fromthe British children' s books.

Robi n appeared to mull over the possibility, then shook his head. "Too rmuch cl eaning up after. And
they'd probably bother the neighbors."”
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"What's this | hear about them not being real ?" Keene asked. "Has everyone been inmagini ng things
all these years?"

"Ch, did Mmtell you about that?"
"Ri ght."

"Theoretically they ought to be inpossible,"” Robin agreed. "They couldn't exist." Keene waited,
then showed an open palminvitingly. Robin went on, "Wl |, you' re an engineer, Lan. It follows
fromthe basic scaling | ans. The weight of an aninmal or anything increases as the cube of its
size, right?"

Keene nodded. "Okay."

Robi n shrugged. "But strength depends on the cross-section of nuscles, which only increases as the
square. So as animals get bigger, their strength-to-weight ratio decreases. Al this stuff you
read about insects carrying x tines their own body weight around isn't really any big deal. At
their size you'd be able to wal k around hol ding a pi ano over your head with one hand."

Keene gl anced at Vicki with raised eyebrows. "Robin's been doing his homework." Keene was famliar
with the principle but had never had reason to dwell on its inplications regardi ng di nosaurs.

"That's Robin," Vicki said.
Keene | ooked back at Robin. "Go on," he said.

"As you get bigger, it works the other way. Do you know who the strongest hunans in the world
are?"

"Hm . . . Ch, how about an A ynpic power lifter?" Keene guessed.

"Ri ght on. Now, take one, say, doing dead-lift or a squat. The nost you'd be tal king about would
be what —around thirteen hundred pounds includi ng body wei ght?"

Keene shrugged. "If you say so. It sounds as if you've checked it out."
"Ch, he has," Vicki threwin.

"Now scal e himup to brontosaurus size, and his maximum lifting capability works out at under

fifty thousand pounds,” Robin said. "But the brontosaurus weighed in at seventy thousand; the

supersaur even nore than that, and the ultrasaur at—would you believe this—+three hundred sixty
t housand pounds!”

"My God." Keene sat back in his chair, staring hard as the inplication finally hit him "Are you
sure they were as heavy as that?"

Robi n nodded. "I got those estimates froma guy called Young, who's Curator of Vertebrate
Pal eontol ogy at the nuseumin Toronto. And | checked it with sonebody el se at the Smithsonian
too." It sounded as if Robin had been picking up tips fromVicki. H s expression renmai ned serious.

"But the point is, the strongest man in the world wouldn't have been able to stand under his own
wei ght, let alone nove—and that's when you're tal king about practically being nade of nuscle.
These other things were all digestive system So how did they do it? See what | nean—they coul dn't
exist."

Keene | ooked across at Vicki quizzically. It was a challenge for any engineer. Vicki tossed out
her free hand and shook her head. "Maybe they had better nuscles," Keene offered as a starter
| ooki ng back at Robin

Robin was clearly prepared for it. "No, that doesn't work. The maxi mum force that a nuscle can
produce is set by the size of the thick and thin filanments and the nunber of cross-bridges between
them" he replied. "It turns out they're about the sane for a nouse as for an el ephant—and it

hol ds true across all the vertebrates. That nmeans the only gain you get fromlarger size is what
conmes fromthe bigger cross section."”
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"There's no increase in efficiency," Keene checked.
Robi n shook his head. "In fact, it goes the other way. Gets worse."

"Ckay. . . ." Keene searched for another way to play devil's advocate. "They were aquatic. | saw a
picture in a book once that showed them snorkeling around in | akes and swanps."

"Nobody believes that anynore,” Robin countered. "They don't show any aquatic adaptations. Their
teeth were worn down fromeating hard | and vegetation, not soggy watery stuff. They left tracks
and footprints. That doesn't happen under water."

"Did he find all this out by hinmsel f?" Keene asked, turning back to Vicki

"I helped himwith sone of it," she told hi mwhich Keene had guessed. "But it does seemto be a
real nystery—a big one. You just don't hear about it." She nade a vague gesture. "On top of the
things Robin's nentioned, you've also got the problemwth the circulatory systemof the

saur opods—those were the ones that were all neck and tail. How did they get the blood up to their
brains? A giraffe's head m ght be twenty feet up, and it needs pressure that would rupture the
vascul ar system of any other aninmal. Graffes do it by having thick arterial walls and a tight
skin that works like a pressure suit. But a sauropod's brain was at fifty or sixty feet. The
pressure woul d have needed to be three or four tines that of a giraffe. The peopl e who' ve studied
it just can't see it as credible.”

"Hrm Maybe they didn't hold their necks upright, then," Keene tried. "Wat if they wal ked around
with them horizontal? . . . No." He shook his head, not even believing it hinmself. Wat would have
been the point of having then? And in any case, even w thout know ng the exact nunbers, his
instinct told himthat the stress generated at the base would be nore than any bi ol ogical tissue
coul d take.

Robi n concl uded, "And then you' ve got things like the pterosaurs that sonmehow flew wi th body
wei ghts of three hundred fifty pounds, and predatory birds of up to two hundred. The npbst you get
today is about twenty-five, with the Siberian Berkut hunting eagle. Breeders have been trying to
i mprove on that for centuries, but that's as far as you can go and still get a viable flier."

Keene | ooked at Vicki. "Any bigger, and you end up with a klutz," she said. "The big gliding birds
i ke al batrosses aren't good flyers. They often need repeat attenpts to take off, and they can be
real clowns on |anding."

Robi n nodded. "That's why they're call ed gooney birds."

Vi cki sat back and finished her coffee while Keene thought about what she and Robin had said.
There didn't seemany further line to pursue. "And the people in the business know these things?"
he said finally. OF course they did. It was nore for sonething to say.

"Well, we sure didn't nmake themup," Vicki replied. "I guess they put it out of their minds and
get on with cleaning up the bones and fitting themtogether or whatever. So what's new?"

It was Athena all over agai n—the reason Keene had quit physics to return to engi neering. Most

wor kers just got on with the day-to-day job that brought in the grants and kept the paychecks
com ng, w thout worrying too nuch about what it all nmeant. It was safer to wite papers and

t ext books about things that everyone agreed they knew than go draggi ng up awkward questions whose
answers mght contradict what people in other departments were saying they knew. Before long the
whol e edifice would be threatened, and the result would be trouble fromall directions.

"There nust have been sonething vastly different about the whole reality that existed then," Vicki
said distantly. "1 don't nean just with the dinosaurs, but about everything: the plants, the
insects, the marine life. Wal k around the nuseuns and | ook at the reconstructions. It was all on a
different scale of engineering. You can't relate it to the world we know today. Somet hi ng

uni versal has altered since then. And the only thing that nmakes sense is gravity. Earth's gravity
must have been a lot |less back in those tines than it is now"

Keene | ooked at her, coming back fromhis own |line of thought. H's brow creased. "How?"
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"I don't know. But if it wasn't, dinosaurs couldn't have existed. Yet they did. So what other
expl anation is there?"

Robi n nassaged the hair at the front of his head in the way he did when he had some way- out
suggestion to offer. "I can think of one. Maybe it wasn't Earth's gravity that was different," he
sai d.

"Huh?" Keene frowned. "What else's, then? | mean, where else are we tal ki ng about ?"
"You know how what w ped the di nosaurs out was supposed to be an asteroid or sonething. . . ."

"Unh- huh. "

"Wel |, suppose they weren't on Earth at all before it hit, the way everyone assunmes. Suppose they
cane here with it."

"Cane with what? You mean with the asteroid?"

"Yes—or whatever it was." Robin nade an appealing gesture. "If Earth's gravity was too big for
them to have existed, then they nust have existed on sonmething else. That's logic, right? Well,
suppose the sonething el se was whatever Earth got hit by. It doesn't have to be an asteroid like
we think of themyou know, just a chunk of rock. It could have been, maybe, |ike sonething that
had an at nosphere they could live in."

"Whuldn't it need to have been pretty huge, though, to have an at nosphere?" Keene queri ed.

"Not necessarily, if it was cold with dense gases. Titan has an atnosphere. . . . And in any case,
the whole thing didn't have to hit the Earth. Maybe it got close enough to break up, and only part
of it did."

Keene's first inmpulse was to scoff, but he checked hinself. Wasn't that just the kind of automatic
reaction that he was having so nuch trouble with fromthe regular scientific establishment? He
coul d see reasons for not buying the suggestion, but sinply the fact that it conflicted with prior
beliefs wasn't good enough to be one of them Robin was trying. Keene paused | ong enough not to be
di sni ssi ve

"What about the inmpact?" he asked. "These things expl ode when they enter the atnosphere, |ike that

big one over Siberia, oh . . . whenever it was. O inagi ne what nust have happened when that hole
in Arizona was dug. You're tal king about bones being preserved intact enough to be put together
again. Eggs. . . . And we've even got footprints. Wuld they really be likely to survive sonething
i ke that?"

"That was what | wondered when Robin put it to me," Vicki comrented.

"Maybe, if they were encased inside chunks of rock that were | arge enough—say that canme down
across a whole area |like a blanket," Robin persisted. "The air might act as a cushion."

"So you're saying they might not actually have lived here at all," Keene said, finally getting the
poi nt .
"Exactly. They lived on . . . whatever." Robin | ooked fromhimback to Vicki as if to say, well,

you asked for suggestions.

Keene sat back and snorted wonderingly. Ingenious, he had to grant. But being ingenious didn't
automatically mean being right. There was still that other small factor known as "evidence" to be
consi dered.

"I don't know, but I'Il tell you what 1'll do," he said. "I'Il put it to a couple of the planetary
scientists that I know. We'Il see what they say." Robin deserved that nuch.

"Real | y?" Robin | ooked pl eased. "Hey, that would be great!"

"Sure. Wy not ?"
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After breakfast they watched a replay of the Kronian |anding and notorcade into Washi ngton from
the day before. Seeing the Kronians al ongside native Terrans for the first tine brought hone
sonet hi ng that Keene had never really registered before: they were tall. Sariena was a natural for
the caneras to single out for close-ups, and she canme over well when taking her turn to respond to
the wel comi ng address by the President. Keene noted that the Kronians renai ned seated, and all of
t hem wor e sungl asses out si de.

Keene and Robi n spent an hour experinenting with a new el ectronic paint board that Robin had just
added to his conputer. Playing father figure was good for Keene's self-image in enabling himto
claimthe capacity to be socially responsible if he chose. Al in all, it was a rel axed, easygoi ng
nmor ni ng—the perfect way to recharge after the past week and prepare for the equally demandi ng one
ahead. And then, just as Keene was getting ready to | eave to go back over to the city for the
press conference, Leo Cavan called from Washi ngton, rerouted from Keene's private nunber, with
some news he said he'd rather not go into just now, but which had to do with the Kronians. Ws
Keene still planning on conming up to D.C. first thing the comi ng week? Keene confirned that he
was—probably flying up tonorrow night. Fine, Cavan said. Could he make it earlier in the day so
that they could neet for dinner? Sure, Keene agreed. It sounded inportant. Cavan said yes, he
thought it was. And Cavan wasn't the kind of person who did things w thout good reason

7
The press conference was held in the boardroom of Amspace's headquarters building in downtown
Corpus Christi. Ricardo Juarez and Joe Elns, the NIFTV's other two crew nmenbers, were present wth
Keene. Wally Lonmack joined themat the table facing the caneras as the official corporate
spokesperson. Les Urkin, who headed public relations, and Harry Halloran, the technical VP, were
present also in off-screen capacities. The assenbly they faced was a fairly even mx of print and
el ectronic news journalists, sone hostile, sone supportive, nmost sinply following to see where the
story led. Wth the tensions of the previous day's test now over and prelimnnary eval uati ons of
its results exceedi ng expectations, the Anspace teamwas in high spirits.

As had been expected, the initial questions involved the political furore being kicked up over the
unannounced testing of a nuclear propul sion systemin space by a U S.-based conpany. Liberal and
environnental groups were comritted to protest on principle, and nuch of nedia opinion was
synpathetic. Joe Elns and Ri cardo ducked that issue on the grounds that their line was flight
operations, happy to | eave Keene the brunt of respondi ng—which nade sense, since it was a case he
was used to presenting. For a while, he reiterated the line he had begun with John Feld the day
before: the risks that had been propagandi zed for decades were exaggerated and trivial conpared to
others that the world accepted routinely; energy density, not just the amount, was what mattered
if you wanted to do better things nore efficiently; the densities involved with state-transitions
of the atom ¢ nucleus were of the scal e necessary to get out into space in a neaningful way,

wher eas those associated with the so-called "alternatives" were not. None of this was particularly
new. But Keene's mmin hope while they had the world's attention was to enphasi ze again that a
conmi tnment to such propul sion nmethods woul d be essential for the expansion across the Sol ar System
that the Kronians were calling for, which was crucial to the security of the human race. The
opportunity came when one of the network reporters asked for a response to all egations that
Anspace was using the Kronian cause to pronbte its own commercial interests. Not being on the
company's staff, Keene couldn't coment. Wally Lomack took it with a show of shortness.

"Cbviously, it would be hypocritical to deny that we'd hope to benefit. But I'"mgetting tired of

t hese people who seemto think that we're incapable of |ooking beyond the bottomline of the
current quarter's bal ance sheet. |If a serious space devel opnent program becones our official
policy, every contractor will be |ooking for a share of the action, and sure, we'd expect to take
our place in line with everyone el se who has something to offer. But the issue that should concern
all of us is the safety and future of humanity. Look at the western sky tonight just after sundown
if you' ve forgotten what |I'mtalking about. It's happened before, and now we've just conme too
close for confort to seeing it happen again. Saying that you and I won't be around next tine isn't
an answer."

"The Kronians say it happened before,"” sonmebody at the back of the roomcalled out. "But they're
the ones on a linb out there who need Earth to bail themout. Is it just a coincidence that the
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Iine of business you're in happens to be what they're telling us we have to do?"

Ri cardo shook his head violently, |ooking along the table for support. "They're not out on any
linb. Hell, man, they've got drive systens that could run rings around what we put up."

"But Kronia is economcally nonviable," sonmebody else threw out. "Admit it, their systenls shot.
They have to get Earth's support sonehow or go under."

"That's just a line that the politicians take," Joe Elns retorted, sitting next to Keene on his
other side from Lomack. "They don't want to think about what it mght do to their budgets.”

"Me neither. Whuld you want to pay the taxes?"

"I't doesn't have to be a tax-funded thing," Joe answered. "Taken as a whole, this planet has
enor mnous resources. W spend nore on cosnetics, alcohol, entertainment, and pet food than—

"Corporate interests again," another voice chimed in. "That's the whol e point that sone people are
questi oni ng."

Keene didn't want this to degenerate into an airing of suspicions they had all heard before. There
were vaster issues to be focusing on. "Look," he said, raising both his hands. "Can we just put
all this aside in our nminds for a mnute? These things are trivial conpared to what we shoul d be
tal ki ng about. Wat we should be tal king about concerns all of us. " He gave the nood a
second or two to shift. "It isn't just the Kronians who are saying that Earth has undergone maj or
cataclysms in its past fromencounters with other astrononical objects. Scars and upheaval s
witten all over the surface of this planet and its nmoon say it. Abundant records of violent mass
extinctions say it. Evidence of sudden climtic changes and polar shifts say it. And records
preserved fromcultures all over the world say that it has happened within recorded human history.
Traditionally, they've been dism ssed as nmyths and | egends, but they show too nuch corroboration
to be coincidental. The facts have been there for centuries, but for the nost part we've renained
collectively blind to what they' ve been telling us. Athena is telling us that we can't risk that
ki nd of blindness any |onger."

"Exactly," Lomack pronounced, nodding vigorously.

A dark-haired man who was sitting near the front raised a hand, then pitched in. "Phil Onslow,
Houston Chronicle. Do we take it, then, that you endorse this idea that the Kronians have been
pushi ng about Venus bei ng a new pl anet ?"

For a nonent, Keene was surprised. He had assuned it was obvious. "Well . . . sure. It's
intimately connected with what we're trying to say, and what yesterday's denonstrati on was al
about. Three and a half thousand years ago, the human race cane close to being w ped out."

"And if we buy that, you' re asking us to spend trillions of dollars,
it true that scientists have been refuting that claimfor years?"

Onsl ow persisted. "But isn't

"Yeah, right," Ricardo scoffed. "The same scientists who said that comets couldn't be ejected by
Jupiter, let alone a planet-size body. Then | ook what happened ten nonths ago. And they're stil
saying it!"

"Not quite. They're saying there's no proof that it happened before," someone pointed out.

"Then they're still in as nuch a state of denial as they have been for years. That's all you can
say," Keene answered.

What the Kronians had been trying to get accepted since before Athena's appearance was that around
the middl e of the second nmillenniumB.C., Earth experienced a close encounter with a giant conet.
Its axis was shifted and its orbit changed, causing seas to enpty and flow over continents, the
crust to buckle into mountains, and opening rifts that spilled | avas as nuch as a nile deep across
vast areas of the surface. Oimates changed abruptly, bringing ice down upon grasslands and
turning forests into desert; civilizations collapsed; animals perished in nillions; entire species
were exterm nated. These, the Kronians naintai ned, were the events glinpsed by the Hebrew
scriptures in their descriptions of the "plagues" inflicted on Egypt, along with the events
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recorded subsequently.

The "blood" that turned the lands and the rivers red, followed by rains of ash and burning rock
and fire, were consistent with the proposition of Earth noving into the conmet's tail to be
assailed by iron-bearing dust, then torrents of gravel and neteorites, and finally infusions of
hydr ocarbon gases that would ignite in an oxygen-laden atnosphere. Then cane the envel opi ng
darkness as the snpoke and dust froma burning world bl anketed out the sun. The sane succession of
events was described not only in witings fromacross the entire Mddle East, but in |egends
handed down by the peoples of Iceland, Greenland, and India; fromthe islands of Polynesia to the
steppes of Siberia; and places as far apart as Japan and Mexi co, China and Peru. The accounts of
shrieking hurricanes scouring the Earth and tides piling into nountains read the sanme in the
Persi an Avesta, the Indian Vedas, and the Mayan Troano as in Exodus, and were simlarly narrated
by the Mori, the Indonesian, the Laplander, and the Choctaw. And finally, the titanic electrica
di scharges between the conet's head and parts of its deformed, withing tail becane cl ashes of
celestial deities depicted virtually identically whether as the Biblical Lord battling Rahab, Zeus
and Typhon of the Greeks, Isis and Seth of the Egyptians, the Babyl onian Marduk and Ti anat, or the
H ndu Shiva or Vishnu putting down the serpent.

"I don't think you're being fair," Onslow objected. "A lot of scientists now agree that sonething
extraordi nary occurred around that tine. A close flyby by a large conet is proposed in a nunber of
nmodel s. But Venus is nuch bigger than any conet."

"Any conet seen in recent tinmes, anyway," Joe said.

"It's a lot like Athena could | ook three and a half thousand years fromnowif it lost its tail,"
Lonmack suggest ed.

The nmood of the room pivoted on an edge. The three just back from space were heroes for the day,

and the journalists' professional instincts were not to put them down. Onslow was still frowning
but seened disinclined to press his negative sentinments further. On the other hand, they had been
heavily influenced by the official |line heard over the years. Keene sensed a chance to bring them

cl oser and perhaps win one or two of themaround if the case could be put persuasively. He studied
his cl asped hands for a noment and | ooked up.

"You're all nedia people. How do you refer to that thing out there in the sky that's not the sane
as anything we've seen before? One of the nost frequent descriptions |'ve seen over the past few
nmonths is “giant conmet.' Well, people in ancient tines were no different, except they thought of
celestial objects as gods. In the | anguages of race after race and culture after culture, the
names of the gods they associated with these events turn out to be not only interchangeable wth
or identical to their word for “comet,' but also the nane that they applied to Venus." Keene

| ooked around. The room was noticeably stiller, eyes fixed on him

"I hadn't realized that," a new voice said. "This is interesting." Onslow busied hinself noting
sonething in his pad and didn't coment.

Keene answered, "It is, isn't it. And I'Il tell you something nore that's interesting. Ad
astrononic tables fromplaces as far apart as Egypt, Sumeria, India, China, Mxico—and the
accuracy of some of those tables wasn't equaled until the nineteenth century—all show four visible
pl anets, not five. And in each case, the nmissing planet is Venus." He waited a few seconds for
that to sink in. Here and there, heads were turning to glance at each other. He concl uded, "They
al | added Venus at about the sane tine. They all showed it appearing as a conet. And they al
described it losing its tail to evolve into a planet. So cone on, guys. How nuch nore do you

want ?"

* * %

Afterward, they all agreed that it had gone well. In the chat session that followed over
refreshnents, nost of the questions conveyed genuine curiosity and interest to | earn nore. Keene
felt nore than satisfied with the way things had gone, and Harry Halloran was | ooki ng pl eased. As
the session was breaking up, Les Urkin returned fromtaking a call outside and drew Keene to one
si de.

"You're still going up to D.C. tonorrow night, Lan, is that right?"
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"I switched to an earlier flight," Keene replied. "I'm neeting soneone for dinner."

"Good. The Kronians are having an informal reception at their suite in the Engleton on Mnday
evening. Gallian heard you'd be in town, and he wants you to know you're invited. Want ne to
confirm? Or | can give you their nunber."

"Sure, 1'll be there," Keene said. "Let ne call them Les. | get a kick out of talking to them
wi t hout any turnaround delay now. So now we get to neet themfinally, eh?"

Thi ngs were | ooking better and better.

8

The next day, Sunday, Keene arrived at Washington's Reagan National Airport around m d-afternoon
and caught a cab to a Sheraton hotel that he often used when in the area, overlooking the Potonmac
outside the city on the far side of Georgetown. After checking in, he called Cavan to confirmthat
everything was on schedul e. That gave hima couple of hours to shower, change, and catch up on
some of his backl ogged work via the roomterm nal before Cavan was due to arrive.

Leo Cavan worked as an "investigator" in what was effectively an internal affairs departnent of a
bureaucratic nonstrosity called the Scientific and Industrial Coordination Agency, or SICA
charged with planning and overseeing the inplenmentation of a national scientific research policy.
Keene had gotten to know hi m when Keene was at Ceneral Atomic. Cavan had started out in the Ar
Force hoping for a life of travel and excitenent, and ended up instead preparing quality contro
reports and cost analyses in an accounting office. Wien he put in for a transfer to Space Comand
to get a chance to go into orbit before he was too old, he was drafted to WAashington to review
regul ati ons and procedures instead. He had never fit the role well in Keene's experience, being
too technically know edgeable to project the ineptness normally expected from official dom and too
ready to overl ook transgressions of no consequence when his judgnment so directed. The result was
that the two of them had gotten along splendidly and remai ned friends after Keene's exasperation
with the politics of governnent-directed science returned himto the world of engineering to
devel op nuclear drives for Anspace.

Cavan had taken to him Keene suspected, sonewhat in the manner of a father figure seeking to live
through a surrogate son the life he would have wi shed hinself. He |l ed a strange kind of double

exi stence. Qutwardly a diligent creature of the system he apparently found a pernicious
satisfaction in subverting that same system by | eaking inside know edge that nmight help its
opponents and conpensate its victins. It seemed to be his private way of getting even with the
forces that throughout his own |ife had deceived and then entrapped him He al so had one of the
oddest senses of hunor that Keene had ever encountered.

* * *

The restaurant was at the rear of the hotel, |ooking out over |awns sloping down to the tree-
shaded riverbank. Keene had found a wi ndow tabl e and was sipping a BushmIls while watching a
flotilla of ducks on inshore maneuvers, when Cavan appeared through the entrance fromthe | obby.
He spotted Keene and canme over. Keene stood to shake hands, and they sat down. A waiter cane to
the table to inquire if Cavan would like a drink, and Cavan settled for a glass of the house

Chablis. "I assune you wouldn't risk your reputation by fobbing us off with a bad one," he told
the waiter. "Or have the accountants taken over witing the wine lists these days, |ike everything
el se?"

Cavan couldn't have been far away fromretirement. Everything about hi m suggested havi ng been
fashi oned for econony, as if over the years the idealizations of his profession had infused
thensel ves and ultimately found physical expression in his being in the way that was supposed to
be true of owners and dogs. He had thinning hair and a sparse franme, on which his plain, gray suit
hung | oosely, a thin nose and sharp chin formed from budgeted materials, and a bony, birdlike face
that achieved its covering with a nminiml outlay of skin. Even his tie was knotted with a

ti ghtness and precision that seened to abhor extravagance of any kind. But the pale steely eyes
gave the ganme away, alive and alert, all the time scanning for new m schief to weak upon the
world. O his private |ife Keene knew practically nothing. He |ived sonewhere in the city with a
Polish girlfriend called Alicia whom he described as crazy w thout ever having said why, although
sounding as if they had been together for years.
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Cavan had foll owed Friday's event, of course, and added his own congratul ati ons. He pressed for
details that hadn't appeared in the news coverage, enjoying i mensely Keene's descriptions of the
spacepl ane' s robotli ke cormmander and the splutterings of the Air Force brass, and expressing
approval that the nedia reactions were not all hostile. The wine arrived and was pronounced
accept abl e. For the dinner order, Keene had worked up enough appetite after traveling to try the
prinme rib and a half carafe of Sauvignhon to go with it. Cavan settled for Dover sole. "And | see
t hey' ve been keeping you busy since," Cavan resuned when the waiter had left. "I saw that clip
that Feld did with you while you were still up on the satellite, and then the press coverage of
all of you together yesterday. You cane over well there, Landen. That should give a | ot of people
sonet hing to think about."

"I got the feeling that for once we were getting through,"” Keene said. "You can say the sane thing
to reporters for nonths, spell out all the facts, and nothing will prise themaway fromthe
official line they' ve been given. But this tine we got themlistening." Cavan nodded, but wi thout
seeming as gratified as Keene woul d have expected. Keene could only concl ude that what Cavan had
wanted to tal k about offset the good news.

"And are you still finding tine in all this for the ladyfriend?" Cavan inquired, evidently
choosing not to go into it just at that nmonent. H's eyes were tw nkling.

"You nean Vicki?"
"OF course."

Keene sighed. "Leo, you know very well we're just business partners. And sure, over the years
we' ve become good friends as well. Wiy do you keep trying to nake sonething nore out of it?"

"Well, it's none of ny business, | suppose, but a fellow at your stage of life could do worse than
consider stabilizing things a little." Cavan sipped his wine. "She has the young son, and does ad
wor k, yes?" Probably through habit, Cavan always sought confirmati ons and cross-references of

i nformati on, Keene had noticed. In another |ife Keene could picture himas a tax auditor.

Keene nodded. "But |'ve got too much going on right now In any case, | need ny own space."

Cavan indicated the upward direction with a notion of his head. "You nean there isn't enough for
you out there?" He studied Keene for a few seconds, swirling his glass. "Are you sure you're not
keepi ng your options open until you see howthe land lies with that other |ady you' ve had hovering
on the fringes of your life for a while?" Keene frowned at him perplexed. "The one who'd be a
natural for the lead in a Queen-of-Sheba novie," Cavan hinted.

Keene stared. "My God! Are you tal ki ng about Sariena?"
"l am of course. Wiy act surprised?”
"What on earth nakes you think that?"

"Excitenent. Sonething different. The allure of the alien and unknown." Cavan's tal onlike hands
broke apart a bread roll and commenced buttering one of the pieces. "A perfectly understandabl e

reaction, Landen—especially for sonmebody of your adventurous disposition. | nean, you've been in
communi cation since before the Gsiris left Saturn."” He paused, glanced up as if to be sure Keene
was |istening, and then went on, maeking his voice casual. "I could see your point, after all. She

really is stunning. Everyone | tal ked to thought so when we were with the Kronians |ast night."

"What ?" It hit Keene only then that this was Cavan's strange way of |eading around to the subject
he had wanted to discuss. And it had worked. Keene couldn't deny that his first reaction was a
twi nge of resentnent. "You' ve net her already?”

The neal s arrived then, and Keene was able to let his surprise abate while plates and di shes were
positioned, covers renoved, and the glasses refilled. Having had his fun, Cavan becane nore
serious. "I was at another dinner on Friday: the official White House reception for the

Kroni ans—+to0 be introduced to ny “nmarks,' for want of a better word." He eyed Keene suggestively
for a noment, as if inviting a response. Keene waited. Cavan expl ai ned, "The departnment has come
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up with a new angle on what an investigator does. Now, it appears, |'m supposed to cultivate the
confidence of our guests of state, the purpose being to spy on them It's getting to be a tacky
world that we live in, isn't it, Landen?"

Unabl e to make anything of this so far, Keene nerely notioned for himto continue.

"I'"'mone of several persons who have been assigned positions as official host representati ves—tour
guides, if you will—-who will have constant contact with the Kronians. Qur brief is to get close to
themin order to get as nmuch advance infornmation as we can to hel p our own negotiators shoot them
down." Keene's hand stopped with his fork halfway to his nmouth. Cavan nodded sonmberly. "It's a
nonstarter, Landen. A policy ruling has already been nmade that Earth isn't buying the Kronian
line. Qur side's only interest is to discredit the whole business and get it out of the public
Iinelight as quickly as possible."” For the nonment, Keene was too stunned to do nore than stare. He
| ooked down at his plate and found that suddenly he didn't feel so hungry anynore. Cavan added
after a few seconds, "Sorry if |'ve spoiled your dinner. The tab's on ne, if that helps."

There was a silence. Finally, Keene said, "Wat's going on, Leo? Are they all blind or sonething?"

"I't's not so much a case of being blind as of not wanting to see," Cavan replied over his soup
"You know the way things work in this business. The acadeni c establishment sees the Kronians as
invaders of its turf and a huge potential threat to traditional funding—which has been thinned
down in recent years in any case. Governnent science sold out long ago to becone an instrunment for
justifying governnment policy, and nobody on the Hill wants to talk about the expense. For the
private sector the investment would be colossal, and the return on it just isn't there. That's why
the space program was shifted to a |lower gear in the first place.”

Keene shook his head disbelievingly. "One day, none of that's going to matter. This is something
we can't afford not to do. | nmean, we're not talking about selling |aundry detergent here, Leo.
Maybe we have to learn sonething fromthe Kronians. The know how and the ability is there, and
it's sonething that needs to be done. So you forget all the shopkeeper econonics, and you just do
it."

"Logi cal enough, and eminently sensible,"
think Iike that."

Cavan agreed. "But the powers who run things here can't

It didn't need to be spelled out further. Keene stared at his glass and sighed. "So what's the
line going to be? The one we've been hearing for a while: The whol e Kronian venture was ill-
conceived fromthe start; imagining that a society could function viably at that kind of distance
was ridiculous all along . . . ?"

Cavan was al ready noddi ng. "And now they're waking up to reality and finding thensel ves
overextended," he conpleted. "This story about superconets and the end of the world is a
concoction dreaned up to exploit the Athena event and mlk support from Earth's governnents.
That's our line. And naturally the establishment's scientific big guns will have their act
coordinated to back it. W wouldn't want to |l et down the people who | adle out the honors and wite
the checks, after all, now, would we?" Cavan spooned the |ast of his soup into his mouth—thin and
straight, sparing on the lips—and watched, seenmngly until Keene was just recovering sufficiently
to tackle his food again. Then he added, "One of the big guns they' Il be wheeling up is a certain
prof essor of astronony and faculty head at Yale, recently nom nated for the presidency of the

I nternational Astronom cal Union. | wouldn't inagine he needs any introduction."”

"You don't nmean Vol er?"
"l do, of course."

Keene's fork dropped slowy back to his plate. For Herbert Voler was the paragon of perfection
that his owm former wife, Fey, had fled to and later narri ed when Keene confounded her soci al
anbi ti ons by abandoni ng the prospect of scholastic accolades to return to the grubby world of
engi neeri ng.

"I"'mnot quite sure how that nmight be relevant at this stage," Cavan confessed. "But conceivably
the situation could take a turn whereby the social connection offers possibilities unavailable in
the purely formal context. In any case, it was an option that would apply to nobody else, so ny
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first thought was to approach you."

Keene nmade an inviting nmotion with his free hand. "Approach ne for what, Leo? You still haven't
told me what this is all about."

"Let ne first give you an idea of how they intend playing it," Cavan suggested. "Then it will be
clearer. The softening-up programto condition the public has already been going on for a while.
Did you see your friend Voler on TV yesterday?"

"No, | have been kind of busy, as you pointed out. What was this?"
"He gave a talk at Colunbia, ridiculing the clains about all those ancient records. . . . But it
was pl anned nonths ago to coincide with the Kronians' arrival." Cavan produced a conpad fromhis

j acket pocket. "Let's watch him" He activated the unit, fiddled with cormands to retrieve a
stored playback fromthe net, then turned it the right way around for Keene to see and passed it
across. Keene's features remained neutral as he gazed at the fanmiliar figure.

Vol er was fortyish, maybe—en the young side for the titles and credentials that he was able to
brandi sh. He had a full head of black hair styled collar-length like a nedia celebrity, and a
tanned conpl exi on which with his pugnaci ous jaw enphasi zed a strong set of white teeth that his
nmobi |l e features put to good effect, constantly splitting into broad snmles and grinaces. To Keene,
he had al ways cone across as a little too snooth and slick for a figurehead of acadenic
excel | ence—but then, perhaps such qualities hel ped the political imge equally necessary to
attaining the rarified heights. Keene could have seen himas a pushy prosecution counsel, mybe,
or a hustler on Wll Street. Behind himon the screen was a chart carrying nanes of planets and
ancient deities, presumably referred to earlier. Keene turned the volune up just enough to avoid
bei ng an annoyance to nearby tables.

four ways in which the sanme | egend could conme to be found anong wi dely separated cul tures.
One, Conmon Cbservation: all of the cultures witnessed a conmmpn event and interpreted it in a
simlar way. Two, Diffusion: the legend originated in one place but traveled to others with the
wander i ngs of humanki nd. Three, Conmonality of Psychol ogy: Humans everywhere are so alike that
their brains create simlar |egends reflecting cormon hopes and fears. And Four, Coincidence."
Vol er paused, grasping the podium and surveyed his audience. "I think everyone would agree with
me that we can reasonably discard the last. And we sinply don't know enough to propose nunber
three, Common Psychol ogy, with any confidence—although in ny view it seens unlikely." Due court
havi ng been paid to reasonabl eness and nodesty, the focus narrowed to the brass tacks. Voler's
confident smile broadened, stopping just short of open derisiveness. "The Kroni ans, of course, are
saying that we are therefore forced to accept the Common Observation hypothesis, as if it were the
only alternative. But in this they are surely dismssing far too casuall y—ene hopes in their

i npet uousness—the second possibility, nanmely that as various peopl es di spersed across the gl obe,
they took their myths and | egends with them just as they did their |anguages, their religions,
and their technical skills. "

"You can see what the gane plan is," Cavan broke in fromacross the table. "The Kronians wll be
projected into roles of sincere but m sguided children. After a few days of recuperation fromthe
voyage, they'll be taken on a whistle-stop tour of sone selected spots around Earth. None of them
can renenber nmuch of Earth, and some were never here at all. So we'll see pictures of them gaping
at the Grand Canyon and the Amazon, or gawking like tourists in London and Paris, w th chaperones
like nyself pointing out this and explaining that. Earth will have been magnani nous; Earth will
have been accommodati ng. But you see what it will do for their inmage. They arrive here naive, and
we have to acquaint themw th reality. The sane inmage will carry over to what the world will
perceive as the science, and their case won't have a prayer."

By now, Vol er was expounding on details of various human mgrations. Keene had heard enough and
snapped the unit off. "And what about the evidence witten all over the surface of this planet?"
he denanded. "None of that counts?" He neant the anonalies in the geological, fossil, and climtic
records—al | independent of anything that any humans of |ong ago had to say. There were such things
as marks of sudden sea | evel changes, in sone cases neasuring hundreds of feet, found the world
over; agricultural terraces close to sea |l evel when they were cultivated, now di sappearing under
the snow | i ne eighteen thousand feet up in the Andes; the remains of mllions of animals and
trees, torn to pieces and broken, found piled in caves and rock fissures from Europe to China and
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across the Arctic, in sone places formng practically the entirety of islands off northern

Si beria; huge herds of mammot hs, buffal o, horse, canel, hippopotanus, and other beasts w ped out

abruptly a thousand mles or nore fromany vegetation growi ng today that could support them And

all inthe mddle of that same nysterious mllenniumthat the witings of old had chronicled. Was
all that to be ignored?

"They' || stay away fromall that if they can," Cavan said. "The Kroni ans nmake sone good points,
and nany scientists outside the political-academ c orthodoxy are siding with them Nobody argues
much anynore that terrestrial catastrophes have happened. Were they'll try and drawthe line is
with planetary catastrophes—that Venus coul d have been an earlier Athena. If that's allowed, then
t he whol e foundati on of the economic power structure as we know it would have to change, which in
effect is what the Kronians are saying. But of course that would be unacceptable. So the line wll
be to discredit the Kronian argunents by any means until Athena has di sappeared out of the Sol ar
System and been forgotten—apart fromas an anomaly that will generate Ph.D. theses for years—and
then we'll all be able to get back to the safe, confortable lives that we know. "

Fi nally, Cavan took back the conmpad. He went on, "The reason | wanted to talk to you before you
meet themtonorrow, Landen, is that the Kronians need to be nmade aware of this. But | can hardly
bring it up in ny position. You, on the other hand, are not saddled with having to wear an
official hat. And being in touch with the Kronians already . " He left the obvious unsaid

"Sure, 1'll handle it," Keene agreed. There really wasn't anything to have to think about. He
pi cked up his knife but sat toying with it.

"I was sure you woul d," Cavan said. He paused and refilled Keene's glass. "Ch, do stop staring and
try sone dinner, Landen. You' ve cone all the way from Texas for it, and it | ooks so delicious."

9

For a desk and a base to work fromin the Washi ngton area, Keene rented space at an agency call ed
Information and Office Services. Shirley, who ran the facility and acted for himwhen he was away,
had arranged several Mnday appointnents fromthe calls that had begun com ng in on Friday. The
first was not until 10:00, and Keene spent the first part of the norning returning other calls
that Shirley had listed. One was to a David Salio, who described hinself as a planetary scientist
at the Aerospace Sciences Institute in Houston, which Keene had visited on occasion. The Kroni ans
had been getting attention in the Wb news groups and i ndependent nedia of many |ike Salio who
were not among the circle of academi c and governnent scientists fearful of noney being diverted
into the space corporations. Salio had favored the young-pl anet theory of Venus for sonme tine and
possesed a sizable collection of facts and data supporting it from nodern-day space and scientific
resear ches, independent of what ancient witings said. Athena was a clear warning that action had
to be taken along the lines that the Kronians were calling for, and he wanted to know what he
could do to help. Keene was inmediately interested to hear nore and suggested stopping by on his
way back to Corpus Christi, which would be via Houston in any case. He would let Salio know when
he had a firmreturn date.

Next was sonebody called Barney from one of the Washi ngton-based news services, who had tracked
Keene down through his connection with Anmspace. "What, you're in Washington now" he excl ai ned
when Keene called. "Hey, never mnd taping an interview over the phone. W'l|l send a couple of
guys over to the hotel. It works for a better atnosphere. How would four o' clock suit? It'Il stil
be going out by this evening. Don't worry, we do it all the tine. No problem"™

Keene checked with his schedul e and agreed. A couple of other concerns were happy to tape fromthe
hotel, and a science nmagazine with a local office arranged to send a feature witer over that
evening, after the TV taping. Keene spent sone tinme confirmng and fixing nore appointnments for
the next two days that he would be in town, then left for his first nmeeting that day, which was
with one of the senators for Texas in an office in the Senate Buil ding.

In a TV interview over the weekend, the senator had told the reporter of the need to bring
conpani es |ike Arspace to heel and enforce a greater conpliance with "social responsibility." He
expl ained to Keene that he had to talk that way in order to preserve an acceptable public inmage.
"But | want the people at Amspace to know that they can count on ne to be realistic too." Wich
could be taken as a warning or a wink and a nod, but either way translated into: "Keep the
contributions comng and pray." Keene tried to broach issues that went beyond appeasi ng acti vi st
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groups while at the sanme tinme keeping the corporations sweet, but nmade little inpression. The
senator lived in his own world.

Lunch was with a docurmentary producer called Charles MlLaren, whom Keene had known ami ably for
about two years. MLaren wondered if Friday's event might resurrect the general nuclear-
antinucl ear controversy for a while and was thinking of putting together a fast tie-in for the
public-affairs channels and newsnets. Wuld Keene be willing to act as a consultant again on short-
call if they went ahead? Sure, Keene agreed. MLaren put accuracy before sensationalismand was
meticulous in trying to get his facts right; Keene knew he could be sure of getting fair
representation. But it was with weary assent. The di scussion was pitched at hel ping a good
technician do a job relating to a topic that was expected to be transient. There was no suggestion
of a docunentary to tell the world that it had come close to seeing the end of its civilization

By early afternoon, he was in the cocktail |ounge of a hotel off Pennsylvania Avenue to neet one
of the technical aides to President Hayer. He wanted Keene to convey unofficially back to the
management of Amspace, and through themto other allied interests, that as a sop to domestic
outcries and world opinion it mght be necessary to pass a bill banning the | aunching of nuclear
devices fromU. S. territory by private corporations. But the nessage was to keep up the

devel opnent effort because provision could be engineered for a repeal in circunstances deened
vital to national security—but not until after the presidential election next year. In fact, the
def ense agencies were stressing the Chinese threat and coul d probably be induced to channel in
sonme di screet funding to conpensate for the shorter-terminconveni ences. The ai de paused to assess
Keene's reaction, then asked, lowering his voice to inpart a note of confidentiality, "CQut of
curiosity, what would be the chances of matching the kind of propul sion the Kroni ans have, say
within five years—given a suitable financial incentive? The Air Force already has an eye on
extending its activities to trans-lunar distances. | can tell you that they for one are
particularly interested."

"Gve nme the top ten nanes in contained plasnma dynanics, superconducting cryogenics, spontaneous
vortex conputational theory, and nuclear transition phases, get rid of all the politica
obstructionism and you can have it in three," was Keene's answer.

The aide | ooked intrigued. "Really? And you know who t hese people are?"
"Sure | do. It's ny field."

"Just suppose, for argunent's sake, that we decided to try and get themto conme over to work for
us here, in the States. What do you think it would take? Is it sonething you might be able to help
us organi ze?" The aide paused as if pondering a point of some delicacy. "lI'msure we could see fit
to being . . . extrenely generous."

"I"'mnot sure it's sonething that we have options on anynore," Keene replied. "They all noved to
Saturn.”

* * %

Keene grabbed a half hour to stop by at the agency and check on things with Shirley, then returned
to the Sheraton to freshen up and change before the Kronian reception at seven. By that time he
had consolidated his thoughts sufficiently to call Marvin Curtiss, Anspace's president and CEQ to
update himon the situation that Cavan had descri bed the evening before, and Keene's further

i npressions after his day in Washington. It was all pretty nuch in line with what Curtiss had been
finding out independently.

"It doesn't look as if we're going to be able to count on rmuch support fromthe main contractors,”
he told Keene fromthe hotel rooms term nal screen. "They're taking the line that it isn't the
busi ness of corporations to decide what's scientifically true or not. That's what we' ve got
universities and national |aboratories for." He didn't have to add that it also nmeant they coul d
|l ook forward to a continuation of lowrisk contracts that referees fromthose sanme universities
and | aboratories would feel confortable with and approve, and which wouldn't frighten investors.

"I don't know, Marvin," Keene sighed, tired after a | ong day. "How do you deal with it?"

"Just keep saying what we've always said: that we believe the clainms the Kronians are making
deserve serious consideration, and everyone should forget their vested interests and try to be
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open-m nded to what appear to be the facts." That was what Keene had expected. If Curtiss weren't
a fighter, he would hardly have been running an operation |ike Anspace to begin with. Curtiss went
on, "One thing we might try is getting Les working on organizing nore voice and visibility for the
scientists out there who have been taking a nore independent stand—ike this character Salio that
you tal ked to. W need people like him™

"I've arranged to neet himon nmy way back," Keene said.

"Good. Find out what his story is and who else he talks to. Maybe we don't have to let the
establ i shment have a nonopoly on the nedia."

"What about the political side?" Keene asked. "How nuch do you trust this talk about a defense
| oophol e and Air Force noney coming through the back door if that bill goes through?" That news
hadn't conme as a total surprise to Curtiss, who had apparently heard sonething simlar from
anot her sour ce.

"If it happens, then fine, but I've always believed in insurance,"” Curtiss answered. "I've been
talking to the people here about bringing forward the schedule for getting Mntenorel os
operational." He meant the backup | aunch and | anding facility being constructed in the highlands
not far south of the border—eutside U S. jurisdiction. "Not marginally, but making it our top
priority."

"That makes sense," Keene agreed. "But it might only tide us over for a while. The Mexicans are
still vulnerable to pressure fromour side."

Curtiss nodded. "I know. Beyond that, we're review ng the options we've negotiated on possible
sites farther from hone."

"l think there's sone for |lease at the original Tapapeque conplex in Guatemal a,"” Keene said.
"There is?"
"So | heard around a nonth or two ago."

"We'll look intoit." There was a blur in the foreground on the screen as Curtiss checked his
watch. "I'm due for another appointment, Lan. It should be interesting nmeeting the Kronians
tonight. Call ne tonmorrow and |let ne know how it went."

"I will," Keene said. "Take care, Marvin."

Keene still had sonme tinme before the TV reporters were due. Qut of curiosity, he scanned the news
searcher for items relating to the Kronians and sel ected one of the current |eaders, which turned
out to be an NBC panel hookup to debate whether ancient sources constituted a valid basis for
formul ating scientific beliefs.

"Absolutely not!" was the opinion of a speaker, captioned as Dr. WIIiam Ledden, an astrononer at
the University of California. "Repeatabl e observations and neasurenments determ ne what is properly
termed science. What witers of old manuscripts say happened, or think happened, or think ought to
have happened sinply has no place . " He waved a hand agitatedly, as if too exasperated to be
capabl e of further coherent thought.

A gray-haired worman, president of an archaeol ogi cal society in Vancouver, agreed. "It has taken
centuries to establish reliable methods and standards for disentangling fact fromfancy. | agree
with Dr. Ledden. This kind of thing will probably sell sonme Sunday suppl enments, and we're going to
be hearing a lot about it in the news, but it has no place in science."

"So you're saying we should be good hosts and nei ghbors, but not get carried away by this," the
noder at or checked sagely.

"Exactly."

That line seemed to be the consensus of the others. The converse view—+ather timdly put, Keene
t hought —eane from a historian and aut hor somewhere in England. "I hesitate to cast the dissenting
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vote here, but is it unthinkable that peoples of ancient times night have described events that
they actually wi tnessed, and maybe have sonething inportant to tell us?"

"I't's scandal ous that we should even be discussing this!" Ledden funed. "Wy are people who cal

t hemsel ves scientists concerning thenselves with Biblical quotations? Are we going to be talking
about wal ki ng on water and dead bodi es comi ng back to Iife next? The Kroni an phenonenon grew from
a quasi-religious cult. This whole business is an attenpt to give credibility to scriptures by
means of concocted pseudosci ence. Very possibly there's fundanentali st noney behind it. They've
got to be supporting thensel ves out there sonehow. "

Keene grew nore perplexed as he listened. The Kronians had never nmade any appeal to scriptura
beliefs. They used Biblical references purely as accounts of historical events, and then only
where corroborated by other sources. The Englishman tried to nake that point but was ineffective.

* k* *

Barney's TV crew showed up on tine, but the interview, conducted on the grassy riverbank at the
back of the hotel, was ainmed too nmuch at trying to provoke Keene into adm ssions of the dangers of
nucl ear devices in space. The journalist who arrived afterward had a nore bal anced approach, but
they got deeper into technicalities than Keene had anticipated and ran out of tine, arranging to
continue over breakfast the next norning. Finally, Keene boarded the cab that had arrived to take
himto the Engl eton.

"So how was your day?" the cabbie asked over his shoul der as they pulled out fromunder the | obby
canopy.

"Never a dull nmonment," Keene told himwth feeling. "How about you?"

"Aw, not so bad. You know how it is. Just a couple of years nmore of this to bring a bit nore npney
in, and then it's retirement. Just ne and the wife now W figure we'll nove to Col orado. Cot sone
grandki ds there. Mountains, scenery. Nice place to take it easy."

"Sounds great," Keene said fromthe back seat. Sometimes he had to rem nd hinself that nost
peopl e—probably the vast majority on the planet—didn't think too nuch about Athena, or care—ene
way or the other.

10

The Kronian mssion, along with the security and adm nistrative staff attending them were on the
top two floors of the Engleton, which had restricted access fromthe general part of the hotel and
was one of the regular accomopdations for official visitors to the city. In all, there were twelve
del egates and ei ght crew nenbers, the nunbers having been kept |ow to | eave capacity for the
Csiris to carry emgrants back on the return trip. Some of the crew, however, had been left to

mai ntain a skel eton presence on the ship and would get their chance to cone down to the surface

| ater.

On arriving, Keene went straight up to the eighth floor as he had been directed and checked with
the security people in room 809. A personable young man in a dark suit verified that he was
expected and escorted himto one of the larger suites on the floor above, where two nore security
men in suits admtted themthrough the doors. Fromthe hubbub of voices, the party was evidently
already in progress. Keene recognized the white-haired figure of Gallian, the | eader of the
Kroni an del egation, seated a short distance inside, talking to an Oriental couple who | ooked as if
they had al so just arrived—apparently he was greeting everyone personally. Gallian spotted Keene
and waved hi mover, introducing the couple as a Japanese space-technol ogy adninistrator and his

wi fe. He apol ogi zed for the unusual way of receiving guests. "It's the gravity, of course—and then
two days of functions and presentations on top of it. Your people are working us hard al ready. But
anyway, why am | maki ng excuses? At ny age one doesn't need any excuses." Keene grinned, told
Gallian that he didn't know how many tines this had been said already but " . . . welcone to
Earth," and shook hands heartily. The Japanese coupl e exchanged pl easantri es and were then ushered
on to neet others in the room by another Kronian, who Gallian said was Thorel, fromthe Gsiris's
regul ar crew, and who must have stood at around seven feet.

Gallian turned back to regard Keene. He had a crusty, puckish-nosed face with eyes that were cl ear
and m schi evous. Fromtheir few | ong-del ay nessage exchanges, Keene had fornmed an i npression of
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bustling energy and a person who coul d never be content doing one thing at a tine. Already,
everything he saw was starting to confirmit. "Well, Lan, hello,” Gllian said. "So here we are.
You see, we made it. And so did you. Les Urkin obviously got the nessage through. I"mglad."

"I heard they're taking you off on a tour," Keene said.

"Yes, New York City to start with, then Niagara Falls . Gallian waved a hand. "I'm not sure

where after that."
"When will this start?"
"Well, it was supposed to be first thing tonorrow .

"So soon? You're Kkidding."

but that may have to be postponed.™
n G.]?ll

"Allergic reactions,”" @Gllian said.

"Yes, of course. I'd forgotten about that."” It was a known risk for Kronian-born naking a first-
time visit to Earth. Keene shrugged synpathetically. "There's nothing anyone can do?"

"Not much, apparently. Inmmigrants like me don't have a problem W prepared the first-tinmers with
the recomended drugs, but several of themare affected all the same. Two are in bed, knocked off
their feet. W'll know in the norning what the situation is.”

There was a tap on the doors; one of the security nen opened them and two nen and a woman were
shown in. Gallian extended an arm "Anyway, | must press on with ny hostly duties. Go on in and
meet the others. Sariena's around somewhere. W're informal tonight. There's a buffet in the
suite. Al of us agree, by the way, that whatever its other problens, Earth food is exquisite. And
I"'mfinding that |'"mparticularly partial to wines. Vineyards are a luxury that we haven't graced
Kronia with yet. Qur synthetic efforts really don't conmpare. 1'll definitely try to get that
changed when we return." Gllian caught the attention of another Kronian, brown skinned and

di stingui shabl e by her tall build and casual, brightly colored trouser suit—distinctly not

customary Washi ngton dinner wear. "Polli, this is Landen Keene, an old friend of ours. Look after
hi m and i ntroduce hi maround, would you?" He | ooked back at Keene as the three arrivals
approached. "I1'll seek you out and pin you down with nore serious questions to spoil the party
with later, | pronmise."

The buffet was set up in the center of the suite, dispensed by hotel staff—-a salad bar sel ection
cold cuts and cheeses, several hot dishes, dessert trolley, and a beverage bar. There were between
one and two dozen people so far, Keene estinated, although the far end of the suite had an L-bend
so there could have been nore out of sight. Sariena was with a group on the far side by the

wi ndows, perched on an armof a couch. And on the far side of the bar, to Keene's mld

surpri se—al though it shouldn't have been, given the kind of job he had described—talking with two
men, was Leo Cavan

Polli was also an Gsiris crew nenber, she told Keene as he selected a plate of cold assortnents
and took a glass of wine fromthe bar. Four of the ship's eight-person conplenent had conme down
with the del egation. The four who had stayed aboard included the captain, whose nane was |dorf.
Pol i was astoni shed and delighted to |l earn that Keene was one of the three who had been in the
news the previous Friday, and called Thorel over as he passed near after depositing sonme used
plates on a side table. "You know who we have here, Thorel? Landen is one of the Terrans that we
saw, who raced with the spaceplane the day we arrived."

Thorel was perhaps thirtyish, curly-headed, sallowfaced yet hefty, with an open and ani abl e
manner. Hs field area was engineering too, and for several mnutes he and Keene tal ked
technicalities about the NIFTV and its performance. "So howis it you have all this trouble trying
to convince your governnents of things that should be obvious?" he asked in conclusion. "It seens
such a waste of energies. And here you need all the energy you can get, just for standing up."
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Keene had noticed that nearly all the Kronians around the roomwere sitting. "lIs that how you're
finding it?" he asked Polli.

"Also, it is bewildering," she told him "Already | have seen nore human beings than in all the
rest of ny life put together. And | still get attacks of . . . What is it when you fear going
out si de?"

" Agor aphobi a?"

"Yes, that is right. We trained for the gravity, but it doesn't really prepare you for it. But the
brilliance of the daylight is the nost astounding. Nothing on screens can cone close. But then, at
ni ght you have hardly any stars."

Thorel went to collect sone nore arrivals fromGllian, and Polli took Keene around to neet nore
of the guests. Besides other Anericans, he was introduced to nore Japanese, two Russians, and one
each German, Chinese, Brazilian, and Australian. Sariena saw him from across the room and

acknow edged with a wave. Wiile still tall by Earth standards, she was snaller than average for
the Kroni an group. Keene renenbered her as saying that she had gone to Saturn as a child, wth
nmost of her rapid-growth and devel opnental years conpl eted. The younger ones, born to the
environnents of Saturn's noons or the lowg orbiting habitats, were uniformy one to two feet
taller.

The word went around that one of the space crew from"that thing | ast Friday" was present, "The
one who was on the news this evening—didn't you see it? That's himover there," and Keene found
hi msel f much in demand.

"Do you really think it has a future—foreseeably, in the practical sense?" one of the Anericans
asked dubi ously. He was a director of Chase Manhattan, it turned out. "Were's the payoff? What
can you bring fromout there that we don't have already, and cheaper?"

"It iss interesting zat your ship can connect viss der UN shuttle zat brings you down," Keene
overheard the German saying to one of the Kronians, who had a blotchy face and was sneezing
intermttently. "Do you build to der sane mechani cal nmating specifications zat you exchange maybe,
j a?"

Everything inside Keene wanted to lean in and murmur, Ve haff vayss of making it dock. But he
behaved hinsel f, bit his tongue, and refrained.

Gal | i an appeared agai n and sought hi mout, acconpanied by a nman called Druche froman office of
the Defense Department that dealt with space matters, whom Keene had net before on one or two
occasions. "This is the man you shoul d have buil di ng spaceships for you,”" Gallian told him
"Landen under stands how | ong-range systens have to work. Lan, you would appreciate a rea
spaceshi p. Before we go back to Saturn, we nust show you the Gsiris."

Keene blinked at him surprised. "Are you serious?"

"I don't play jokes on ny friends. We'll sort out something for you, don't worry. Make sure you
talk to me later about it," Gallian told him

Gal l'ian and Druche noved on, and Keene was pronptly buttonhol ed by three nore Japanese who seened
to be together. "Wo are the other conpani es partnering Anmspace?" the one who appeared to be the
seni or asked when they had been talking for a few minutes. "W could be interested in discussing
further funding. How can we get in touch with the correct people?"

Keene nentioned Marvin Curtiss and offered to arrange an introduction. The Japanese seened

pl eased. As Keene detached hinself, Cavan drifted by, nursing a glass. "Just doing my job, you
see," he murnured. “Punp them when they don't suspect it,' is what | was told. A tacky world we
live in, Landen. Tacky world." And then he was gone again.

Bef ore anyone el se could pounce on him Keene made his way over to Sariena. They had nanaged to
exchange barely a few words so far. She was sitting on the armof one of the couches, stil
managi ng to do justice to the unpretentious but stylish dress that she was weari ng—bl ack and

sl eevel ess, with a high, oriental-style neck and just the right touch of trimbut closer he could
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see that weariness was beginning to show. A slimwoman in a light green dress, with graying hair
tied high, was standing talking to her. Keene renenbered her being introduced earlier as with the
Sm t hsoni an but couldn't recall her nanme. Sariena sniled as he approached.

"Lan, do join us. Have you two net yet?"

"Ch, we all know who he is," the wonman sai d.

Keene smiled uneasily for a nonent. "Smthsonian," he managed.

"Cat herine Zetl," the wonman said, getting himoff the hook. "I'mthe historian."
"Ch, right."
"Anci ent—+the history, not ne. Well, | hope not too nuch, anyway."

"Cat herine has been telling ne sone fascinating things,
Arabi a—+nvol ved wi th the Joktani an discoveries there."

Sariena said. "She's just back from

Keene searched his nenory. There had been a stir in the news a couple of years back, and

occasi onal nentions since in the scientific literature. "Sone civilization they found from way
back, isn't it? Caused some surprises for the specialists." Wich about exhausted his know edge of
t he subj ect.

"That's putting it mldly," Zetl said. "It's turned all our ideas upside down. The Sunerians and
Babyl oni ans were supposed to have been the earliest to settle and build, but these people date
frommuch earlier. Yet sone of their architecture and workmanshi p appears nore sophisticated. And
there's no obvious relationship to the cultures that came later. It's as if they represent some

| ost age that flourished |ong before it should have been possible. For sone reason it ended
abruptly, and then what we've al ways thought was the beginning of civilization was a second start
that came nuch later."

"Isn't it fascinating, Lan?" Sariena said again.

"So do we know what ended it?" Keene asked, getting nore interested. "WAs it your Kronian
super conet agai n?"

"Ch, I'minpressed by the Kronians' argunments, but | refuse to be dragged into any of that
tonight," Zetl said, holding up a hand. "In any case, it couldn't have been the conet, Venus, or
what ever. This race existed long before the Egyptian M ddl e Ki ngdom and the Exodus. And | use the
word “race' deliberately. They were | arge—€onparable to the Kroni ans around here."

"The nane Joktani an conmes from Noah's grandson," Sariena inforned Keene. "I didn't know that."

"That's who the ancient Arabic | egends say the first people of the southwest peninsula were
descended from" Zetl said, nodding. "Their word is Qahtan." She glanced away. "Ch, there's
sonebody about to |eave that | nust catch. Excuse ne." She laid a hand briefly on Sariena's arm
"Sariena, we do have to talk nore about all this. Do call ne when they give you a nmonent—f they
ever do."

"I certainly will."
Zet|l excused herself again and hurried away.

Sari ena | ooked at Keene, sighed, and rotated her face slowy to stretch her neck. "Oh ny. Is this
what it's like to be what you call a celebrity? You do it all the tinme? Were do you get the
stam na? What's the secret?”

"Not really," Keene said. "Mst of the tine | deal with reactors and engines. This is just
tenporary, since Friday. Attention spans on this world tend to be short." He | ooked at the gl ass
that Sariena was holding. "Want ne to get you another? Save your feet."

"Ch, please. Any kind of fruit juice with a touch of vodka. ." She handed himthe glass. "Do |
| ook unl adylike up here on the armlike a bird on a perch? If | sit down in this couch | can't get
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up again. It digests you."

"I don't think you could | ook unladylike in a boiler suit," Keene replied. "Sonething nore to
eat ?"

"Thanks, but 1've had enough.™

He went over to the bar and got a refill, along with a straight Scotch for hinself. He wasn't
driving tonight. Mght as well make the nost of it, he figured. "Anything else for you, sir?" the
cocktail waiter tending the bar asked. He peered at Keene nore closely. "Say, aren't you one of
those three guys who—=

"You've got it," Keene nurnured, covering his nouth and slipping a ten into the glass set aside
for tips. "But don't spread it around.”

He went back, handed Sariena her drink, and | ooked at her while he sipped his own. There had been
so many things he'd listed in his mnd that he wanted to ask her when they finally met. He wanted
to know about her world and what it was like to live out there; howit felt to be without a planet
that automatically self-renewed and repl eni shed everything necessary for life; to be totally
dependent for survival itself, every nonment, on nachines. He wanted to know how a noneyl ess system

could function and still sustain—evidently—all the conplexities of a technol ogical society. What
noti vated people to provide for each other in place of the penalties and rewards that just about
every authority on Earth insisted were indispensable? . . . So many things. And now here they

were, and suddenly none of it felt appropriate.

"Well, you've certainly created sone attention
the talks."

Sariena said. "Let's hope it's a good onen for

"W can but try," Keene said.

"So what brought you to WAshington so soon? Was the President so inpressed that he wants you to
put together a real space programfor themat |ast?"

"I wish." Keene sipped his Scotch and saw that Cavan was watchi ng them i nconspi cuously from across
the room "As a matter of fact, sonebody wanted ne to talk to you while | was here. Not the
President, but it was to do with your mission." Sariena waited, curious. Keene | ooked around. The
suite was in the penthouse, with an exterior balcony all the way around. "Let's go outside," he
suggested. "Gl lian says you need to get used to the air."

Sari ena rose and noved toward one of the sliding glass panels that had been opened. Keene picked
up a chair and followed her along the balcony to a corner, away fromthe others who were outside
tal ki ng. Keene placed the chair by the wall and | eaned an el bow on the rail while Sariena sat
down. He began: "The person that | mentioned is on the inside here. And |'ve seen sonething nyself
today of what reactions are going to be." He shook his head. "Earth isn't going to buy this |ine
about Venus being an earlier Athena. Yes, Athena happened and the standard theories were wong.
Nobody can deny that. But they're going to fight any suggestion that the two have anything in
common. As far as they're concerned Venus is a planet and noves like a planet. Athena is a one-
time anomaly that will be a spectacle for a year until it |eaves the Solar System " Keene
paused, thinking for a second that Sariena wasn't listening. She was sitting back against the

wi ndow gl ass, staring up at the sky with a faraway, al nbst rapturous expression

"l |ove stars," she said.

Keene | ooked away and turned his head upward. "Polli told ne we don't have any," he replied. It
was a clear night, not bad by Washi ngton standards. The angle of the walls faced roughly north,
maki ng just a wisp of Athena's tail visible behind the building to their left. It only occurred to
Keene then that until the last couple of days, Sariena's only recollections of seeing a sky had
probably been frominside sonme kind of enclosure or a hel net.

"Paltry," she agreed. "But you know that, Lan. You've been out there too. . . . But what you've
never seen is Saturn fromone of its moons. This sky has nothing to conmpare with it. Pictures
don't come close—any nmore than they can show sunshine. It's like . " She turned her face up
again. "All the rainbows you' ve ever seen stirred together into a glowing ball ten tinmes as big as
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the Moon. And you're |l ooking at it across the rings seen edge-on. It seenms to be floating in a

gol den ocean that extends away into the sky. If you're on one of the noons that has a tilted
orbit, the ocean seenms to be rising and falling." Sariena | ooked back at him "D d you know t hat
there are many | egends fromthe di stant past—before the beginnings of our literate age, |ike those
peopl e that Catherine was talking about—that make Saturn the greatest god in the sky and describe
it as rising out of an ocean? Isn't that strange? It's alnost as if they'd seen it too." Keene
frowed at the city lights, searching for a way of turning the subject back to nore immediate
matters. "Can you pick out Saturn in the sky?" Sariena asked him

"Er, no. . . . | guess not. It isn't really one of ny things."

"Not nmany people can—nor any of the other planets. And isn't that strange too? They're such

i nsignificant pinpoints that nost people can't even find them And yet in just about every system
of religion and nyth fromtines gone by, they filled people with awe and terror and were
associated with gods fighting titanic battles in the sky—nightier even than the Sun and Mon. Wy
woul d that be?" Sariena went on before Keene could respond, "Because the planets noved in
different orbits then, that brought them much cl oser."

She hadn't strayed off the subject, he realized. It was just a roundabout way of addressing the
i ssue he had raised.

She went on, "They saw Venus being ejected by Jupiter. To the Greeks it was Pallas Athene
springing fromthe brow of Zeus. The H ndus have Vi shnu being born of Shiva. The Egyptians, Horus.
Al'l nanes for the sane planets, associated with events in the sky that are described the sane way
everywhere, over and over. Now tell me that Athena isn't the same thing happeni ng again."

"You don't have to convince nme," Keene said. "lI'malready on your side, remenber? But the
scientists who'll determ ne what our governments decide aren't interested in old nyths and
| egends. They're going to want to see facts and evidence and nunbers before they'll budge, and

none of themwants to budge because they're happy with the ideas they've got and things the way
they are.”

Sari ena | ooked at Keene dubiously. "lIs that really all that matters here?" she asked. "Confortable
livings and safe jobs? Prestige and pronotions? Don't things |like where we're all heading in the
|l onger term and wanting to know the truth count?"

"Maybe they did once—+ don't know, you hear these things. But people have al ways thought things
were better in the past. Today, the creed is ~Make what you can now and grab as much as you can
get.' There m ght not be a tonorrow. "

"One day, that could turn out to be a gruesone self-fulfilling prophesy," Sariena observed. "I
don't understand how a system can function that seens to be based on nothing but antagonism”

Keene smiled hunorlessly. "Mst people here can't understand how your systemcan, that isn't."

"We couldn't afford anything else out there,"” Sariena said. "Everyone's survival is at stake. W
have to work together. And look what it's achieving." She paused, waiting, but Keene had nothing
to add just then. After a short silence, she said, "O course we have nore than just ancient nyths
and records. They're just the beginning. W have as nuch fact and evi dence as anyone coul d
reasonably need. Qtherwi se we wouldn't be here.”

"I know about the nass-extinctions and geol ogi cal upheaval s," Keene agreed. "But there are plenty
of other theories going around as to what could have caused all that. How do you positively
connect it all with Venus?"

"Venus is a young planet," Sariena answered. "It hasn't been there for billions of years. The
evi dence has been piling up for decades. A lot of scientists on Earth that we know of are aware of
it."

"I''"l'l be neeting one of themon ny way back," Keene said. "But even if you're right, that doesn't
mean it nearly sidesw ped Earth. That's the biggest single problemyou' re going to have to dea
with: how an orbit that could take it fromJupiter to an Earth-encounter could circularize to what
we see today. Al of conventional theory says it couldn't happen. That's why people here are
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saying that Athena is sonmething different. No mechani sm known to science could reduce its
eccentricity to alnost zero in under four thousand years. That's what they're going to tell you.
How are you planning on answering it?"

Sariena studied himfor a noment. "Do you know about the el ectronagnetic changes that have been
occurring all over the Solar System since Athena was ejected?" she asked curiously.

Keene | ooked at her uncertainly. "Electromagnetic changes to what?"
"The space environment itself. Its properties are being altered.”

Keene was still frowning, but with a newinterest. "No . . ." He told her. "I don't think | do
Suppose you tell nme."

"I don't think it's sonmething that nost scientists here are informed about," Sariena answered.
"Earth hasn't been putting enough deep-space probes out to get the picture. W have. W nust be
getting a better perspective.”

"What' s been happeni ng?" Keene asked.

Sariena notioned upward with an armto indicate the night sky. "This white-hot nmass, hurtling in
fromJupiter for the last ten nmonths, pouring out a tail of highly ionized particles that extends

for mllions of miles, orders of magnitude denser than that of any conmet ever known . . . It's
turning space in the inner Solar Systeminto an electrically active nmedium-at |east, tenporarily.
Now nove an incandescent body in a plasma state through that nediumat high velocity. . . ." She

| eft the suggestion unfinished.

The expression on Keene's face told her there was no need to say any nore. A charged body noving
through an electrically active nediumwoul d be subject to forces that in those conditions could
concei vably rival or even exceed gravity. Forces that conventional astronom c theory, based on the
assunption of a pre-Athena, electrically quiescent Solar System had never taken into account.

Sari ena nodded, seeing that Keene had nade the connection. "Qur scientists in Kronia have been
runni ng sone cal cul ations. The prelimnary results canme in to the Gsiris just before we cane down
to the surface. They're being rechecked before we present anything here officially. But perhaps
you coul d arrange for themto be duplicated i ndependently here on Earth as wel |l —the nore

confirmation we get, the better. W'Ill| give you the codes to access the files of original data
fromour probes. |I think you'll find the results interesting."

11

Next norning, the over-breakfast continuation of the interviewwith the science journalist went
wel |, and Keene was happy that the treatment would be accurate. Afterward, he went back up to his

roomand called Marvin Curtiss as prom sed. Although Texas was an hour behind Eastern Tine, he
found Curtiss already in his office. Apparently, Halloran, Lonack, and nost of the other

engi neering and project managers were at work already over in the Kingsville plant too, working
out figures for a proposal that Harry Halloran had cone up with for getting the Montenorelos site
operational sooner, as Curtiss had want ed.

Instead of the conventional above-ground pads as used at San Saucillo, where final testing and any
|l ast-m nute servicing had to be conducted out in the elenments, the Montenorelos facility used an
experinmental design of silo in which all preparations and | aunch woul d be effected in one

bl ast proofed | ocation. Equi pnment installation was virtually conplete, and the next phase called
for a live test of the launch systens. A live test nmeant actually |aunching sonething. For
sonething to be launched, it would first have to be there. The existing plan called for a regul ar
(chem cal powered) vehicle to be noved in sections by road fromKingsville and assenbl ed i n one of
the silos. However, a separate surface-to-orbit trial was also due to be conducted in the near
future from Saucillo, involving a minishuttle fitted with a nodified hybrid engine using solid
propellant and a |iquid oxidizer. Halloran had proposed conbining the two prograns by |anding the
m ni shuttle at Montenorelos after its orbital trials, where it would then be available for the

| aunch test without anything needing to be shipped by road. The planning conmittee would be
meeting that norning to consider it.

Keene agreed the suggestion nade sense, but it was an internal Anspace affair and not sonething
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that concerned himdirectly. He went on to sunmarize his inpressions after neeting the Kronians.
The npst inmportant thing to come out of it was Sariena's disclosure of the changes the Kronian
scientists had detected in the solar environment and the need to verify their cal cul ati ons of what

it inplied. "I was hoping Jerry could set it up sonewhere on one of the big conputers you' ve got
access to," Keene concluded. Jerry Allender was the head of research at Anspace. "If he needs sone
help froma specialist in celestial mechanics, | could probably put himin touch with a couple of

people I know. "

"How soon do we need this?" Curtiss asked, not |ooking enthralled. "W're going to be swanped here
with this Mntenorel os business as things are.”

"l think it's absolutely crucial to have the results confirmed or otherwi se by the time the

Kroni ans get back fromtheir tour," Keene pressed. "That nmeans we ought to get noving now. | could
get Vicki to take care of liaising with the Kronians and getting the files and material together.
Judith could even help with running it and tackling a specialist—she's pretty hot. Al Jerry would
need to do would be to set things up."

"What results did the Kronians get?" Curtiss asked. "Do we know?"

"No, they've just offered to et us have their raw data. That's the way it should be done. Sariena
just said she thought we'd find theminteresting."

Curtiss drew a long breath, then nodded. "Ckay, we'll see what we can do," he promised. "Talk to
Harry. 1'Il tell himto expect to hear fromyou. Now | have to rush. W' ve obviously got one of
t hose days ahead of us, and I've a commitnent in the city tonight."

"What's on?" Keene asked. "Business dinner? Press O ub? Sone kind of civic function?"

"My stepdaughter Anna is playing the cello. It's her first appearance in public, and it woul d be
nmore than ny life's worth not to be there." Curtiss |ooked pl eased that Keene had asked. He seened
quite proud. Keene liked it when tycoons showed a human touch. It nmeant there was hope for the
race yet.

He called Vicki inmediately afterward and caught her at the house just as she was about to | eave
for the office. "Sonething came up at the Kronian party last night that could be inportant,” he
told her. "Can you pull Judith off that Japanese project and ask her to take a | ook at it—mmybe
give her a hand. | want you to access the Kronian research files and find sone data they' ve been
collecting on changes in the el ectromagnetic properties of the space environnent during the past
ten nonths. You can get it fromthe databank in the Gsiris—no need for all the delays in dealing
with Saturn. |I'Il send details and access codes to you at the office."

"Changes?" Vicki repeated, |ooking surprised.

"Yes. It seens that all that stuff that Athena's spewi ng out has been altering the inner-system
free-space perneability and pernmittivity—for a while, anyway, until the solar wind blows it away.
But in the neantinme we're in a nore electrically active nei ghborhood. | want to conpute the forces
that would act on a hot, nmassively charged body and how they would affect its orbital
characteristics."”

"You want us to do this . . . ?"

"No, no—not all on your own, there, anyway. |'ve just talked to Marvin. He's going to have Jerry
Allender set it up in his department over there. But they're all in a panic this norning over
sonmething else that's going on. | just want us to do the go-betweening with the Kronians for them
You might need to involve a specialist too. | can think of a couple of nanes you could try. 'l
send themwith the other stuff."

Vicki stared at himfor a few seconds, thinking rapidly. "Are we tal ki ng about Venus?" she asked
at |ast.

"Coul d be," Keene answered noncommittally.

"Are you saying that our scientists here don't know about this already?"
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Keene shrugged. "All too busy witing begging letters to Congress or getting thenselves into the
Washi ngton bl ack-tie cocktail-party circuit.”

The significance was slowy sinking in. Vicki shook her head, |ooking disbelieving. "Lan . . . do
you realize that what you're tal king about could upset half of astronony all the way back to

Newt on? | mean, you just call on the phone when |I'mleaving for work and nention it as casually as
if it were a bookshelf you want ordered. "

"Yes, | know, but | haven't got time to go into raptures over the philosophy of it right now
There's probably a cab waiting for nme downstairs already."

Just then, a blurred voice called sonething in the background behind Vicki. She | ooked away. "I
said on the table in the kitchen," she directed to sonmewhere off-screen

"Robin getting ready for school ?" Keene sai d.

Vi cki turned back again. "You guessed. How do you do it, Lan?"

"And how is he? Anything new with the di nosaurs?”

"I't's led into mammot hs. But don't ask me right now, I'Il mail you a note if you're interested.”
"Sure, I'minterested."

"You want to say hi to hinP"

"Sure."

"Robin, it's Landen on the line. Like to say hello for a second?"

A few seconds went by, and then Robin noved into the view al ongside the imge of Vicki. "H, Lan.
How s Washi ngton? Did you get to neet the Kronians?"

"Sure did. I'lIl tell you all about themnext tinme | stop by."

"I's that it?" Vicki asked Robin, gesturing at a blue folder that he was hol ding.
"Yes. | was sure it was upstairs."”

"What's in it?" Keene inquired.

"Ch, a project we're doing at school, in the science class. W have to wite an essay on the
Jokt ani ans and the kinds of things that have been turning up in the places they're digging at."

"That's the old civilization fromaround Arabia and Ethiopia that was only discovered in the | ast
few years," Vicki supplied for Keene's benefit. "So give the school system sone credit—they're
keeping up to date.™

"Ah yes," Keene was able to reply airily. "Naned after Noah's grandson. Legend says the earliest
peopl es of southern Arabia were descended fromhim The Arab word is Qahtan.”

Vicki stared hard and blinked. "I didn't think you'd know that."

Keene managed to keep a straight face and replied nonchal antly, while inside enjoying every nonent
of it. "Why not? | thought everyone did."

She shook her head. "Lan, you never cease to amaze ne."

"Just call it talented. Got to go. Check your namil when you get in. I'll probably stay in town
tonmorrow too. See you Thursday."

The final thing Keene did before | eaving the hotel to begin his schedule for that day was cal
David Salio. Salio was surprised to hear back fromhimso soon, but pleased. Yes, it turned out
that he was flexible that week and could be avail abl e. Keene arranged to see himon Thursday and
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changed his flight arrangenents to stop off in Houston on his way back to Corpus Christi. Things
seenmed to be noving al ong.

12

The Aerospace Sciences Institute was both a research and educational establishment, set up jointly
by a consortium of contractors and allied interests. It was funded privately and made no appeal s
to the public purse, the goal being to ensure an adequate supply of conpetent specialists in the
fields essential to the industry, w thout conplications arising fromany yielding of standards to
political agendas. NASA | ayoffs and the ensuing contraction of the Johnson Center had provided
much of the initial recruitnent and been one of the reasons for choosing Houston as the | ocation.

Keene was no stranger there, although he had not dealt previously with the Planetary Studies
section, which was where David Salio worked. The principal interests of the founder corporations
were comrerci al and defense-related, |eading themto focus essentially on |aunch and Earth-orbit
activities, with some involvenent in lunar pilot schenes and the scientific endeavor on Mars, the
latter of which was a small-scale operation in any case. But putting sone effort into theoretica
studies of longer-termpossibilities bolstered the i mage of exploration and adventure that excited
the public, gratified stockhol ders, and worked wonders for recruiting ads. And besi des, despite
their stereotype to the contrary, nany of the executives responsible for policy were genuinely
curious.

The Institute was run in a spirit that conformed to the open-door tradition of regular
universities, nore sensitive and secretive work bei ng conducted el sewhere. Accordingly, a little
over ten mnutes ahead of the appointed tine, Keene sauntered in fromwhere the airport cab had
dropped himin front of the denn Building, verified fromthe |obby directory that Salio's office
was on the fifth floor, and went on up w thout need of signature, badge, or security check. The
el evator delivered himto a carpeted area with plants, padded | eather seating arranged around a
gl ass-topped table, and a wall of picture wi ndows |ooking out over one of the Houston freeway

i nterchanges. A sign directed himpast a vending area into a corridor of sinmlar-Iooking nunbered
doors and occasional bulletin boards, where eventually he arrived at 521, with a naneplate
alongside indicating it to be the office of DAVID R SALI O Keene tapped, waited for a nmonent, and
then eased the door open. A voice frominside called out, "Dr. Keene? Yes, do cone on in. | won't
be a second.”

The office was the faniliar conbination of overflow ng desk, conputer work station, raggedly
packed bookshel ves, and wall board that seened to characterize the natural habitat of Hono sapiens
technicus the world over. Salio was at the conputer, clicking through a series of data-contour

i mages on the screen, pausing to flag a point here and there or add a comment to the caption

"Must get this off to sonebody at JPL right away. It won't take a minute. Could you use a coffee
or soda or sonethi ng?"

"I"'mfine, thanks. | had plane-food on the way."

Keene judged Salio to be in his md-twenties to maybe thirty. He had straight black hair, a
shadowy chin, and heavy-rinmred gl asses, giving hima studentish | ook that seenmed mldly

i ncongruous in combination with the plaid shirt, blue jeans, and pointy cowboy boots. There was an
i ntense, birdlike nervousness about the way he peered at the screen, pecking at icons and
hanmmeri ng qui ck staccatos on the keys. The desk to one side bore a framed famly print showi ng an
attractive woman and two young, happy-1ooking children. On the wall behind was a poster show ng
clinmbing routes up the face of El Capitan in Yosenmte, and beside it a cork board with
departmental notes, postcards from various places, and a cartoon collection

Finally, a mail screen appeared and Salio sent the package off to its destination with a flourish
Then he stood and extended a hand. "Sorry about that. One of those things that couldn't wait.
Let's see . . . we need to make some roomfor you." He lifted a pile of books and papers froma
chair by the wall and cleared sone space for themon top of a file cabinet. Keene sat down, and
Salio nmoved around to pull up his own chair on the far side of the desk. He | ooked across and
pushed his hair up fromhis eyes. "Well, | admt |I was flattered when you got back to ne so

qui ckly. | never expected to see you here in person. W don't exactly get a lot of celebrities
stopping by in this office.”

"Ch, | wouldn't attach too nuch significance to that," Keene said. "You know how it is. They'l
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all have found sormeone el se by the end of the week."
"What's your title with Armspace, if you don't mnd ny asking?"

"I"'mnot exactly with Anspace. | run a technical consultancy on nucl ear dynanics that's been
working with themfor a nunber of years: Protoni x—also based in Corpus Christi."

IIAh. . .II

"That's what | really do. The stunt and conmercial |ast Friday were coincidental."

"lIt's stirring up a lot of hostility out there," Salio said. "But you knew that had to happen.”

"I'f you hope to do anything, you have to be visible," Keene answered. "As | said when we talked,
Amspace, nyself, and various other interests that we're associated with are trying to help pronote
the Kronian case because we believe it's too inportant an issue to let politics and scientific
dogmatismget in the way of the truth—which is what's happening. You said you'd like to help.
We're interested enough that |I'm here.”

"This is all very gratifying, Dr. Keene. It's sonething |I've been battling over for years."

" “Landen' is fine. So can we tal k about the kind of work that you and the other scientists that
you said you' re in touch with have been doing? Particularly about Venus being a young planet. You
said a ot of evidence points to it."

"I can't say whether or not it had anything to do with Mises," Salio cautioned. "Things |ike that
aren't witten in thermal signatures or atnospheric conpositions. But what | can show you is that
practically everything we know about Venus is consistent with the notion of a young, recently very
hot body." Salio tilted his chair back and clasped his hands behind his head. "The first thing
every school kid knows is that what the first Anerican and Russi an probes found back in the

ni neteen sixties cane as a big surprise—at least it did to the orthodox theory. The expectation
had been that since Venus was about Earth's size and had clouds, it would be pretty sinilar—aybe
alittle warmer through being nearer to the Sun. What they found was virtually a vol canic

caul dron: surface tenperature seven-hundred-fifty degrees K and nore—enough to nelt |ead—and an

at nrosphere of acids and hydrocarbon gases at ninety times the pressure of Earth's. Not the kind of
place to put on your list of vacation spots.”

"Supposedl y a runaway greenhouse effect," Keene supplied. It was what all the texts said, and not
somet hi ng he had ever had nuch reason to doubt or |ook into.

Salio pulled a face. "Yes, " supposedly'—a good choice of word, M. . . . Landen. That theory was
contrived as an attenpt to square the facts with the established assunption of an ancient planet.
But it really doesn't stand up. The main weakness is quite sinple: a real greenhouse has a roof
that stops the hot air inside fromconvecting upward and bei ng replaced by cooler air circulating
down from above. A planet doesn't have such a lid, and so there's nothing to stop the hot surface
gases fromnmixing with the freezing upper |ayers. A greenhouse process mght raise the tenperature
some, but maintaining a difference of over seven hundred degrees just isn't credible. You' d reach
thermal equilibriumthrough convection and radi ati on back into space |long before it got anywhere
near that. The only way such a difference could be maintained is if the heat source is the planet
itself, not the Sun."

"A young, recently very hot body," Keene repeated.

"Exactly. And enough heat doesn't get down to the surface in any case. In fact, hardly any does.
For a start, nost of the sunlight is reflected off the cloud tops thirty miles up—which is why
Venus is so bright. And what does penetrate diminishes rapidly with depth in an atnosphere that
thick, so that any solar heating you do get occurs at the top. Thermally it's nore |ike shall ow
seas on Earth, where sunlight is absorbed primarily in the upper three hundred feet. Venus's
surface pressure is about equivalent to that three thousand feet down in the ocean. Even at the
equator, the tenperature at that depth is only about eight degrees above freezing. You see, the
greenhouse effect can't sinply be magnified without linmt. Increasing the insulation also reduces
the amount of sunshine that's transmitted. Taking things beyond a certain point beconmes self-
defeating: The loss in transmission is no | onger conpensated for by the extra insulation, and the
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tenperature begins to drop. None of the heat fromthe bottom of the ocean can escape into space,
but it isn't boiling hot."

Keene thought it through but couldn't fault it. He nodded for Salio to continue.

"This all fits with other things that have been known since the earliest U S. and Russian space
shots," Salio said. "The planet isn't in thermal equilibriumas the greenhouse expl anati on woul d
require. It radiates twenty percent nore energy out than falls on it fromthe Sun. Its dark side
isn't cooler, even though night lasts fifty-eight days. In fact, it's slightly warner. W're

tal king about a planet with a |lot of residual heat."

"Has a cooling-curve nmodel been worked out that's consistent with this kind of tenperature from an
i nternal source?" Keene queri ed.

"Ch yes—and it's quite interesting. If you start out with the assunption of an incandescent state
three and a half thousand years ago, which is what the Kronians are saying, the cal cul ated
tenperature today works out at seven-fifty degrees K—precisely what's observed."

"Way not radioactivity in the rocks?" Keene queried. "It warns us up here. Wiy not there too?"
"CGenerating ten thousand tinmes nore heat than Earth does?" Salio shook his head. "No way."

Keene frowned as he thought back over what had been said. "And this has been known for years?
So why do we keep hearing the sane story?"

Sali o shrugged. "Once people are trained in a particular theory, they becone enotionally wedded to
it. They can be literally incapable of seeing anything that contradicts it, and will invent the
nmost amezing rationalizations. That's why you have to wait for a generation to die off before you
can nove on."

"But how can that be?" Keene invited. "Science is objective, inpartial, and self-correcting. A
t he textbooks say so."

Salio returned a thin, hunorless smle. It was clear that they spoke the sane | anguage. Keene
sensed the way to real comunication opening between them It occurred to himwhat a | onely
professional life Salio nust |lead. Salio went on, "And then you have the anomalies in atnospheric
conposition. For exanple, as nost people know there's the sulfuric acid in the upper

cl ouds—probably formed out of sulfur trioxide fromthe hydrocarbon gases binding with what little
wat er ever existed. But sulfuric acid in the cloud tops ought to have a short life due to
deconposition by solar W. If Venus were over four billion years old, there shouldn't be any

sul furic acid left. But there is.

"The m ddl e atnosphere is rich in carbon di oxide. That shoul d have been dissociated in a few
thousand years into carbon nonoxi de and oxygen, which don't reconbine again easily and ought to be
abundant. They're not.

"And where are Venus's oceans? In billions of years it ought to have outgassed enornous vol unes of
wat er. The conventional explanation is that it was dissociated into oxygen, which conbined with
the rocks, and hydrogen, which escaped. But a lot of us can't buy that. For one thing, the depth
of surface you'd need to “garden' to absorb the anmount of oxygen indicated just isn't credible.
And for another, if dissociation produced oxygen, the oxygen shoul d reconbine into upper-

at nosphere ozone the way it does on Earth, shutting out that UV band and termi nating the process.
How can you postul ate one mechani sm and i gnore the ot her?"

Keene could tell there was nore. "CGo on," he said, staring wonderingly.

Salio tossed out a hand idly, as if inviting Keene to take his pick. "Ratios of argon isotopes.
Argon-40 is a decay product of potassium40 and should increase over tine—+to a | evel conparable
with Earth's, you'd think, if Venus were as old as the Earth. But in fact it's around fifteen

times less. On the other hand, argon-36 is prinordial and shoul d have decayed to a |evel Iike
Earth's. It turns out to be hundreds of tinmes nore. Both figures are about what you woul d expect
in a young planet's original atnosphere. . . . And if you want, we could talk about the | ack of

erosion that you' d expect from dense, corrosive wi nds, and the absence of a regolith; the flatness
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of the surface; and the enornous lava flows with huge nunbers of collapsed vol canic fornmations.
The books say d ynpus Mons on Mars is the biggest known volcano. | think they're wong. Venus is.
The whol e planet's a cooling vol cano. "

Keene had al ready accepted Salio as the kind of person who took his work seriously and woul d get
his facts right. He sat back and massaged his brow After a few seconds he | ooked back up. "I
assume you can point ne to sources for all this?" he said.

"Ch, sure," Salio replied. "And I'll include some on the Mon as well. Cbviously, if something
canme cl ose enough to the Earth to cause polar shifts and all kinds of devastation, the Mon shoul d
show signs of it as well."

"And it does?"

"Yes—al | the signs of something passing close by and subjecting it to intense tidal stress and

heating on one side. The formation of the nmaria | ava sheets is consistent with nmelting by tida

forces. If they were extrusions of nolten naterial frombillions of years ago, they ought to be
covered by a deep layer of regolith. It's practically nonexistent."

Keene nodded slowly. He renenbered readi ng somewhere that sone of the scientists who planned the
original Apollo nissions had been worried that the | anders mght sink in the dust.

"The maria extend across one side in a huge great-circle swathe, which is what you' d expect froma
passi ng encounter," Salio went on. "And nobonquakes are concentrated along two nmatching belts, six
to eight hundred kilonmeters down. |f the Moon has been dead for billions of years, there shouldn't
be any noonquakes. Wat it says is that sonmething deforned the structure recently, and it's still
recovering. That would account for the bulge on the nmaria side too, which has been a puzzle for
centuries. If it were prinmeval, it should have sunk under gravity |long ago." Salio spread his
hands in a gesture of finality. "You' ve got volcanic activity that shouldn't be there today. And
the maria | avas have a coherent nmmgneti smthat neans they cooled in the presence of a field far
too strong to have been either terrestrial or solar. So where did it cone fron? . . . Do you want
me to go on?"

"It's okay, David. I'mgetting the picture. | can check the rest out nyself fromyour references."”
Keene stood up and flexed his arms, as if it would help himdigest all this information better
There was a chart on one of the walls showi ng a depiction of the MIky Way Gal axy. Sonebody had
added an arrow with the caption: You are here . . . or naybe sonewhere near here—¥érner

Hei senberg. Salio sorted sone of the papers on his desk, allowi ng Keene time to think

At length, Keene turned. "So why hasn't your thinking been channel ed al ong the standard |ines that
we keep hearing?" he asked. "You seempretty free to foll ow where your inclination | eads. How cone
the difference?"

Salio's intense | ook softened for the first tine into sonmething approaching a grin. "Wll, it's
really what you nmight call a hobby interest, so nobody around here cares that nmuch. W' re not part
of the establishment. The concerns that run this institute are interested in technol ogy as opposed
to what you and | think of as science. Ruffling acadenic feathers isn't something we have to worry
about." Salio licked his Iips and indicated the door. "Are you sure you wouldn't like a drink of
sonme kind? I'mgoing for one. But then |'ve been doing all the talking."

"Ckay, maybe a cup of coffee," Keene conceded.

"Splendid." Salio rose fromhis chair. "W can go to the visitors' area by the el evators where you
came in, or if you don't mind rmuck and squal or, there's our own cubbyhol e which is closer—but the
coffee's better."

"I''"l'l take that. Probably feel nore at honme anyhow," Keene said. He | ooked at the poster of E
Capitan while Salio was coning around the desk. "Is that something you do—linb?"

"I used to. These days, though, other things tend to take up nore of life . Salio | ooked back

at the photo on his desk. "Or maybe I'mjust getting ol der."

"Nice famly," Keene conplinented as he waited for Salio to |l ead the way out the door. "What's
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your wife's nane?"

"Jean. She's Canadi an—al so an energency-room nurse at one of the hospitals here. |'ve been offered
a sabbatical at a university in England, which will mean noving there for two years. She's very
excited about it—well, | suppose we both are. It will be her first time in Europe."

"Sounds terrific."

They followed the corridor and cane to a double door. Salio stopped, opened one side, and ushered
Keene through into laboratory surroundings. "Now |I'I|l show you what | really do," he said.

The centerpiece of the roomwas a conplex assenbly of nachined parts housing an array of
electronic units, wiring forms, |enses, and mechani sms. The whol e stood about the size of a
kitchen table and was supported in a wheeled cradle. Two technicians in |lab coats, one nale, one
fermal e, were working over it. A youth who |ooked like a student was sitting at a console by the
far wall.

"Looks like satellite instrunentation," Keene renarked.

"Exactly right. This is a package that we're putting together to go into | ow orbit over Saturn,"
Salio said. "There will be some descent probes too."

"I's it part of sonme deal to do with the Kroni ans?" Keene asked. A nunber of concerns on Earth had
wor ked out cooperative ventures with the col ony where they could be of rmutual service.

Sali o nodded. "They'll transport the nodules there for us and deploy them Don't ask ne what the
reci procal arrangenent is. I'"'monly interested in the scientific side."

A di scussion of technical details foll owed. Keene comented that walking in off the street to find
hi nsel f | ooking at a sophisticated piece of equipnent |like this seened, sonehow . . . "casual."

"Ch, this is just a prototype that we're testing design ideas on," Salio told him "The one
that'll actually be going is being assenbled in California. And you're right. There, it's clean
roons, gowns, filtered air—the works."

Salio led the way through to a workshop area at the rear, where a bench bel ow the wi ndows ran the
I ength of one wall. There were racks for tools and materials, and shelves bearing an assortnent of
cont ai ners, boxes, and pieces of unidentifiable gadgetry. Several tubular steel chairs standing

| oosely around a scratched plastic-topped table, and a snmall refrigerator supporting a coffee
maker denoted the lunch area. Salio filled a nug for Keene, waved a hand at the milk and sugar
containers for himto help hinself, and got hinself a can of |enon soda from bel ow.

"So, do | take it you're with the Kroni ans about Venus being an earlier Athena?" Keene asked,
getting back to the subject as they sat down.

"Well, it fits with the heat, the hydrocarbon gases—all the other things we tal ked about," Salio
replied. "Also, its whole atnosphere is in a state of super-rotation in an east-west direction at
about a hundred tines the speed of the surface, which is consistent with the idea of a dense tai
wrapping itself around the planet and still dissipating angular nomentum" He peel ed open his
drink. "And then you've got the comets. The shower of new comets that acconpani ed the ejection of
Athena is forcing a revision of the idea that conmets come from outside the Sol ar System—whi ch,
personal ly, | never had much tine for anyway. | mean how el se are you going to get naterial
conpressed to the density of rock out in space?

"But it goes further. The whol e question of how the Solar Systemwas formed night have to be

ret hought. There's work going back to the last century that no one has ever refuted, saying that
neither of the traditional tidal or accretion nodels can be right. Because of its disrupting
effects, none of the inner planets could have fornmed inside the orbit of Jupiter. If so, then
where did they come fron? An obvious thought is that if Venus and At hena originated by fission
fromJupiter, then maybe the others did too, which makes Jupiter not just a conet factory but a
pl anet factory too. And that's exactly where the Kronian line of thinking is taking us." Salio
took a drink at last and paused again to think for a noment. "The biggest problemis to account
for the circularization of orbits. Conventional theory doesn't do it, and that's where the Church
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of Astronony is going to be digging its heels in."

Keene sat back and | ooked at him amazed. They had converged totally. "Wuld you believe | was
talking to the Kronians about just that very thing | ast Monday night?" he said.

"You' ve actually net thenP"
"That was one of the reasons why | was in WAshington."
Salio | ooked i npressed "And do they have any ideas?" he asked.

"Yes," Keene answered. "I think they mght." He paused, waiting for a reaction. Salio waved for
himto continue. "Well, go on. Now I'mthe one doing the |istening."

"What woul d you say to the suggestion that the orbits aren't always determ ned purely
gravitationally?" Keene replied. "Suppose an event |ike Athena could alter the electrica
environnent to create a tenporary reginme in which charge-induced forces becane significant.
M ghtn't that nake a difference?"

Salio didn't answer at once but stared at himlong and fixedly. "Is there sone reason to suppose
that's true?" he asked finally.

"I think the Kronians night have some good reasons, yes," Keene replied. He went on to sumuari ze
what Sariena had said about the Kronian findings and the arrangenents being made in Corpus Christi
to compute the inplications. Naturally, Salio was intrigued. Keene prom sed to keep hi m posted on
t he out cone.

Back in Salio's office, Keen finally got around to asking the question that had been his prinme
reason for comng to see Salio. "If Anspace were to arrange mnmedi a coverage and so forth, would you
be willing to go public with the kinds of things you' ve been telling nme this norning?"

"I'd be happy to," was Salio's reply. "Wasn't that why | got in touch with you in the first
pl ace?"

"I't wouldn't create problens with the people you work for here?" Keene checked.

"No. As | said before, as far as they're concerned it's just a hobby. As long as it doesn't affect
their budgets, contracts, or conpletion dates, no one here is going to worry too much."

Salio offered lunch, but Keene's flight departure tinme didn't allow for it. He called for a cab to
take Keene to the airport, and, to stretch his legs and get sone air, said he'd acconpany Keene
down to the front entrance

"So what's your version of why so many astrononmers don't want to think about it?" Keene asked as
they stood waiting. He was curious to see how Salio's view conpared with Cavan's. "I nmean, you and
I don't have a problem |If you tell the ordinary guy in the street that we nearly got w ped out by
Venus once, he says "Say, that's interesting. Tell me nore.' Wy the difference?"

Salio stared into the distance. Having to ponder the psychol ogy of such things seemed to be
sonet hi ng he was not used to. "Maybe if your whole world is built on certainty and prestige, the
thought of losing it is sonmething you can't face," he offered finally. "Odinary people accept
uncertainty and insecurity every day."

"Maybe, " Keene said. It was a thought, anyway.

Salio went on, "And in any case, it's not true of all astrononmers. There's a lot of politics that

I try not to get mxed up in. The astrononmers | know out on the West Coast would like to see al
this debated nore openly. But the International Astronom cal Union, headquartered at the Harvard-
Smi thsoni an center in Canbridge, sets the official line. That's where the |ines and Wb |inks from
around the world conme in to report observations, coordinate announcenents, and so on. Its ties are
to Washi ngton investment capital and the defense establishnent, both of whose horizons are
conservative and Earth-centered."

Keene nodded slowy. Cavan had nentioned Voler's recently being nonminated for presidency of the
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| AU. "So what happens on the Wst Coast?" he asked.

"There's a kind of parallel information clearinghouse at JPL in Pasadena," Salio said. "The AU is
primarily NSF-supported. JPL is operated for NASA by Cal Tech, which, being a private institution
gives it nore autonony. Certainly, a lot of scientists there would |ove to start |aunching stuff
all over the Sol ar System again the way the Kronians want us to, but the catch is being tied to
gover nment noney."

"Who' d be the person to talk to out there?" Keene inquired curiously.

"The best | can think of would be a guy called Charlie Hu at JPL. He runs their communications
center and big number-crunching operations. | wouldn't be surprised if he talks to the Kronians on
a direct line the sane as you do, but doesn't publicize it nuch. Anyhow, sure, | can put you in
touch with him™"

There was only one nore thing. As the cab appeared in the gateway to the parking |ot, Keene
renenbered Robin's theory of dinosaurs arriving with inpacting bodies and asked Sali o what he
thought. At the tine Robin nentioned it, Keene had thought it outlandish; nowit seened rather
t ane.

"Well, it's different," Salio said—with an effort to be tactful, Keene thought. "Is it your idea?"
"No. The son of a friend of mine. He's fourteen.”

Salio | ooked surprised and at the sanme tinme inpressed. "Well, as | say, it's different—but | can
see a few problenms. Let me think about it. Can you give ne his e-mail code? It woul d probably make
himfeel good if he got a response fromthe Institute directly, don't you think?"

* * *

The TV had been left on in the passenger compartnent of the cab. Keene was about to turn it off,
but paused when he realized that the itemthat had just come on featured a senator from New York
giving his views on the Kronians.

"They're overextended with no credit in the bank. If you ask me, this whole line they're pushing
is a ploy to sucker us here on Earth into bailing themout of a fool hardy venture that should

never have been attenpted in the first place. Wll, I"msorry but ny answer is, we have problens
of our own to take care of. No, sir, | will not be voting my support."”
13

Judith was spending a year at Protonix to gain commercial experience before going back to
university to continue her postdoctoral work. She confounded all the jokes and stereotypes by
bei ng bl ond, pretty, busty, and | eggy, and nodel ed for girly nmagazi nes when she wasn't conputing
reactor thermal dynamics or charge distributions in ionized gas flows. Her fiancé was froma
fam ly that owned a chain of Texas autonobil e deal erships, but he had passed on his share of the
fortune to study and conpose mnusic. Keene had never found life to be short on incongruities.

"W need to nodify sone orbital nechanics prograns that Jerry's peopl e downl oaded," she told Keene
when he stuck his head in her office to ask about progress on his return to Corpus Christi. "I

tal ked to Neuzender at Princeton and he said he'll help out, but can't until something he's
working on is done. He asked nme to say hi, by the way."

n O(ay. n
"I'd say, naybe a week or two."

"Un" Keene pulled a face. "I was hoping we'd have it before the Kronians get down to serious
business. Is that the best we can do?"

"I'I'l keep pushing. Maybe we can shave it down a bit."
"What ever you can do. How was the conputer thing in Dallas on Saturday?"

"Not bad. | found the perfect replacenent for this nachine. It's just what we need: inage-tank
driver, voice directable, and with math-pro conditioning."
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"Sounds great, but I'mup to ny ears saving the world right now "

"Vi cki has the brochures, specs, and prices."

"Ckay, I'll take a | ook. How s everything el se?"

"Celia's noving along with the Karisaki thing. W should get the draft done by tonorrow "
"Great stuff. Catch you later."

Back in his own office, he reviewed his nessages. A note from Karen confirnmed a neeting the next
nmorning with Curtiss and ot her senior Anspace nmanagenent to update themafter his talk with Salio.
Wally had called to say that Harry Halloran's proposal was now officially accepted, and the
tentative date set for the hybrid shuttle trial out of San Saucillo, followed by a | andi ng at

Mont enorel os, was in two weeks. Pretty quick. Keene nodded in silent approval. Then a header | ower
down caught his eye, saying that a recording from Gallian had been filed around mni dday. Keene
activated it, and a nmonment later the faniliar white-haired features were addressing himfromthe
screen.

"Hel |l o, Landen Keene. You're probably busy, so I'll just leave this for when you get back and not
chase you around on your personal nunber. W' re | eaving Washington for the tour, finally, and

| ooking forward to it—surely the whole planet can't be as hectic as this city. But | just wanted
to let you know that | haven't forgotten my promi se on Monday to arrange for you to see the
Gsiris. In fact, | have talked to Captain Idorf and asked himto get in touch with you. It is his
ship, after all, and he should be the one issuing invitations." Gallian | ooked away for a nonent.
"Well, they're hounding nme again. Got to go. Be our guest, as we are yours. Sariena sends regards.
More when we've a noment. Bye."

And, indeed, the nmessage fromldorf up in the Gsiris, inviting Keene to visit the ship, was four
items farther down. ldorf regretted that he would have to leave it to Keene to get hinself up
there, however. Any others that Keene might wish to bring too would al so be wel come, since right
now there was plenty of space aboard. Keene killed the screen, |eaned back, and thought it over.
No doubt there would be official vessels shuttling up and down between the ship and the surface
for one reason or another that he could probably get a place on, but if his experience was
anything to go by it would be a tedious and of ficious business. The Amspace trial that Wally had
sai d was scheduled to take place in tw weeks offered an obvious alternative possibility. Keene
warned to the idea as he nulled over it. If they could kill two birds with one stone, then why not
three? He wasn't listed to go on the trial as things stood, since it involved sinply a
conventional type of engine that didn't involved him but that could be changed. They were using a
m ni shuttle; there would be plenty of spare room

He sat forward to the screen again and called Wally Lomack at Kingsville.
"Lan, say, what's up? Howd it all go in Washi ngton?"

"Pretty good, Wally. There's been nore since, too. I'll be over at Kingsville tonorrow after |
talk to Marvin and his people in town in the norning, so I'll fill you in then. Ri ght now,
wanted to tal k about the hybrid and Montenorel os mssion."

"It's going ahead—targeted for two weeks fromnow. | sent you a note."
"I know. |'ve seen it. | don't suppose you were planning on flying yourself, right?"

Lomack | ooked surprised. "Wiy, no. It's just a regular trial. Wiy would I want to go? |'ve done
enough of all that in nmy time. That's what we have crew for."

"But you're CDE. You could change the flight roster if you had a good reason."
"Lan, quit playing ganes. Wat's this about?"
"How woul d you like to see the inside of the Kronians' ship?"

"The Gsiris?"
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"Right. 1've got us an invitation. The fee is that you provide the transport up there."

It took Lomack several seconds to satisfy hinself that Keene was serious. He shook his head in
amazenment. "Hell, you were only with them one evening. Wat did you do, offer them sone free
consul ti ng?"

Keene grinned. "As if they needed any. . . . Oh, cone on, you know nme, Wally. Snooth operator when
the occasion calls. So what do you think? Can do?"

Lomack thought, inclined his head, and pursed his lips. "lIt's a tenpting thought, all right.

"We can offer other places too," Keene said. "Any nunber up to what a mnishuttle can carry. That
shoul d hel p make it nore popular.”

"That's true enough." Lonmack chewed his lip for a nonment |onger, and then nodded. "Ckay, |'Ill see
what | can do. No promises, mnd, but I'Il put it to Harry. Good enough?”

"CGood enough. Take care, Vally."
"You too."

Keene cl eared down and sat staring at the blank screen, savoring for a few nonents the rare
feeling of everything in life going right for a change. Miurphy's Law al so operated on itself,
which neant that it didn't always work . . . which neant that it did work. He'd never quite been
able to figure out the logic. He got up and sauntered into Vicki's office, where she was busy over
pages of program code that she had been working on with Judith. "How s life on the | ower decks?"
he i nquired, scanning casually over the sheets.

"It's going to be tight, but with Neuzender's input fromPrinceton | think we'll make it."

"Good." Keene let it hang for a second. "Maybe we've a cause for celebration, then. Never say that
the firmdoesn't appreciate the galley slaves.”

Vi cki gl anced up. "What does that nean, Lan? Another happy hour at the Bandana?"

"Well, it would give you a chance to tell nme about Robin's mamot hs, which you were going to send
and never did," Keene said.

"That's right, | never got around to it. Well, we have had this little thing to work on while
you' ve been seeing the sights around Washi ngton, you know. "

Keene grinned and studied her curiously for a few seconds. "Suppose | said | can fix that trip
into space for you that you' ve been waiting for? Wuld that beat a beer at the Bandana?”

Vi cki stopped and | ooked at himas if she couldn't have heard himright. Her eyes interrogated him
silently. They had worked together |ong enough that Keene had the feeling she could bypass sensory
internediaries and verify directly what was going through his mnd. "You' re serious, aren't you,"
she pronounced finally.

Keene made a gesture that was at the sane tine both nonchal ant and expansive. "Even better. How
about seeing the GCsiris as well?" This tinme Vicki did come close to looking as if she thought this
m ght be a sick joke after all.

Keene nodded, his face splitting into a wide grin. "It's real. So do you feel |ike celebrating? .
Oh, and one nore thing to add to your list. | want us to order a mixed crate of the best
Callforn|an Wi nes to take up as a present to Gallian for organizing it. Did you know he's parti al

to wines? They don't nmake any of the real stuff on Kronia yet."

14

Accel erating ever faster, Athena crossed Mercury's orbit and vani shed into the glare of the Sun.
After attaining a mllion mles per hour at perihelion on the far side, it would reenmerge and
beconme visible again in just over two weeks. Wiile Judith continued working with Jerry All ender
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and the Princeton advisers on the conputations that it was hoped would throw new |light on Venus's
early behavior, Halloran put Lomack's proposition to Marvin Curtiss, and approval cane down for
extending the San Saucill o-Montenorel os operation to include a rendezvous with the Gsiris in the
way Keene had suggested. Keene's and Vicki's places were confirned, and after some debate within
the conpany, a draw between nenbers of senior managenent and technical staff was announced for the
remai ni ng seats.

Wth that side of things going so snoothly, there had to be sonme negative news too. The opposition
groups who had been stirred up by the NI FTV denonstration were still seething, and the forthcom ng
trial offered a tinely opportunity to register their protest. That the vessel involved this time
was not nuclear didn't matter. The target for attack was the company nane.

* *x %

A coupl e of days before liftoff was due, Cavan called Keene at home in his townhouse on Ccean
Drive. It was nid-evening. Keene had just been sharing a couple of beers by the pool out back with
a nei ghbor from across the street.

"Hello, Landen. |I'mreturned at last to the land of the conparatively sane. Are you in the mddle
of anything? | have sonmething that 1'd like to show you."

"No, | was taking it easy for once. So, welcone back. How were Hawaii and Japan? Did the Kronians
survive it all intact?"

Cavan had been one of those acconpanying the Kronian party. The strategy he had outlined for
mani pul ating the public's inage of the Kronians had begun to reveal itself. Instead of the

i ndependent, free-thinking scientists that Keene had seen personally, they were typically shown as
naive, trusting tourists.

"Most of themare bearing up well, a few feeling the strain,” Cavan replied. "They' |l be going
back up to their ship in relays to take a break fromthe gravity before the negotiations start."

"Sounds |ike a good idea," Keene agreed. "How s Gallian? He has to be the ol dest."

Cavan snorted. "He's got nore energy in himthan a football team That's one that you don't have
to worry about."

"Now why doesn't that surprise me?" Keene made an enpty-handed gesture. "Anyway, what have you
got ?"

"1've been picking through what's been going on. The nanme of your friend David Salio at the
Aer ospace Sciences Institute has been turning up a lot in the departnent here. The nedia seemto
be showing an interest in himall of a sudden. It's upsetting a |ot of people."”

"The Amspace PR people have been busy,"” Keene said. "I put themon to that guy Charlie Hu on the
West Coast that Salio nentioned, too, and he's proved a big asset. Science nagazi ne m ght be
running a friendly article, and New Frontiers is interested in putting together a docunentary.
It's really nmoving along."

"Did you know that Coast-to-Coast wants to get Salio on the Russ Litherland Show?" Cavan asked.
"We've got this launch coming up. | haven't been following all the details."

"He received a call recently to confirmthat he was interested in participating. But the cal
didn't cone from anyone at Coast-to-Coast. It was froma wonan called Maria Hutchill, who had
gotten wind of their intention. Does that name nmean anything to you, Landen?"

Keene felt unease and let it show "Leo, this makes ne nervous. | thought SICA's busi ness was
supposed to be national science policy. But it seems we can't nail a letter w thout you know ng
about it. It nmakes ne feel really glad that you're on ny side. . . . At least, | hope you are."

"I told you, Landen, we're all spies now It's a tacky world. Science has been taken over by the
mentalities that run everything el se. The only way to feel secure is to know everyone el se's
secrets and think they don't know yours."
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"I get by okay just managi ng ny own business," Keene said.

"But you're not neurotic. You had the sense to get out."
"I'f you say so. Anyhow who's this Maria . . ."

"Hutchill. She's effectively Herbert Voler's second in command at Yale." Keene's eyebrows l|ifted
at the nention again of his fornmer wife's present husband. Now he was all attention. Cavan went
on, "Voler has energed as the coordinator of the canpaign to discredit the Kronians. The verdi ct
is political and has al ready been decided, but the case for the jury needs to be nade to | ook
scientific."

Keene stared hard at the inmage on the screen. "Did you guess that this would happen, Leo? Was that
why you came to nme?"

"It seened fairly certain early on that Voler would be involved, yes," Cavan adnitted. "The job
dovetails well with his own personal agenda."

Keene nodded without needing to be told what Cavan neant. Voler's credentials and professiona
anbitions had made himthe ideal for Fey to turn to when Keene conmitted the great betrayal of
turning his back on the prospects of social em nence and distinction in acaden a. Keene had
suspected a certain bedazzlenment on Fey's part in that direction before he announced his decision
but he hadn't made an issue of it since his guess had been that she wouldn't be around for too
much [ onger after that in any case. Voler's sights at that time had been set on becomi ng Director
of Qbservational Astrononmy at NASA, which meant running all their ground-based, orbiting, and

| unar observatories. The position was coveted by several notable figures in the academ ¢ world,
and success in the current task of defeating the Kronian mssion would significantly inprove his
chances.

"Have you been keeping track of himover the years since your paths crossed?" Cavan inquired.

"Ch, cone on, Leo," Keene snorted. "Wy should | have? You know | got out of all that. |'ve got
better things to do than play the jeal ous, stalking ex. In any case, | wasn't jeal ous."

"H s pet scheme that he's been trying to get Congressional action on is for a new federa
overseei ng agency to coordinate all major research in government, the academic centers, and major
i ndustrial l|abs," Cavan said. "Wth hinself chairing the supervisory board, of course.”

"OfF course," Keene agreed sarcastically. "W really need another one."

"Ah, yes. But the line he's pushing is that science has been getting sloppy, letting in New Age
and Mot her-Earth nystics, and what's needed is an office with clout that can clean up the faith
and reinstate proper discipline. He's got the ear of a lot of people with problens they can bl ane
on deteriorating scientific standards. So you can see what an opportunity this Kronian situation
is for himto show everyone he's the man for the job. And it would be particularly valuable to him
at the present time, in viewof his bid to become NASA' s astronony supreno. He has the support of
the academ cs, but there are other rivals that many of the scientists within NASA itself would
prefer—+n JPL, for exanple."

Keene nodded. "I heard sonething about that from Salio. So where does this call to himfrom Maria
Hutchill come into it?" he asked agai n.
"She's a disciple in the cause," Cavan replied. "If Herbert makes it big-time, she flies high too.

| just happen to have a recording of the call. Keene shook his head but said nothing

The screen split vertically to show Salio on one side, and a wonan speaking in front of a
background of bookshel ves and part of a wi ndow on the other. Showi ng just his nop of black hair
and heavy-rinmmed spectacles, with no jeans or cowboy boots to offset the inmage, Salio | ooked even
nmore the student than when Keene had met him Hutchill was probably in her thirties, alittle on
the plunmp side with rounded features, and short, unpretentiously cut hair. Her eyes had a sharp

| ook, however, and her voice was firmer than her appearance woul d have suggested. Keene sensed a
potential antagoni sm bei ng consciously kept under restraint.
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"Dr. Salio?"

"Yes."

"I hope I'mnot calling at a bad tine. Do you have a few m nutes?"
"Not if it's insurance, siding, or you want to |end ne noney."

Hutchill forced a smile. "No, I"'mnot selling anything. My nane is Dr. Hutchill, fromthe
Department of Astronony at Yale. It's in connection with the plan to put you on the show wth
Coast -t o- Coast . "

Salio | ooked nore interested. "Well, it's not exactly firmyet."

"Yes, | understand that. Wiat |'mconcerned with is getting an idea of the probable content to
assess its suitability."

"Ch . . . okay. What would you |like to know?"

"Note how she's giving the inpression of being connected with the show as if she's sone kind of
of ficial advisor," Cavan put in fromhis side of the screen

"Yes, | did pick that up," Keene replied.

The conversation opened with a trading of views on theories of the fornmation and stability of the
Solar System Salio was candid in the way he had been with Keene, naintaining a hunorous note and
declining to be unduly deferential. Eventually, they closed over the matter of conets originating
fromJupiter. Hutchill's manner becane nore penetrating. The issue, basically, was whether the
shower of new conmets that had been born with Athena provi ded adequate evi dence that the previously
exi sting short-period conets—the ones with aphelia showing a statistical clustering at the

di stance of Jupiter's orbit—had originated in a simlar episode involving Venus. Salio' s answer
was, sure they did. You didn't need the other nechani sns that been specul ated about over the years
and could throw them away. Hutchill was determined to see them as exceptions.

"There sinply aren't grounds for nmaking such a sweeping generalization on the basis of an event
that has been observed only once," she insisted. "You're ignoring the transfer of |ong-period
comets to short-period trajectories by perturbation, which is still the doni nant process on any
significant tinme scale.”

Salio grinned, evidently having expected it. "That's what the textbooks say," he agreed. "But when
has it been observed even once? | can point you to a string of papers going back to before 1900
whi ch show that such a nechanismisn't viable. It's a myth that has been exposed now for well over
a hundred years."

Di spl easure showed through Hutchill's deneanor for the first tine. "I think |'d advise caution
bef ore dism ssing sonething that's so widely accepted," she said.

"But if acceptance were the thing to go by, then a popular but wong theory coul d never be
changed,"” Salio pointed out. "Let's try plausibility instead. Al the estinmates that |'ve seen
agree that the probability of Jupiter deflecting incomng conmets fromvast distances on parabolic
orbits to an elliptical one is about one in a hundred thousand. So that's the ratio of short-
period to | ong-period that you ought to get. In fact what you have is close to sixteen percent.

The nunber of |ong-periods is far too snall. How many conets are there in the Jupiter fam|y—-about
seventy? And the typical lifetine would be what . . . four thousand years?"
"Hmhm . . . Maybe."

"Let's take that figure, then, and suppose that Jupiter has to replenish themby capturing |ong-
period arrivals at the rate of one in a hundred thousand. To give seventy in four thousand years
woul d require seven mllion |ong-period arrivals, which works out at seventeen-hundred-fifty a
year, or five every day. Allowing for the transit time in and out of the Sol ar System would give
us about nine thousand present in the sky by ny cal culations, of which let's say half would be
brighter than average. A pretty spectacul ar sky." He shrugged and waved a hand, seem ngly enjoying

file:/l/F|/rah/James%20P.%20Hogan/Hogan,%20James%20P%20-%20Cradle%200f%20Saturn.txt (51 of 209) [2/4/03 10:52:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ James%20P.%20Hogan/Hogan,%20James%20P%20-%20Cradl e%6200f %20Saturn. txt

hinself. "So where are they? And then you've got the problemthat all of the short-periods orbit
the Sun in the sane direction as the planets, as they should if they canme from Jupiter. But by
capture, some should be retrograde—n theory half of them You see, the nunbers just don't work
out."

"Sufficient long-termconmets can be produced by periodic disturbances of the Cort Cloud, as |'m
sure you're aware," Hutchill said.

Cavan interjected, "It's the same as what |' m supposed to be doing with the Kronians. She's
| eading himon to sound out his argunments. The idea is to have one of their own people on the show
as well, ready to take himon in a debate."

"She | ooks like she might be getting nore of a debate than she expected," Keene comrented. "This
guy's good."

On the screen, Salio's grin had broadened. "What OCort C oud?" he challenged. "It's never been
actual ly observed, has it? And it's supposed to extend nmaybe hal fway to Centauri. Conets from
interstellar distances would arrive on wide hyperbolic orbits. The short-period conets that
they' re supposed to turn into don't exhibit the distribution of orbits and inclinations you'd
expect froman all-sky parent popul ation."

"I wasn't referring to short-period," Hutchill said shortly. "They are postulated as coning from
t he Kui per Belt, near the planetary plane."

"Postul ated,” Salio echoed. "You' ve still got the problemof velocity msmatch, which tells
agai nst capture. Whatever way you look at it, the nunber of short-periods is still far too high

"Dark matter in the galactic disk would put nore of themonto an injection trajectory,” Hutchil
sai d.

Salio's face registered delight. "So now we have an unobserved Cort Cl oud and a postul ated Kui per
Belt that's influenced by invisible dark matter. And even if all of them existed, they wouldn't
produce the distribution and prograde consistency that we see. Yet what the Kronians are proposing
fits all the facts without any inventions. Al you have to do is throw out sone ideas you've grown
up with. Soisn't it tinme we changed the textbooks?"

The rest of the exchange went into nore details that didn't change the essentials. Hutchill ended
by thanking Salio for his time and hangi ng up visibly disturbed.

"Interesting," Keene pronounced when Cavan had expanded back to fill the screen. "It's going to be
quite a show. Are they just going to let it go, do you think? She obviously wasn't happy. Wat can
they do?"

"All 1'mgoing to say at this point is, don't underestimate anything," Cavan replied. "And that
was really why | called. Your man is bright and knows his stuff, Landen, but he's too trusting.
Maybe it's just his way of telling the world that he has nothing to hide, but it's giving the
opposition a lot of free informati on. The Kroni ans nake the sane ni stake consistently."

"You want nme to talk to hi n?" Keene asked.

"Precisely. | can't intervene—you know ny situation. But soneone should wise himup a little on
the ways of the world. In particular, caution himon who he talks to and how nuch he says to
peopl e he doesn't know. If he's going to take on the big guys in front of a couple of hundred
mllion people, he needs to | earn something about the rules.™

But then Keene becane enbroiled in last-nminute details connected with the inpending space shot,
and sonmehow he never did get around to calling Salio before the day arrived for the | aunch

15

The coverage that the San Saucillo |aunch received, and the distances over which throngs canme to
join in the protest, suggested coordination on a national scale. By early norning, the site was
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al ready besi eged by crowds di sgorged fromcars, trucks, and canpers that had been arriving al

ni ght. Tents and sunshades had been set up, several bands were in action, and the atnosphere would
have approached that of a rock festival were it not for the angry undertones and the cordon of
state and county police and vehicles maintaining a perineter. Anspace security reported that the
approach by road was problematical, and the sheriff was calling on the conpany to act with mini num
provocation. Accordingly, Keene and Vicki were directed to the Kingsville plant to join the rest

of the flight conplenent who were not already at the launch site, and lifted out by helicopter

Keene | ooked down sonber-faced as the administration and assenbly buildings of the San Saucillo
site cane into view ahead. The launch area itself was situated two nmiles farther west, at the far
end of the landing field with its two vehicle transporter tracks running al ong one side. Although
some probl ens had been reported with groups trying to breach the security fence marking the two-
mle safety zone south, west, and north of the pad area, the crowds were nmainly concentrated
around the east end of the conplex and its approach road. As the helicopter descended, a ripple of
hand-wavi ng and gesturing followed it anong the upturned faces below. In sone places, signs that
were being displayed were turned to point upward, although it was inpossible to nake out what they
sai d. The pilot conmenced a pattern of evasive weaving.

"What' s happeni ng?" Vicki asked tensely from her seat next to Keene.

"Just a routine precaution. It isn't always like this, you know You just picked a bad day for
your first space hop."

"The story of nmy life. It never fails."

They | anded anong an assortnment of helicopters and small aircraft on the concrete apron in front
of the control building at the end of the landing field. A raucous cadence of several thousand
voi ces chanting in unison reached themfromthe far side of the main gate and the perineter fence
as they boarded the bus waiting to take themto the assenbly and flight preparation area. There
was a little under three hours to go before the schedul ed | aunch ti mne.

In one of the adnmin buildings they net the others who would be going. There were twelve in all:
the regul ar test crew of three, expanded to include WAlly Lomack and anot her engi neer fromthe
design team nanmed Tim Keene and Vicki; and the five winners of the Amspace lottery. They were:
MIton Clowes, the financial vice president; Alice Myers fromone of the secretarial offices,

al ready uncontrollably jittery—she said the only reason she was doing it was to keep face with her
three teenage children; Les Ukin's assistant, Jenny G ewe—nuch to the chagrin of Les, who had

m ssed by one nunber; Phil Forely frommarketing; and a new hire to the Navigation Systens G oup
Sid Vance, who was barely out of college and had been with the firmless than a month. Al of the
five, like Vicki, would be making their first trip into space.

After changing fromregular clothes into flight suits and taking tine for a snack, they net with
representatives fromthe nission managenent teamfor a final briefing and update. Wat her
conditions were good at the downrange emergency abort sites in Florida and Algeria, and a "Go" was
expected. Denpnstrators on the north side of the pads had attenpted to conproni se the |aunch by
crossing the boundary river in boats, but were being contained by police | anded from choppers. The
group went back out to the bus and left the main conplex to be driven al ong the edge of the
airfield, beside the tracks that carried the heavy vehicle-transporter platforns to the pad area

For the nbst part they were quiet as the spires of silver and white ahead | ooned cl oser and
taller. By the tine they arrived and clinbed out fromthe bus, service trucks and other vehicles
were beginning to pick up and withdraw. G ound crew conducted themto the access el evator and
across the entry bridge when they energed a hundred feet above the ground. Mnutes later, they
were securing thenselves into harnesses to settle down for what Keene knew from previous

experi ences could be the Long Wiit—-although the | atest update was that they were still on
schedul e. The ground crew who had conme aboard to nake final checks left the cabin, and the | ock
was closed. TV shots from outside showed the | ast vehicles filling up and departing.

In the forward stations, the captain and flight engi neer exchanged prel aunch jargon and of f hand
remarks with ground control. Farther back and below, in the passenger section of the cabin, the
first-timers cracked nervous inanities to show they weren't nervous. Beside Keene, Vicki |ooked
around the cranped surroundi ngs of bul kheads, control panels, equipnent racks, and cabling. A
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whi rr of machi nery sounded through the structure, followed by the clunk of a hatch closing
somewhere. "W need your seven-dee markoff," a voice said froma speaker up front.

"Roger," the captain replied. "W have, ah, seven-oh-ten, nineteen-zero-four, and . . . four-six
showi ng on two and five-one on ten."

"Ckay, gotcha."

"And how s it going with the Glers and the Bears? Any news?"
"Let's see . . . last we had was O lers ahead by six points."
"Yeah, right-on!"

"Quys!" Vicki breathed.

Keene grinned. "Life's great once you weaken."

"l think sone of it rmust be rubbing off. I nean, what am | doing here, Lan? You let them strap you
to the top of a ten-story bonb that nobody who knows what's going on will stay within two nmles
of. . . . Is that the kind of behavior that would normally qualify as sane?"

"Wonen! " Keene threw back. He made an appealing gesture to Wally, strapped in farther across, who
had heard and was snmiling. "For years she gives nme a hard tine about wanting to cone on a m ssion
Now | ' m getting one for bringing her. What does a guy do?"

The captain's voice cane over the internal address speaker. "Attention, fol ks. W' ve had a slight
hol d because of the trouble on the north perinmeter, but things seemto be under control there now.
W're looking at a little over fifteen mnutes. The skies are pretty clear across npbst of North
Africa and Asia. W should get sone good views."

Pl aces hal fway around the world, Keene reflected as he lay back in the harness, waiting. He had
expected he m ght get used to the thought, but he never had. It hadn't been so | ong ago when
peopl e had spent years of their lives traveling distances |like that; now they were tal king as
nonchalantly as if it were a bus ride. In a way it would be little nore than just that. The boost
into orbit would be nmeasured in minutes; then there would follow nine circuits around Earth for
testing the hybrid engine and putting the shuttle through its paces; a day's visit to the Gsiris;
and then back down in tinme for dinner tonmorrow. The Kronians were already tal king about going
anywhere in the Solar Systemin ninety days.

Vi cki seened to be thinking along simlar lines. "You know, we've worked together all this time,"
she said to Keene. "I think I"'monly starting to realize how frustrating it nust be to believe in
sonet hi ng as nmuch as you do and have so nuch of the world not understanding it. Especially when
they all stand to gain in the long run."

"Hm . . . Yes, | think Christ and G ordano Bruno probably knew the feeling," Keene said.

"When | was at Harvard, we had the sane kind of thing. It was practically inpossible to convince
peopl e that |low radiation levels are not only harm ess but essential for health. W used to cal
it Vitamin R"

"Should | look for it in the health food store?" C owes asked fromthe far side behind Vally.

Anxi eties rose as the countdown entered its final phase, and the cabin fell silent. The crew
recited their final check dialogue with control. And then the voice fromthe speaker up front was
soundi ng off the final seconds.

Liftoff came with an all-envel opi ng roar and sudden force squashi ng the occupants back in the seat
nmol di ngs. Vicki's hand groped over the arnrest instinctively to find Keene's, and squeezed. A
screen in front showed the craft sliding up past the gantry anid clouds of red and white snoke,
whi | e anot her gave a nore distant view of it emerging on top of a colum of light, with
denmonstrators on their feet, waving and gesticulating in the foreground. The force intensified,
stretching flesh back over face bones. Gound fell away and was repl aced by ocean. And

al ready—Keene never ceased to be amazed at how rapidly the perspective changed—the outline of the
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@ul f was taking shape, glinpsed in parts bel ow an i mense whirl of banded cloud. Up front, the
exchange between di spassi onate voi ces and ground control continued. The boosters detached and fel
away to depl oy extendable wings for renpte-piloting down to a recovery field in Cuba, while the
orbiter engine continued driving the main vessel faster and higher. Florida and the Caribbean
passed by bel ow, foll owed by the huge, unfolding, speckled expanse of the Atlantic.

Suddenly, the sound inside the cabin cut and was replaced by stillness and quiet. It was if they
had been transported fromthe world of humans and machines to sone different, ethereal realm The
shuttl e was no longer a creature of violence fighting its way free fromgravity, but floated
serenely now-eontent, seenmingly;, at ease in the elenent it was neant for. The pressure that had

pi nned everyone i nmobile was no nore. Gradually, the hum of unseen nachinery and the subdued hiss
of air being drawn into the extraction filters inpressed thenselves as the only sound breaking the
silence. Then the captain's voice canme again over the internal circuit:

"That's it, folks. Welcone to orbit."

The faces in the passenger conpartnent | ooked about them wonderingly. MIlton Clowes let his arns
hang weightless in the air in front of him "Wll, I'll be darned,” he told the others. "Look at
that . "

Alice finally let go of her arnmrests, which she had gripped, white-faced throughout the |launch. "I
don't believe we're still here,"” was all she could nanage.

"How many tines is this for you, Wally?" Tim the engi neer who was with Lomack, asked

"I don't know. I've lost count. | thought I'd retired fromany nore of this kind of nonsense.™

The captain spoke again: "Yes, | know the first thing you're all dying to try is the zero-g.
Anyone who feels inclined to experiment now, go right ahead. Take it easy, though. It works better
than you think. People who turn into mssiles inside here don't nake thenselves too popular." It
was just a reminder. They had been through it all in the preflight briefings.

The passengers exchanged gl ances. None of themreally wanted to be the first to risk being a
spectacle. Finally, Vicki felt for the buckle securing her harness, then hesitated and gave Keene
a questioning | ook. He nodded encouragi ngly. "Nobody here's gonna | augh," he told her

She rel eased the catch and eased herself cautiously out of the harness to float above the gee-
couch, turning slowy. A touch on the cabin wall stopped her and sent her turning the other way;, a
push on the wall nmde her drift toward Wally. C owes gave her sone handcl aps by way of appl ause,
and a couple of the others foll owed.

"This is fantastic!™ Vicki told themas she started to get the feel of it. "lIt's |ike being a
whale with a whole ocean to frolic in. | want to |leap and dive."

"Doesn't it nake all that business back at the complex seem ki nd of uninportant now?" Jenny G ewe
mused distantly. Vicki drifted down the center of the cabin, turning in a slow cartwheel

"Hey, that |ooks cool," Phil Forely said. "I have to try it too."

One of the flight crew had unhitched and was noving back. "Ckay, but let ne give you a few tips
first," he told them "Just a couple of you at a time, guys. You'll all get a turn, don't worry."

Keene had seen it enough tinmes to leave themto it for a while. He turned his eyes back toward the
screen in front and watched the i mage of the deserts of northeast Africa and the M ddl e East
passi ng by below. So nuch had been witten about the proliferation of life on Earth. But the

pl anet's real potential for |ife had never been really grasped because in recent tinmes there had
been nothing to give a nmeasure of it. Earth was still only recovering fromits devastation

He renenbered how, years ago, when he first started naking regular airline flights eastward from
the West Coast, it had anmazed himthat after |eaving the oases of human habitati on around San

Di ego, Los Angeles, or the San Francisco Bay Area, there would be nothing for a thousand niles to
the M ssissippi valley—ust parched nountains, deserts, and canyons; everywhere, the dryness. It
was only |l ater, when he began grasping the true scale of the planet by seeing it fromorbit, that
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he realized that had been just a snmall part of the picture. The vastness of the w | dernesses
extending from Mauritania on the Atlantic side of Africa to Afghani stan, then onward through
Mongolia, and in the southern hem sphere, those of southwestern Africa and virtually all of
Australia, staggered the inagination

It hadn't al ways been that way. There had been tinmes when the Sahara was green, Arabia and Iran
fertile; what were now the deserts of northwest India and Afghani stan had supported flourishing
civilizations. The Sphinx was ol der than the great pyram ds and showed wat er damage and erosion
that couldn't be accounted for by the conditions that had existed through recorded history.

What it all pointed to was that Earth's climatic bands had been different then, wi th narrower
tropi cs and broader tenperate zones that had brought rain where there are now deserts and caused
grassl ands and forests to extend into what is today the Arctic. Such conditions were consi stent
with the Earth's axis being nore perpendicular to its orbital plane around the Sun. Sonething,
then, had caused it to shift and increased the planet's tilt, creating the northern and southern
desert belts and extending the polar regions.

* * %

The flight crew got busy commencing the engine trials that had been the original purpose of the

nm ssion. Vally and Ti mspent nuch of the tine forward, followi ng events, and Keene got involved in
the technical proceeding, too. Vicki nmade the best of the opportunity to get to know nore Amspace
peopl e. She seened to get along especially well with Jenny, Les Urkin's assistant in public
relations, Alice, and Phil from Marketing. Sid, the new hire straight out of college, was stil

too mesmerized by the torrent of events that had overtaken himto be capabl e of nmuch coherent

t hought .

"Are things always like this here?" he asked when the group was struggling to master their first
peel -wr appered, squeeze-bottle lunch. "I nean, after the way things were at Berkeley, | expected
life in the commercial world to be kind of dull. They haven't found ne a pernanent desk yet, and
I"'min orbit already."

Later, he got to talking with Vicki, and then her and Keene, about the Kronian theories and
Keene's work with Anspace. Sid was enthusiastic about space devel opnment, whi ch was why he had
sought a position with Armspace in the first place, but he'd had no inkling of the deeper

i mplications of what was at stake. It all canme as a revelation, which he devoured avidly. A solid
recruit to the cause, Keene deci ded.

However, as hours passed by and the novelty wore thinner, weariness akin to that of a long airline
flight set in. Wile at the forward end of the conpartnent the voice exchanges with ground contro
at San Saucillo and other stations monitoring the flight continued against a background of

el ectroni c beeps and bursts of static, conversation in the rear section | apsed. Sone of the
passengers dozed or tried to read. About hal fway through the nmission the Gsiris nade contact to
get confirmation that the Anspace vessel would be on schedul e; al so, there was a nessage for Keene
from Sariena letting himknow that she woul d be one of the Kronians up resting fromterrestria
gravity while his party was visiting. Soon after, he found himself with Vicki and Sid, watching
yet another turn of the globe sliding by on the cabin screen

"Did | tell you that Robin got an e-mail from Salio?" Vicki asked. "My eternally curious fourteen-
year-old son," she added for Sid' s benefit. They had told Sid about Salio briefly when tal king
about the Kronians' planetary theories.

"l don't think so. He said he would,"” Keene said.

"Robin was thrilled to bits. Salio knocked a few holes in his dinosaur theory, but it was nice of
himto find the tinme to respond.” She explained to Sid, "Robin came up with this idea that the

di nosaurs were on the body that inpacted Earth, since he doesn't think they could have existed in
Earth's gravity."

Sid pulled a face. "A bit farfetched, isn't it?"
"Gve hima break. He's fourteen."

"David Salio's an okay guy," Keene said. "He's going to be dynanite on the shows . . . which
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rem nds ne, | was supposed to call him" He thought for a nmonent about calling Salio right there,
fromorbit, but then decided that the topic wasn't appropriate for an audi ence. "You never did
tell me this business about Robin and the mamoths, either,” he told Vicki instead.

"Ch, that's right. | never did, did |I?"
"He's not saying that they cane from sonepl ace el se too, surely?" Sid said.

Vi cki shook her head. "Ch no. It's just that in followi ng his inquisitiveness, he stunbled on a
| ot of controversy that's been going on for years—that even | didn't know about—-about when they
died out."

Keene made an inviting gesture. "Wll, we're listening. | always thought it was supposed to have
had sonmething to do with over-hunting.”

"Sonmewhere around ten or eleven thousand years ago, wasn't it?" Sid said.

"That's the conventional line," Vicki agreed. "That date was thought to have been soon after the
arrival of people. But nowit seens pretty certain that hunans were in the Anericas nuch earlier.
So they and the nmammot hs had coexisted for a long time. That theory doesn't really hold up."

"I never thought it made nuch sense, anyway," Keene said. "El ephants are notoriously dangerous and
difficult to bring down even by hunters equi pped with iron and horses. But they were never hunted
to extinction. Yet a sparse population armed with stone-tipped spears was supposed to have done
it? All those millions of manmoths, mastodons, giant deer, you name it . . . piled up in thousands
in sone places? They'd have needed nucl ear weapons.”

Vi cki | ooked at him dubiously. "So why are you asking nme about then? It sounds |ike you pretty
much know the problem already."

"I't was sonething | canme across when | got interested in evidence for catastrophes,” Keene said.

"I was curious to hear Robin's take on it. Wat else did he cone up wth?"
"Do you know about varves?"
"No. What are varves?"

"Layers of sedinent that are deposited in | akes and so on, which change color fromsumer to

wi nter and can be counted Iike tree rings. They contain pollen grains, which tell you what
vegetation grew in the area over the years. And in the Arctic during the Ice Age, which is when
standard thinking says the manmot hs and all those other aninmals were supposed to have been around,

there sinply wasn't anything growi ng there that they could have lived on. It was all just frozen
desert. "
Keene nodded, at the same tine |ooking puzzled. "Well . . . okay. \Wat el se would anyone expect to

find in the Arctic in an lIce Age? Am| m ssing sonethi ng?"

"I sometinmes wonder if | am" Vicki said. "Do they really nmake people professors for com ng up
with ideas that it could have been different?"

Sid | ooked fromone of themto the other. "So what it sounds like you're saying is, when the
mammot hs and all those other animals did live there, it couldn't have been an Ice Age."

Vi cki nodded. "Exactly.
"So when was that? Do we know?"

"I't has to have been during a nmuch warmer period that cane later," Vicki said. "They couldn't have
been buried el even thousand years ago under Arctic conditions. The soil below a few feet down is
permanently frozen. So how could all those bodies and bones and trunks of trees have been buried
under it? A few nmight have been caught by things like slides and col |l apsi ng crevasses, maybe, but
not hing on the scale that's found. And even if they did, nonfossilized bones and body tissue would
never have survived degradati on through thousands of years when the warm ng occurred. So they nust
have been w ped out and qui ck-frozen nmuch nore recently, in sonme event that marked the end of that
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warm period. "

Keene and Sid |ooked as if each was waiting for the other to fault it. It seened that neither of
themreadily could. "Wat about carbon-14 dating?" Sid asked finally. "I thought that supports the
| ce- Age extinction theory."

"The data that have been published over the years do," Vicki conceded. "But nowit's beginning to
ook as if maybe the indicated dates were too high."

"How s that?" Keene asked.

"The Arctic has huge natural carbon reservoirs—pernmafrost soil, peat deposits, nmethane hydrate in
the oceans—that would rel ease lots of carbon dioxide into the atnosphere if a mld warm ng
occurred for any reason. W're tal king about billions of tons a year. . . . And that “old" carbon

woul d be breathed and ingested and find its way into plant and animal tissues, nmaking all the
dates too high if today's levels with a cooler clinmate are assuned as the reference.”

"How do you know the climate's cool er today?" Keene chall enged
"We don't have big herds of large aninals inhabiting the Arctic today."

Keene stared at her. There it was again. If the conventionally accepted dates were high by a
significant factor, then once again they were led to the conclusion of tremendous and destructive
happeni ngs wor | dwi de around that same nysterious tine, several thousand years ago.

* * %

Sid drifted away across the cabin to listen to Clowes telling Alice and Jenny some anecdotes from
Anspace's history. Keene and Vicki remained buckled into the restraint harnesses in one of the
corners, watching the screen. They tal ked about the tine when she had left Harvard after he and
Fey split up, and the support they'd found in each other that had |l ed her to follow himsouth when
he set up the consulting deal that had grown into Protoni x. They tal ked about Karen's succession
of cowboy boyfriends, Judith's odd m x of talents and even odder-seem ng engagenent, about David
Salio and his case for Venus, and Celia's cat. Keene was glad to have a chance for once to ranble
on with Vicki about whatever took their fancy, free fromthe pressures that never seened to let up
when they were in or anywhere near the firm The loyalty that she had al ways shown to everything
he did and the things he believed in had played a big part in enabling himto keep goi ng through
the rough parts, but he had never found a way of expressing adequately how much it had neant.
Hence, it was gratifying that he had been able to keep his word to get her up on one of the

m ssi ons one day, even if whenever he nentioned it he had nmade it sound like a joke. Flippancy
came naturally as part of his arnor for dealing with the world, and sonetines, he feared, brought
the risk of having things like pronises not taken seriously. It was nice, even if over so small a
thing, to be able to feel that it wasn't so.

16

The UN shuttle that had brought the Kronians up fromthe surface was in the process of detaching
fromthe Gsiris when the Anmspace vessel arrived, clinbing froma lower orbit. The captain waited
several mles off in a matching orbit while the maneuver was conpl et ed.

As well as being larger than the types of craft that Keene was used to, the Gsiris had a uni que
vari abl e geonetry design that conbined linear and rotational accelerations to provide a nornal
internal gravity sinulation whether the vessel was in freefall or under drive. Its basic formwas
of a wheel attached to one end of an axle. The axle fornmed the nmain body of the vessel and was
shaped |i ke an ol d-fashi oned potato nmasher, with a handle projecting fromone end of a thicker
cylinder. The "handl e" consisted of the reactant tanks and propul sion system while forward of it,
the "masher" section contained other heavy equi pnent, cargo bays, and the docking port. Four boomns
projecting radially fromthe nasher carried the accommopdati on nodul es at their ends and were

i nterconnected by a circular comunication tube to conplete the wheel. The boons pivoted freely to
trail back like the spokes of an unbrella when the craft was under acceleration, the angle
automatically finding a value such that, whatever the conbined notion, the resultant of the forces
generated by rotation and forward thrust was al ways perpendicular to the decks. Tel escopic
sections in the connecting ring conpensated for changes in the wheel's circunference when the
trailing angle of the boons altered. The engi neers anong those studying the details on the screen
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aboard the mnishuttle were inpressed. "It makes you wonder if those guys out there are stil
taki ng applications,” Timconmented to Keene.

Eventual ly, the UN craft cleared the vicinity and fired a retro burn to begin falling back toward
Earth, and the Anspace minishuttle was cleared to approach. Its | ock connected with a coupling
extended fromthe Gsiris's front-end docking port, and minutes |later the occupants were hauling
thensel ves along guide rails into the Kronian ship.

Two Kroni ans who introduced thensel ves as Baur and Senad were waiting for them The first itemon
the agenda woul d be an introductory tour of the hub and propul sion section while they were in the
central body of the ship, they informed the visitors; after that, they would ascend one of the
boom el evators to nmeet Captain Idorf and the other Kronians in the Conmand Mdul e, which was the
only nodul e being occupied while the Gsiris was parked in Earth orbit. Refreshnents would be
avai l able there, in the crew nessroom

In many ways the maze of galleries, shafts, and nachinery conpartnments was rem ni scent of Space
Dock. But in the unity of expression that he saw in its desi gn—perhaps fitting for a vessel that
could cross the Solar System as opposed to a service platformconstructed in Earth orbit-—Keene
sensed a work of inspiration that had found form rather than a collection of conpromi ses of the
kind he had seen too often, hanmered out by commttees working in sem -isolation to inposed
deadlines. It was the difference between a chateau and a shantyville, a patchwork of trailer lots
and a | andscaped park. If this was an exanple of what a tiny colony of misfits and dissidents
could do, given sinply the freedomto becone what they were capable of, then what, he asked

hi nsel f, mght the potentials of all the peoples of Earth be capabl e of achieving?

He and WAl ly had been curious about two housings on the outside of the wide end of the axle that
they had noticed as the shuttle closed in. They were perhaps the size of an average autonobile,
| ocated diametrically opposite each other at the rear end of the wi der hub section, overl ooking
the projecting spindle fornming the tail. They didn't seemto be comunications nountings or
external tanks, and seened unrelated to the propul sion system The |ocations seenmed unlikely

pl aces to put machinery associated with the spoke el evators, and they seenmed too small to
accomopdat e i ndependent vehicles of sone kind, say for external maintenance.

Keene had nore or less forgotten about them and was | aggi ng behind the others to study the |ayout
of an instrunentation bay that they were passing through, when a | ow voi ce sounded froma short

di stance behind him "Hey, Lan." Keene turned and | ooked back. Wally had drifted off the route and
gone through a steel door to one side that he had apparently tried and found open. Now he had cone
back to the opening and was beckoni ng. "What do you nake of this?"

Keene ained hinself in a slow bound through the mcrogravity and peered inside. Mst of the
chanber was taken up by what | ooked |ike sone kind of hoist mechani sm connecting froman encl osed
structure below, visible through a stairwell beneath ducting and fl oor plates. There was nore
machi nery above, crammed into the base of something extendi ng upward. Keene | ooked back the way
they had cone, reconstructing in his mnd the route they had taken and estinating distances.

Unl ess he was nistaken, they had to be right under one of the strange housings.

Wally indicated the walls of the structure they could see part of below "Look at the thickness of
those sections there and all over there . . . and those panels under the wal kway. We're in a hub

| ocation here—built for permanent virtual zero-g, right?" He |ooked at Keene oddly. "This isn't
for structural strength, Lan. It's containnent. But what's it doing here?"

Keene was a nucl ear engi neer too, and recogni zed radiation shielding when he sawit. As Wally had
said, the layout didn't add up. They were in the wong part of the ship for it to have any
connection with the propul sion reactors or fuel and waste storage. He | ooked around, trying to
make sense of it. There were signs readi ng LAUNCH COOLANT, EMERGENCY FLOOD VALVE, and AUTO EJECT
A panel at what appeared to be a local control station carried the |egends: Door Sequence,

I nner/Quter, Destruct Override, Acquisition/Director. Before he had a chance to voice any thought,
however, Baur cane hurrying back, obviously |ooking for them

"That door should be secured. . . . You shouldn't be in there." H's voice was short. He seened
agi t at ed.
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"Ch . . . sorry." Wally canme out, snmiling. "I wasn't sure which way you'd gone."

Baur cl osed and fastened the door, entering a code into its electronic |lock. "There's nothing to
see in there anyway," he said, ushering themto follow the rest of the party. "Just auxiliary
power plant."

Not sayi ng anyt hing, Keene and Wally exchanged gl ances as they noved on. Each read the sane in the
other's eye. The Gsiris was arned. And whatever the weaponry was that it was carrying, it had been
devised with a lot nmore in mnd than turkey shoots.

* * %

Idorf, not long back fromvisiting the surface hinmself, was waiting on the Control Deck with a
fermal e officer call ed Dayda, the remaining menber of the skeleton crew, to welconme the visitors.
He was characteristically tall, with a |ean build bordering on scrawny, a nop of unruly reddish
hair, and one of the few beards, short and ragged, that Keene recalled seeing on a Kronian. His
face was hol | ow cheeked and hawkli ke, but was saved from an appearance of gauntness by the
unwaveri ng eyes and a ruddy, weathered-1ooking conpl exion that was perpl exing considering the
environnent he was from Keene could have pictured himas the captain of a Louisiana shrinp boat,

or maybe an old-time frontier-era itinerant preacher. "I'mnot yet recovered frombeing in a place
that counts its people in billions," he told the arrivals as Baur and Senmad conducted them t hrough
fromthe spoke elevator. "This kind of number, | think I might be able to handle."

Wth lIdorf and Dayda, still wearing orange flight suits, were Sariena and the two other Kronians

who had just transferred fromthe UN shuttle. One of themwas called Vashen—a pl anetary scienti st
with the del egation, whom Keene had spoken to briefly at Gallian's reception. The other was
Thorel, the crew nenber that Keene had al so met on that occasion. Thorel waved an armto indicate
the surroundings. "So you cone to see sone quality engineering at last, eh, Dr. Keene?" he joked
"Here we can nove. Not |ike those doll-house spaceshi ps you make us squeeze into." Keene couldn't
argue with that. Designed for people of Kronian proportions, the Gsiris was spaci ous conpared to
Terran-built craft.

There was a round of introductions for those who had not already net, and then Idorf showed the
way to the nessroom where the food and drink had been laid out. Alot of it |ooked faniliar
presunably shipped up. It seemed that Earth food was a hit with the Kronians. Rather than make
speeches and have his guests paraded around like tourists, Idorf left themto mngle and wander
off to be shown other parts of the ship as suited their interests. Wally and Tim stayed with the
Anspace crew to learn nore fromldorf and Dayda about the Gsiris's control and comuni cations
systens. The other five Amspace people, with Baur, Semad, and Thorel, drifted off in snaller
groups, which left Keene and Vicki with Sariena. The two wonen knew each other from video
exchanges while the Gsiris was in transit, and for a while they swapped small talk while getting
better acquainted. Keene thought that Sariena | ooked surprisingly fresh for having just been
through the rigmarol e of |aunch and the flight up. He said so, wondering if it was due to her
bei ng out of surface gravity or escaping fromthe demands of the official schedule. "Just being
back in fam liar surroundings after so nmuch strangeness,"” she told him "The Gsiris got to fee
like a second hone during the voyage out. It probably seens |ike netal boxes full of pipes to you
but we lived here for alnost three nmonths."

"Was Earth really so nuch stranger than you expected?" Vicki asked curiously.

"I"'mstill awed by the sheer nunbers of people wherever you go," Sariena replied. "W all are.
Not hing in Kronia prepares you for that. You see the pictures, yes, but there's a . . . a npod
created by so many being present all together in the sane place, that you feel only from being
there. . . . And the ocean! Hour after hour of it. | never inmagined so nuch water existed in the

uni verse. The waves at the beach in Hawaii were terrifying."
"Was the gravity very tiring?" Keene asked her

"Well, | won't pretend it isn't nice to be back up in the ship. But |I've had an easier tine than
some of us. | think that having been born on Earth nust make a difference.”

"Do you find you've renenbered nuch?" Vicki asked.

"Not as nmuch as | thought |I had. A lot of what | thought | renenbered nust have been inmagi nation.

file:/l/F|/rah/James%20P.%20Hogan/Hogan,%20James%20P%20-%20Cradle%200f%20Saturn.txt (60 of 209) [2/4/03 10:52:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ James%20P.%20Hogan/Hogan,%20James%20P%20-%20Cradl e%6200f %20Saturn. txt

Sari ena noved a few paces away and turned, flexing her arns and stretching her head back as if
exhil arated by not being wei ghed down anynore. "I also have feelings that the talks with your
governnents will go well. The people we've nmet had a | ot of questions. The prelinmnary tour was a
good idea, even if a bit exhausting."

Keene frowned as he |listened. No doubt the people asking the questions had been informants pl aced
close to the Kronians in the way Cavan had described. The Kronians didn't seemto be picking up on
the negative runblings sounding in the nedia, or else they were being shielded fromthem He
couldn't see themdealing adeptly with Earth-style politics. It wasn't that they were incapable,
so nmuch as never having needed to learn how Their politics back hone—er whatever word better
descri bed the managi ng of Kroni an social affairs—presunably worked differently.

"How are those orbital calcul ations going?" Sariena asked.
"What's the latest from Judith?" Keene asked Vi cki

"There were a few del ays, but the last | heard was that we could be seeing sone of the results
anytinme," she replied.

Sari ena | ooked around. "W don't have to stay here anpng things that you see every day. Cone on
Let ne show you nore of the Conmand Module . . . and sonething spectacul ar.”

They left the nessroomto reenter the Control Deck and wal ked al ong one side, past a row of enpty
crew stations. Sariena described the functions briefly, giving Keene and Vicki an idea of the
Gsiris's operating procedures. At the far end was a cross-passage with netal stairwells leading to
| evel s above and bel ow. Beyond, they descended sone steps into a recess containing |ow tables with
padded seats set around and against the wall, where the low |ighting contrasted abruptly with the
brightness they had just left. It seemed to be a kind of viewing gallery, perhaps a rest area,
with one wall of glass |ooking out at the slowy wheeling stars. The wi ndow was on the nodul e's
forward side, with no other part of the Gsiris's structure in sight.

"l don't know how nuch you got to see fromthe shuttle," Sariena said. "But this has only becone
visible in the last few hours. Wait . . ." The sky turned for about a quarter of a minute. Then
the shadows inside the gallery sharpened as the Sun came into view low on the right. The w ndow
mat eri al darkened to suppress the glare as the light intensified, revealing the sharp edge of the
sol ar disk. One side of it had what appeared to be a bunp, fromwhich a finger of whiteness
streamed away fully half the width of the wi ndow, pointing alnost horizontally left. "Athena, just
emerging," Sariena said. "The tail is over thirty mllion mles [ong now "

Keene and Vicki stared, spellbound. After the close pass at perihelion the tail would be at its

| ongest. They were seeing it virtually fromthe side as it pointed away fromthe Sun. In the
following nonth its tip would sweep past Earth |like a searchlight as Athena swung into its return
path, growi ng even nore spectacular as it crossed Earth's orbit fifteen million mles ahead.

"W saw a shot of it on the screen but it was nothing like this," Vicki nmurnured, not taking her
eyes of the scene. "And you're right. That was a few hours back, and it's grown even in that
tinme."

"How does this conmpare to when we were | ooking at the stars in Washi ngton, Lan?" Sariena asked
She studied the sky as the Sun and Athena di sappeared fromview at the top of the wi ndow and the

glass lightened again. "I don't think we'll be able to see Saturn this time, though—not fromthis
side of Earth, anyway. You know, it's strange. | still haven't gotten used to seeing it |ooking so
smal | ."

"Tell nme sonething about life there," Vicki said. "l've never quite followed it. You have al

those tal ented people noving out. What is it they're looking for? Do they find it?"

"Peopl e have al ways sought sonething bigger than thenselves," Sariena replied. "Sonething that
will give their lives nmeaning that nmakes sense, that will still be there after they're gone. Wy
el se did nedieval nasons pass their skills down through sons to grandsons who woul d conpl ete the
cat hedral s that they began?"

Keene turned his face away fromthe window. "Is that really true? | don't know It sounds too
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idealistic, somehow. . . . | thought ideas like that pretty nuch went out of style two hundred
years ago."

"True, for the nost part," Sariena agreed. "And | ook at the disaster that followed. The
civilization that coul d have enlightened the world degenerated into conflicts of squabbling
fanatics. Humanity shoul d have become a vigorous, spacegoing culture by now, expandi ng across the
Sol ar System and gathering itself for the nove out to the stars. Instead, it has turned back
within itself. We represent what could have been, and we're considered msfits. But there are sone
fromEarth who will never succunb to whatever the disease is. And so they cone to us."

"Maybe you're in too nmuch of a hurry,"” Keene suggested. "Earth is tired. It's played its part.
Maybe the culture you' re tal king about will have to grow fromKronia. But that won't be for a
while."

" Maybe. "

There was a silence. Keene got the feeling that Sariena didn't entirely agree but was not of a
mnd to press the subject just at the nonent.

"So how does it work?" Vicki asked. "You all have this shared vision, and that sonehow provi des an
alternative reward systemto what we have? Is it sonething |ike that?"

Sariena's brow creased. "I'mnot sure | know how to explain it. | have no experience of your nobney
systens, so it's difficult to find the right terns. | don't expect any overt reward for what | do.
| do the things that need to be done.”

"But how do you know what's needed?" Keene asked. He was curious hinself. "Mney's only a compn
way of measuring obligations. What do you have instead? How do you know who owes what ?"

"Oves? . . ." Sariena shook her head. "Ones to whon?"

"To each other, to society in general. Keene searched for an exanple. "Look, you told ne
you're a planetary geol ogist. That involves a lot of study and ability, know edge, hard work. Wy
do you do it?"

"Way? . . . It's, sinply . . . | told you. It's what needs to be done."
"But why?" Vicki pressed. "What's in it for you? Wiat do you get in return?”

Sari ena | ooked at themuncertainly, as if hesitant to state the obvious. "In return, | amalive.
experience life. It was not | who designed and built this ship that we are talking in. Qhers did.
QG hers nade the clothes that I wear and produced the food that sustains nme. And when we return to
Kronia, the sane will apply to everything there that keeps ne alive: the habitats we live in, the
machi nes that provide our needs. Al those things exist because of the work and skills of

t housands of people. And you ask ne what | get in return?" Sariena shook her head again, this tine
with an expression of anmazenent. "You want me to neasure how nuch | owe in return? The only answer
can be, the best that | am capable of. That is nmy worth."

Keene had the unconfortable feeling that it was sonething she woul d have expected a child to
understand but was being too polite to say so. But they were too close now to so nany things that
he too had wondered about for a long tinme for himto feel offended. "But wouldn't you still have
all those things if you didn't put in the effort?" he said. "I nean, what are they going to
do—throw you out on the ice?"

"OfF course not—o nore than they would an invalid or a nmental inconpetent." Sariena shook her head
again. "But why woul d anyone do that deliberatel y—deprive thenselves of the fulfillment of being
needed? That's surely what the essence of being human is all about. Has Earth really forgotten?”

Keene stared at her. The nmessage was finally getting through.

"Kropotkin," Vicki murnured distantly. "The first base that they established on Dione was call ed
Kropotkin, wasn't it?"

"Some Russian, oh . . . way back, wasn't he?" Keene said. He was still digesting what he had heard
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from Sari ena.

"Peter Kropotkin," Sariena confirned, nodding. "Mndel adopted a ot of his ideas. He was a

revol utionary who tried to change the face of revolution by arguing that people need each ot her

The necessity of nutual aid should be sufficient to guide human affairs. On Earth, he failed. But
" She waved a hand resignedly and | et the sentence hang. Maybe it had just needed the

di fferent environment, the gesture seenmed to say.

A systemthat neasured success by giving, not taking; where "wealth" was assessed not by
possessi ons but by what one was able to contribute. Perhaps such a schene cane naturally in an
envi ronnent where the survival of all depended on the conpetence of each. Keene tried to visualize
what it would feel like to be part of such an order, to be notivated by its values. But he was
unable. He didn't have the conditioning. Inwardly, he was al so skeptical. Such utopi an-soundi ng

i deas had been tried through the ages—eften with sone success in the early phases—but al ways,

i nvariably, as nunbers grew, the ideals of the founders becane diluted, and the realities of human
nature asserted thensel ves, such experinments had ended in eventual strife and disintegration
Maybe, as Sariena said, in a new environnment renoved fromEarth and its | egacies fromthe past,
the social dynanmics could evolve differently. Time would tell.

Vi cki seened fascinated. Perhaps being away fromEarth for the first tinme and seeing it in a new
perspective agai nst the vastness of everything else was affecting her. "lIs it just a social
structure?" she asked Sariena. "Or is there sone deeper belief systeminvolved too?"

"Way do you ask?"

"Ch . . . it sounds pretty close to what all the great religions tried to teach for thousands of
years—eoriginally, | nean; not the political counterfeits that always end up taking over."
"Kronia doesn't have anything like a formal church,” Sariena replied. "It's nore of an internal

personal thing." She waved an arm at the panorama outside. "But npost of our scientists believe
that all of that and our being here tal king and wondering about it suggests design for a purpose
nore than the neani ngl ess, inpossible accident that your systenms teach. It nmeans that our sciences
operate within a different intellectual climate. If you insist that “science' only deals with the
mechani cal and material by definition, you mght turn out to be excluding it fromthe only
questions that really matter."

Sari ena's answer surprised Keene and touched a skeptical note. "So is this intelligence behind it
all the sanme God that arm es hacked each other to pieces for, and people used to get burned at
stakes over?" he asked dryly.

Sari ena shook her head—a trifle inpatiently. "OF course not. Those are results of the politica
counterfeits that Vicki nmentioned, when the heirs of a religious tradition sell out to the power
structure and give them a neans of social control. | doubt if the intelligence |I'mtalking about
has any concern with the day-to-day affairs that we inmagine are so inportant."

Keene fell silent with a nod. It was close to what had been happening with the heirs of the
scientific tradition on Earth, too.

"But you think it has a purpose?" Vicki said to Sariena, before Keene could pick up on the
political aspect again.

Sariena's expression becane distant, highlighted by the glow fromthe turning pattern of stars
outside. "I believe so. It all seens too directed to be otherwi se: stars nanufacturing el enments,
fine-tuned to eject themat the end of the production run; planets as assenbly stations for
conpl ex organi sns programred to evol ve toward the expression of consciousness; consciousness, the
instrument for accunul ating experiences. And if we accept whatever our role happens to be as
contributing a stone to the cathedral of eventually bringing the universe to life, then maybe yes,
| suppose you could say that Kronians have their religion."

Al'l very fine idealistic stuff; but it caused Keene's misgivings to return. He just couldn't see
these peopl e negotiating effectively, Earth-style with hostilely di sposed Terrans. The very
concept of starting with maxi nrum demands in return for the m nimumthey thought they could get
away with would be alien to them Instead, they would offer the best they could afford and expect
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reci procation. It was by willingness to give, not the power to take, that they val ued each other.

"I's Gallian a visionary like that too?" he asked Sariena. "You know, the people that you're going
to be dealing with when you go back down there aren't going to be exactly falling over thensel ves
to find reasons for diverting resources out to Saturn. They've got too nmany other concerns that
are closer to hone. 1'd just like to be sure that Gallian is nmindful of things like that."

"You sound as if you mght be trying to warn nme of sonething,"” Sariena said.

"It's just . . . What I'mtrying to say is, attitudes here won't be the way you're used to. Hiding
one's hand is considered a mark of shrewdness on Earth. You can't take everything you're told at
face val ue.™

"We have studied Terran history and ways," Sariena said.

"And that's good," Keene agreed. "But I'mnot sure it can be the sane as living them"

Sari ena gave hima long, thoughtful ook, as if she were weighing up sonething. Then she said,
"There is sonmething nore, that we haven't made public yet or brought up with your people so
far—but nobody has specifically forbidden us fromtal king about it. We didn't cone here expecting
to outdo Terrans at Terran political ganes. Qur objective is a scientific one: to gain acceptance
for our beliefs on the basis of the evidence, not through debating tricks."

Keene smled, but with an effort not to appear condescending. "That's a nice sentinment. Maybe you
manage to keep science and politics in separate conpartnents out at Saturn, sonehow. But life here
is nore nessy. They have this tendency to get nixed up."

"W're aware of that," Sariena said. "And that was why we chose to bring our case formally to
Earth now, when we did. It wasn't just to take advantage of the Athena event—-although that was
certainly tinely. It was to present what we think is our strongest item of proof."

Keene frowned. This was an unexpected turn. "Proof? . . . You nean about Venus being the conet of
t he Exodus?"
Sari ena shook her head. "Mich nore radical than that. I'mtal king about the stability of the

entire Solar System not just a single event in Earth's history. W' ve believed for a long tine
that the planets had different configurations in previous ages. Now we're certain of it." She
shifted her eyes to |l ook at Vicki, who was waiting just as intently. "Let's go back. 1'll show you
what | nean."

Keene and Vicki followed Sariena back the way they had conme, into the deserted part of the Command
Deck. She led the way to one of the consoles and activated it. The | ayout was unfamliar, but a
standard conmuni cations format appeared on one of the screens. "I just want to get Gallian's okay
first," Sariena murnured by way of explanation. Mnents later, Gallian was | ooking out at them

"Sariena!" he exclained. "I presune you're back up in the ship by now. No problens, | trust? Have
Landen and his friends arrived yet?"

"Yes. He's here with me right now, and so is Vicki."

"Ah, good. You have ny unnitigated envy at being up off the surface, if only tenporarily. WalKking
down here still makes nme feel as if | amcarrying a dead horse. Is that the correct figure of
speech? Never mind. | only have a nonent and must be brief. Wsat can I do for you?”

"I"'d like to show themthe Rhea finds," Sariena said. "They're relevant to sonething we've been
tal king about. | just wanted to check first that you have no objection."

"The Rhea finds," Gallian repeated. H s eyebrows rose. "I didn't want any announcenment until we've
had the reactions next week."

"This will be strictly unofficial. You know how Lan and his associ ates have supported us. | don't
thi nk we need have any fear that the information will go further."

Wre Gllian leading a political deputation on Earth, it would probably have been pointless even
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to have asked the question in such circunstances. The Kroni an, however, thought for no nore than a
few seconds, then nodded. "Very well. |If you think it desirable, Sariena, | bow to your

di scretion." He renained on the Iine |ong enough to greet Keene and Vicki, asked them what they

t hought of the Gsiris, and then excused hinmself and was gone.

Sari ena shut down the console and noved toward a doorway |eading fromthe main floor area. "This
way, " she said over her shoul der. Keene and Vicki exchanged curious | ooks and foll owed her again
this time into a small roomfilled with el ectronic equi pnent, screens, and panels, with a worktop
extendi ng al ong one wall. Sariena sat down in the chair at a station in front of a glass enclosure
| ooki ng somewhat |ike a small fish tank and began touching buttons and entering commands. A mi sty
gl ow appeared in the space, which was obviously a holo-viewer. "The articles thenselves are in
freeze storage in one of the Gsiris's other nodules," Sariena said as the glow brightened. "W'I|I
be taking them down to the surface with us when we return. For now | can just show you the inmages.
We sent the sane i mages ahead some tinme ago for evaluation by your experts. As Gllian said, we're
hopi ng for sone kind of public announcenment next week."

She mani pul ated a control on an adjacent screen, and a formnaterialized behind the glass. It

| ooked like a tablet of dark stone with fine white veins, shaped into a senicircle at the top and
with a corner mssing below Sariena rotated the inage slowy, bringing into view a design etched
into the surface. It suggested a disk standing symretrically on an arrowhead, pierced by a
shallowy sloping line. Smaller circles and ot her shapes appeared to the sides, while bel ow was
what | ooked like the top part of a tabular array of strange synbols.

Keene shot a nystified | ook at Vicki, frowned, and peered cl oser over Sariena's shoul der. What
they were | ooking at was clearly a product of an artistic culture. "Did you say Rhea?" he asked
her, baffled. Rhea was one of Saturn's noons. Vicki said nothing at once, but stared at the inage
with an odd expression on her face.

Sari ena nodded, keeping her eyes ahead. "A nunber of itenms and fragnents |ike this were discovered
inthe ice fields there. Qoviously they are artifacts. W have no idea what the narkings nean.
There is no life there today, nor even the conditions to pernit the energence of any, let alone an
advanced race. So what are these objects doing there?" She turned her head finally to regard the
two visitors. "You see what this nmeans. The Sol ar System hasn't been the sane for billions of
years as your scientists believe. Sone things about its past were very different fromwhat we see
today. And if that's true, they could becone very different again.”

17

After eight hours of sleep aboard the Gsiris, the visitors breakfasted with the Kronians before
departing. The descent back to the surface and |anding at the new Montenorel os facility went
snoot hly, and an Amspace plane flew the passengers and crew back to the San Saucillo site in
Texas. After the postflight debriefings and changing back into their own clothes, Keene and Vi cki
were anong the group that left by helicopter to return to Kingsville, where they had | eft Keene's
car on the way out. The denobnstrators were gone by then, since the mssion had terninated

el sewhere, and work crews were busy around the site and al ong the sides of the approach road,
clearing up the trash left behind.

"Courtesy of our friends of the environment," Keene quipped to Vicki, who was staring fixedly out
as the helicopter rose and headed north. She didn't seemto hear. He noved a hand up and down in
front of her face. "Hello. Earth to Vicki. You can cone back now The rest of you is already

here.” She blinked and smiled faintly. "Wiere were you-still up in the Gsiris?" Keene asked.

Vicki didn't answer at once. "In a way. . . . | was thinking about those marki ngs on the things

Sari ena showed us from Rhea. | know this sounds crazy, Lan, but I'msure |'ve seen them before
or sonething close. | just can't put ny finger on where."

That was crazy. How could she have seen markings fromobjects only discovered within the |ast year
that hadn't even arrived at Earth yet? "Maybe they got into some transnission from Kroni a sonehow,
that you saw," was the only thing he could think of to suggest.

Vi cki shook her head. "No, I'msure it wasn't anything like that. It was in a book or sonething.
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|'ve been dabbling in so many different things lately: Venus and Mars, dinosaurs and manmot hs,
Bi blical history, ancient |egends. "

"Yes, but it couldn't possibly have been— The phone in Keene's pocket beeped and cut him off.
"It's started already," he sighed, taking it out and activating it. "Hello, Landen Keene here."

"Lan, it's Judith. You should be down by now. Are you anywhere near getting away yet?"
"We're on our way to Kingsville in a chopper right now"

"Vicki's there?"

"OfF course, sitting right next to ne."

"How d it all go?"

"Just great. But that obviously isn't whatever couldn't wait. Wiat's up?"

"l just heard fromJerry. He's finished the prelimnary run and sent ne the figures. They're
dynamite. I'mon ny way over to Kingsville right nowto see the conplete outputs. So | guess I'l]I
see you there."

"All right!" Keene pocketed the phone and cl apped Vicki's shoulder. "That was Judith. Jerry's
finished the first run. She's leaving the office now and comng up to Kingsville. It sounds as if
there m ght be sonme interesting news."

After clearing nore formalities at Kingsville, Keene and Vicki went straight to Jerry Allender's
section. Judith still hadn't arrived from Corpus Christi, but Allender took theminto his office
and showed themthe prelimnary results. Essentially, tidal punping induced through conbi ned
electrical and gravitational forces in a hot plastic body of the kind Venus was theorized to have
been would drive an initially eccentric orbit toward a mnimumenergy state, circularizing it much
nmore rapidly than anything in conventional theory pernmitted. It didn't prove that Venus had
originated that way; but it showed that it was possible.

Keene was jubilant. Added to what he and Vicki had seen aboard the GCsiris, this was a powerfu
argunent for taking the Kronians seriously. Judith arrived and joined themwhile Allender was
still expounding on the details. Keene, however, had al ready seen enough. Leaving the others stil
poring over the printouts and putting nore i mages up on the screens, he went into an enpty office
and called Les Ukin at the downtown buil di ng.

"Hey, Les. First, | just wanted to | et you know that we brought Jenny back okay. W're at
Kingsville now, in case you haven't heard fromher already. It went well. She did real good."

"Yes, she called me about half an hour ago.

"The other thing, Les: I've just talked to Jerry, who's got the results of those conmputations. It
really puts the whole thing on a solid foundation. Jerry says the buzz is going around anong the

astrononers already. | think we should try for some good general coverage at the same tinme to tie
inwith the start of the Kronian talks. Let's get sone exposure for Salio, Charlie Hu at JPL, all

the ot her guys we've been talking to who don't buy the party line, and . . ." Only then did Keene
regi ster the sol etm expression on Ukin's face, and that he wasn't reacting to Keene's enthusi asm
Keene's expressi on changed. "Wat is it, Les?"

On the screen, Urkin shook his head and | ooked bleak. "It's all changed, Lan. Things have been
going on that | don't understand. W' ve lost Salio. He's not going to be in it anywhere. And
don't think he'll be the only one either. I—=

"Lost hin? What do you nean, lost hin? How can we . . . ?"

"He— Sonebody interrupted Ukin fromone side. He | ooked away and nuttered sonething. Mre voices
sounded indistinctly in the background. "Lan, look, I'msorry but we're right in the mddle of
sonet hing right now Wy don't you give hima call, and I'Il talk to you about it |ater—say,

thirty minutes to an hour. Can we do that?"
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"Why, sure, Les. . . . Shall | call you back?"
"Sure. . . . O we could grab a sandwich. | still haven't had |unch."
"Ckay. Want nme to conme into town?"

“I'f you wouldn't mnd. My treat."

"See you then, Les.

Keene got the nunber fromthe directory in his pocket phone and called Salio right there via the
office unit he was using. Salio was at once awkward, as if he had been expecting the call and not
| ooking forward to it. There was no point in beating around the bush. "I'mjust down fromorbit
and tal ked to Les," Keene said. "He tells ne there's sone kind of trouble."

"There isn't going to be any appearance on Coast-to-Coast, Dr. Keene," Salio said heavily.

"Way not ? What's happened? Are you saying you were dropped?”

Sali o shook his head. "It was ne. | canceled out. . . . | got a letter fromthe university in
Engl and rai sing questions about nmy legitinmacy to conduct what they ternmed “serious scientific
i nvestigation,' and hinting not very subtly that the invitation for the two-year sabbatical m ght

be subject to reconsideration.” He | ooked enbarrassed. "It's nore than just a job. Jean's got her
heart set on going there, and it would be so valuable for the children. . . . | knowit's

i nportant to you, but " Salio shook his head. "I'"msorry, Dr. Keene. | don't think I can help
you. |'msure you won't have too rmuch trouble finding soneone else."

Vi cki | ooked up fromstudying a plot of field intensity contours when Keene cane back out into the
mai n conputing lab. "This is astounding, Lan. If we'd had probes out there too, our scientists
woul d have known about this too, nonths ago."

" Uh- huh. "

"Ch. And Judith says that Karen is probably going to be leaving us. It seens the current boyfriend
is frombDallas and can get a job for her, so she'll be noving there. Just when she was begi nning
to fit in and get the hang of things, too. It's a pity. She's been doing a good job. | guess we

have to start going through the replacenment routine again."
"Um How | ong have we got?"

"About two nonths, apparently, so it could be worse. . . ." Vicki saw that Keene was only half
listening. "Lan, what is it, Lan?"

"1"I'l tell you later. Look, can you get a ride back with Judith? |I've changed ny plans. | have to
dash into town to see Les."

* * %

"I't's not just with Salio,” Ukin said tiredly across the table of the booth. They had wal ked a
bl ock fromthe headquarters building to a coffee and sandwi ch shop that a | ot of the downtown
Anspace staff used. "There's a canpai gn being orchestrated from somewhere to kill our side of the
story. And it's not just your nei ghborhood eco club saving bugs or weeds. Look how high they went
to persuade Salio to back off—and were able to get attention.”

Keene had a pretty good idea where from He nodded grimy. "Okay. So what el se have we got?"

Ukin tossed up a hand while he stirred his coffee. "Two tal k-show appear ances nysteriously
canceled at the last mnute in the |ast few days. You renenber that guy Herrenberg that | told you
about —the astronomer from Hawaii that we were putting on |ast Saturday night?"

"The one Charlie Hu organi zed. Yes, sure."”

"We'd flown himinto LA He was actually waiting in the green roomwhen the interview was
scratched. "

file:/l/F|/rah/James%20P.%20Hogan/Hogan,%20James%20P%20-%20Cradle%200f%20Saturn.txt (67 of 209) [2/4/03 10:52:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ James%20P.%20Hogan/Hogan,%20James%20P%20-%20Cradl e%6200f %20Saturn. txt
Keene was incredul ous. "You're kidding!"

"Herrenberg was just as much in the dark too. He was just told that there had been a schedul e
change, and he was paid off. Cbviously, sonebody got |eaned on by sonebody sonmewhere with a | ot of
weight. | couldn't get anything out of themthat nade any sense when | called, although the
producer's assistant |let sonething slip about one of the science agencies in Washington. . . . Ch
yes, and you know the book that we were waiting for to appear this nonth?"

"Seynour's book?" Keene said. Entitled Gods, Myth, and Cataclysm it was a popul ar-1level treatnent
supporting the Kronian cause, which had been schedul ed nonths before to hit the stores when the
subj ect was topical

"Right. Well, nowit looks as if it's being put on hold because scientific buyers are threatening
to boycott the publisher's textbook division, which is a big line with them They' re also being
subjected to a letter and e-mail canpai gn protesting about the book. . . . And listen to this. |
got the nanme of one of the scientists who sent in the letters—a geologist in Mnnesota, called
Quine—and | called himout of curiosity to ask what it was, specifically, in the book that he
objected to. Want to know what he said, Lan? He admitted he didn't know too nuch about it. He
never got an advance copy, so he'd never actually read it."

"What ? Then how . . ."

"He said he tried to tell themthat, but they said that was all right. They'd wite the letter
all he had to do was sign it

" “They'? Who's "they'?" Keene demanded.

"He wouldn't tell ne. He just said they included soneone who sits on the review commttee of just
about everything Quine gets published. You see what he was being told, Lan: his career could be on
the line."

Ukin sat back in his seat and toyed indifferently with his salad, while Keene nunched silently on
a sandwi ch. Les was nornally upbeat and buoyant, managing to keep up an inage that went with his
PR function, but today all that had gone out of him He stared norosely through the w ndow by the
booth at the early-afternoon m x of people out on the street, and then | ooked back at Keene. They
had been pals socially for a nunber of years, nutually available for helping out with the fixing
of cars and ot her new- i nproved- nodel gadgets, downing a few beers in the Bandana every now and
again, and getting in the occasional ganme of golf. Also, when the pressures built up, Les

soneti mes used Keene's nal e preserve across town as a tenporary refuge fromnarital domestic
bliss.

"l don't know, Lan," he sighed. "Sonetines you wonder what it's all about. You think you're
getting somewhere, actually making a difference to sonething that matters, and then one day you
wake up and | ook around, and you realize that all you've really been doing is hanging in there
whil e nost of what you nade ends up in other pockets, and that's about the way it's always gonna
be." He took a gulp of coffee and shrugged. "And that's it. That's what it's all about. And you
find that sonme dunb ball gane is the high point that you | ook forward to in your week. It doesn't
feel right. Does it to you? Don't you get this feeling inside that we were neant for bigger
things, better things? . . . Wat kinds of things could we be doing if we weren't w ping ourselves
out just trying to nmake ends neet all the tinme?"

Starting cathedrals to be conpleted two generations |later, Keene thought to hinself. Bringing a
universe to life. He drank fromhis own nug and | ooked around. Three young children at a nearby
tabl e were | aughing and giggling, having stopped in for an afternoon ice creamw th their nother.
Workers from a power-conpany truck parked al ong the street outside were closing off one of the
traffic lanes with orange cones. "l guess if you leave things even a little bit better than you
found them it nmeans it was worthwhile," he said, |ooking back and trying to inject sonething
positive. "Phil osophers ask the wong question. They spend years wanting to know if humanity is
perfectible. Then, when they finally arrive at the conclusion that the answer is no—whi ch shoul d
have been obvious in the first place—they get depressed and comnit suicide or sonething."”

"So what should the question be?" Les asked.
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"Whet her humanity is inprovable. And since the answer will always be yes, there's always sonet hing
worthwhile to be doing."

Ukin stared hard as if trying to fault it, apparently couldn't, and settled for a snort. "Al
right. So how do we inprove this situation we've been tal king about?" he asked. "Have you figured
out what's going on? It isn't science.”

"Now you want nme to play psychologist. That's not ny line, Les. | build nuclear drives for
spaceshi ps. "

"I'd still like to hear your take, anyhow "

"Well . . ." Keene drew a |long breath while he thought about it. "I guess it's the old story of
the in-club being threatened by a heresy that's getting attention. You could | ose your standing as
the official church and all the gravy that cones with it, and then your disciples will desert to
the other side. So you fight it with everything you've got."

"Everything?" Urkin objected. "You nean scruples don't nmatter? | thought there were supposed to be
civilized rules of discourse and conduct."

"Ch, those only apply between gentlenmen who are in the club,"” Keene explained. "They don't count
if you're on the outside."

"But we've got flagrant censorship going on. Suppression of facts. What happened to all this |
heard about inpartial weighing of evidence; seeking objective truth?"

Keene waved a hand. "Like with all religions: it was a nice thought in the early days. Then
different people nove in and take over, and in the end it's the power dynanics that matter. The
rest nakes good reading for indoctrinating the initiates."

Urkin | ooked across curiously. "But that's not true with everyone, is it?" he said. "I nmean, how
about you? You still seemto care about those things."

"Sure. And that's why | run a five-person office that works with a maverick outfit sonewhere in
the south of Texas instead of handing out the contracts in Washington. But at |east that gives ne
a reason. \What's yours?"

Urkin just shook his head in a way that gave up trying to understand it.

Keene knew he was drifting into being flippant again. It was his reflex defense mechani smwhile he
absorbed the inpact of what had happened to Salio and the other things he had heard. But
underneath it, now, he could feel his anger rising, like the slow building up of wind before a
storm And he wasn't going to acconplish anything to alleviate it here, or with people |like Salio,
or by talking to the Kronians, or flying stunts around the planet. The only place to take it was
where the source of the probleml ay.

Coul d Cavan have really seen this com ng all al ong?

18
Keene arrived at Protonix the next nmorning with a nood that hung over the office like a
tenperature inversion. The girls got on with their tasks and stayed out of the way.

He was in the kind of situation that irked himthe nost: of not being in control of the things
that affected himthe nost profoundly. Hi s professional future was tied to the fortunes of
Anmspace, which hinged on decisions that woul d eventually come out of Wshi ngton, and he had done
all he could do to influence the process that woul d determ ne those decisions. And the

prenoni tions he was getting weren't good. To nmake matters worse, the focus of priorities at
Anspace had shifted for the time being fromengineering nmatters that involved himto interna
administrative details of getting Mntenorelos ready to relaunch the shuttle that had | anded
there, giving himno ready outlet for his energies.

Hi s approach to life had al ways been to suspect hinself as the first candidate for blanme when
t hi ngs went wrong—whi ch put the capacity for |earning sonmething and doi ng whatever needed to be
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done squarely in his own hands. That was the first prerequisite to being in control of one's life
as opposed to a helpless victimof it. The Kronian affair was as far as he was prepared to go in
knocki ng hinself out, he decided. If this didn't work out, then to hell with it. He would chuck it
all in and go back with them when the Gsiris departed.

He was still mulling over the thought when Vicki canme into his office holding a blue fol der and
set it down open in front of him One of the pages showed a contour map of rugged terrain with
various | ocations marked by crosses, squares, and other shapes. The facing sheet had reproductions
of what | ooked |ike a piece of pottery, a slab that could have been fromthe base of a statue, and
a section of nural relief carving, all with lines of peculiar synbols inscribed, fragnented and
obliterated in some parts, others tolerably clear

"There," she announced, indicating the synbols. Keene stared at them He knew what she was getting
at but acted dunb and | ooked at her questioningly. "That's where | saw them" she said. "Robin's
sci ence project on the Joktanians. |I'msure they're like that script that Sariena showed us on the
Gsiris. | can still picture some of them The simlarities can't be coincidental. They have to be
related. "

Keene could only point out the obvious. "lI'msure you nmean it, Vicki, but | don't have to tell you
it's preposterous. How are artifacts from Arabi a supposed to have gotten to Saturn? Ancient sea-
goi ng cul tures naking accurate maps of Antarctica before the Ice Age, | can buy. But are they
supposed to have built—=

Vicki raised a hand for himto stop. "I know, Lan. | knowit's crazy. All I'mtelling you is what
| saw. | do ad graphics. |'ve got an eye for things like that."

He made a conciliatory gesture, indicating that he wasn't going to argue about it. "So, what do
you want ne to do?" he asked, |eaning back fromthe desk.

"I"'mnot really asking you to do anything. But | saw the way you | ooked at nme when | nmentioned it
in the chopper yesterday, and | just wanted you to know that | hadn't been having hallucinations
or sonething."”

Keene nodded obligingly. "Ckay. . . . So you weren't being daffy-headed after twenty-four hours in
orbit. But | never thought that anyway." He waited for her to nod, having nade her point, pick up
the folder, and | eave. She didn't.

"Although . . ." She looked at himas if sonething had just occurred to her, which Keene didn't
believe for a nonent

"What ?"

"Well, it's got me curious. You said you net this woman fromthe Snithsonian when you were in

Washi ngt on, who's involved in the excavations and so on
"Cat herine Zetl|?"

"Right. Couldn't we get those inages sent through for her to have a look at? Surely that would
settle it. If I"'mwong, then that's the end of it. But if not . . ." Vicki didn't have to
conplete it. It would add a whol e new di mensi on of inpossibility to something already conpl ex
enough.

Keene was not enthusiastic. "I'mnot sure it's our place to go showing that material around,” he
said. "Even Sariena checked with Gallian first, remenber. And | don't really know Zetl well enough
to go involving her in sonmething Iike that. W exchanged a few words at a cocktail party. | can
see your point, all right, but . . ." He finished with another wave.

Vi cki strai ghtened up, |ooked at himreluctantly for a few seconds, then sighed. "You're right.
We're not even involved officially, | guess. It's just . . . WlIl, it's so darned bewi | dering!"

"Yes, | know, | know." Keene drumred his fingers on the desk. "Tell you what 1'Il do. Sariena said
those i mages had been sent ahead, so people here will already be going over them |If there really
are simlarities to the Joktanian script, surely you can't have been the only one to spot it.
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Let's wait and see what's said next week when the Kronians bring the artifacts up at the talks.
Once their existence has been made public know edge anyway, |1'd feel better about bringing it to
Zetl's attention if nothing else is nmentioned—because then it woul d seem very strange. Asking
questions would be legitinmte. How woul d that sound?"

"You nean | have to wait a whol e week?"

"Think you can stand it? Come on—+ fix you a visit to a spaceship from Saturn and all | get is a
hard tine? What is this?"

"Well, if you put it like that, | suppose— The call tone from Keene's desk screen interrupted.
"Excuse me," he said, sitting forward to accept. "Hell o?"
"Catch you later, Lan." Vicki picked up the folder and left, closing the door

The caller was Jerry Al lender fromKingsville. He was red-faced and shaking his head, and had to
wave a hand in the air several tines before he could speak. "Lan, do you know what's happened?
They're throwing themout . . . just tossing themout as inadmi ssable! It'lIl be like they never
happened. They won't even be a factor to take into considerati on—ot even worth a can of beans."

"Jerry, cal mdown. What are you tal king about? Wio are throw ng what out?"

Al l ender paused to collect his breath. "I just got word from an astronomer called Tyndam who's on
the scientific commttee that'll be neeting with the Kroni ans next week—haired by sonmebody call ed
Vol er. "

Keene nodded tersely. "And?"
"The orbital calculations that we ran. They aren't accepting them"
"What ?"

"Vol er has ruled that until corroboration can be provided by properly organi zed studies and
review, they're not material to the case. And you know how |l ong that could take for anyone with a
mnd to stretch things out. But in any case it neans that as far as next week is concerned, forget
it."

Keene felt hinmself trenbling in outrage. "The Kronians ran them W already corroborated them
There's no reason not to accept themtentatively. Every precedent denmands it. Is he trying to say
that we and the Kronians are both inconpetent? . . . O worse: that we faked it?"

Al'l ender nout hed awkwardly for a second or two, as if choking on sonething, and then nodded. "I
think so, Lan. That was how it came across to ne—and what they' re nmaybe putting around. | think
they are insinuating just that."

M nutes | ater, Keene exploded into the reception area, startling Karen, who was sifting through

the norning's nmail at her terminal. "Yale University, Connecticut,"” he barked. "I want to talk to
Prof essor Herbert Voler, who runs their astronony faculty. Either get ne through to himor a
nunber that's close to wherever he is. | don't care if he's at his grandnother's funeral. Find
him™"

Vi cki appeared, framed in the doorway of her own office behind him "Lan, don't you think it m ght
be an idea to let it cool for half an hour before—

"I't's gone far enough. First we get shoddy science. Then the kind of dirty tricks you' d expect in
some tin-pot dictatorship somewhere. Now this. W are being accused of inconpetence or dishonesty
. ." He shook his head, left the sentence unfinished, and stal ked back into his own office,

sl amm ng the door. A nonent later, he opened it again |ong enough to throw out, "By them"

He still hadn't begun cooling when Karen announced, "Hi s department says he won't be there for
probably two weeks. The woman | talked to isn't at liberty to give out his personal code. She did
give nme a Washi ngton nunber, but he won't be accessible through it until tonorrow or the day
after. | have got a home number for himin New Haven, though."
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O course, Keene thought to hinself. Voler would be getting ready for the circus in Washi ngton
"That'll do," he growl ed. "Maybe soneone there nmight know where he is. . . . And thanks, Karen."
Moments |ater, he found hinself staring at the features of his one-time wfe, Fey.

She | ooked cool, sophisticated, her hair shorter than he had known it, nore conposed and

organi zed—al tered in the sanme direction as her life, no doubt. She was wearing a powder bl ue

bl ouse with a sparkling brooch that | ooked both stylish and expensive, and what | ooked |ike a

| oose, black cardigan. dinpses of subdued wal | paper and wooden paneling in the background
conpl eted the inage of polish and refinenent—a fitting setting for a senior academ ci an who was
goi ng pl aces.

Surprise flickered barely | ong enough to be visible before being brought under control. The eyes
scanned and recorded, extracting in a matter of nonents all the information to be had fromthe
screen confronting her. In the way that happens with people who have spent years together, his
mood had commruni cated itself already.

"Well," she said. "The face froma former [ife. | had a prenonition it might only be a matter of
time. You've been in the news a lot lately. But | see it hasn't done anything to sweeten your
tenper. What do you want, Lan?"

Keene drew a long breath in an effort to steady hinself. "Hello, Fey. You're right. . . ." As she
al ways was; it infuriated him "I wish | had some pleasantries to swap, but I'mnot in the nood. |
need to talk to him 1Is he there?"

"By "him' | presume you nean ny husband. H's nanme's Herbert."

Keene nodded curtly. She was right again. Watever the grievance, incivility wasn't called for. In
any case, it would only be giving away free amunition. "Yes. Your husband, Professor Voler. If
he's there, | need to speak to him. . . please."

"I"'mafraid he's not. He's in Washington, preparing for the tal ks next week with your
friends. I'll be joining himtonorrow norning. Didn't they tell you that at his office? You nust
have tried there first."

"Do you have a number that will get nme through to hinP" Keene said. "I presune | don't need to
spell out that it is extrenely inportant.”

Fey eyed himcritically for a few seconds. Finally she shook her head. "I don't think so. You're
clearly spoiling for a fight over sonmething. I'"'mnot going to be the one to expose himto such
di sruptive influences with this business next week com ng up."

"Dammt, isn't it obvious that the business next week is what | want to talk to himabout?" Keene
said shortly.

A hint of nockery played on Fey's lips, just for an instant. "I really don't think Herbert would
be concerned with engineering details." She made it sound |like the chauffeur's job.

Keene felt his blood rush, knew his buttons were being pressed, but was powerless to stop it.
"Look, sone work that's crucial to those tal ks has been recently conpleted here in Texas," he
fumed. "I've just heard that the committee has been instructed to disregard it, and that the
instruction canme fromhim This isn't a trivial matter, Fey. It's a travesty of science and

del i berate sabotage of affairs vital to the interests of every person in this country. He won't be
allowed to get away with it. If he tries, the effects could be very damaging to that precious
career of his. Do you understand that?"

"Ch, how ponpous. And now | do believe you' re making threats. Please tell ne you are, because
dealing with themis very sinple and strai ghtforward. Make ny day, as they say."

"Take it any way you want," Keene retorted. "But if you won't let me tell himnyself, then convey
this to him That deliberately m srepresenting scientific evidence by soneone in his position is

bad enough; but we have a truckl oad of evidence that goes beyond that to organi zed di si nformation
and mani pul ation of the nedia on a scale that for ny noney qualifies as criminal conspiracy. |'m
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tal ki ng about things |like denial and suppression of dissenting views; intimdation of hostile

Wi t nesses; organi zed censorship. Those things would be crimnal if the subject of a court case.
Well, howis the public going to judge it when they find out? Because that's what's going to
happen if he's not willing to reconsider. |I'mtalking about full exposure of the whole shit heap
And |I'mserious. So you just tell Herbert that."

Fey's expression had frosted over while Keene was speaking. The eyes had turned to steel encased
inice. "I think you ve nade yourself clear," was her response. "If you have any nore to say, |
suggest you direct it through your attorney." And with that she cut the connection

* * %
Keene was still sinmering late that afternoon when Karen put a call through from Sariena. She was
still aboard the Gsiris, due to cone back down in two days' tine. Gllian, in Washington, had told

her the news about the Terran scientific commttee's ruling, and she was distressed. The whol e
Kroni an del egation was in disarray. They had been trying to get some gui dance fromtheir
scientists back at Saturn, who had worked feverishly to have the probe data available in time, but
t he two-hour conmuni cations delay was meking things inpossible. So Gallian was trying to organize
sonme defense locally. Neuzender at Princeton had declined to speak at the conference on the
grounds that his part had been purely to advise on the nathematics, but Gallian was pushing to
have Charlie Hu and a couple of his people fromJPL attend. Keene had arranged the corroboration
run at Anspace, and All ender had perforned it. Wuld he and Jerry be willing to cone to Washi ngton
next week and testify on the nature and validity of the work they had done?

"Of course I'll be there," was Keene's imedi ate response.

He called Allender while Sariena was still connected fromthe Gsiris, and Al ender's answer was
equal Iy unhesitating and affirmative. So at least it seened they were back in with a chance. But
it was going to be a nasty fight.

Leo Cavan confirned as rmuch when he call ed Keene at hone late that night. He'd heard that Keene
had been recruited to help the Kronian cause. "I don't know what el se you' ve been sayi ng, Landen
but you've certainly stirred up a hornet's nest," was the further piece of information he had to
proffer. "I've been hearing your name all over the place today, and not with the friendliest of
connotations. | have a bit of advice: Tread very carefully, Landen. Check that none of your

i brary books are overdue, nake sure not to roll through any stop signs, and don't even |l ook in
the direction of a female who's under age. There are departnents in the bureaucratic netherworld
of this fair capital of ours that specialize in dredging up sleaze, and sone of the things they
come up with would astound you. You are targeted for anything they can get on you. It doesn't have
to have anything to do with the scientific case. If | can find anything specific that they're
onto, I"Il let you know, but it's hardly the kind of information they |eave Iying around. |In any
case, don't underestimate these people, Landen. They can be frighteningly effective."

19

Keene found hinsel f constructing visions of gleanming netal cities and icy | andscapes under star-
filled skies; of strange habitats orbiting above distant noons; the hugeness of Saturn seen from
outside its ring system He tried to inmagine |ife where science was not doni nated by
preconceptions, and to grasp the puzzling yet alluring culture with its different concept of

val ue.

Al'l he was trying to do was get Earth's institutions to acknow edge the possibility that they
could be wong about sonething vitally inportant to the entire future of the hunan race. Yet the
response was to be ridiculed, shouted down, and now, it seened, viewed |like sone kind of politica
threat to the nation's security. He analyzed his own feelings to ask hinmself if he was serious
about giving Earth up as a lost cause if this attenpt failed, and leaving to start anew i n Kroni a.

He didn't try to deny that his thoughts about a new world and a new life included an el enent of
intrigue for Sariena. Talking to Fey had brought hone how fully he had i mersed hinmself in his
work at the expense of any neaningful personal life since they split up—not that it had been
remar kably great before. So perhaps new chal |l enge and adventure in a different direction was just
what his life needed. It surely wouldn't be before tine. He thought back over his conversations
with Sariena, |ooking to see if there was anything that, with a bit of w shful thinking, he could
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read as hints or leaders that might have failed to perneate his pragmatic engineer's filter of
awar eness. Wth someone froma culture that had to be described as alien, it was difficult to
tell. At other times he grew inpatient with hinself, asking what reason she m ght have for
harboring any interest in himthat went beyond the professional. . . . But on the other hand, why
shoul d that have to be a prerequisite to anything? These things had to start sonewhere. Sonetines
he caught hinmself half hoping that the tal ks would conme to nothing and gi ve hima reason for
maki ng the break.

Yet, for all that, another part of himdeeper down was unconfortable, and the only honest

admi ssion was that he didn't know why. He wanted to rationalize that it would be quitting and he
wasn't a quitter, but he knew there was nore to it. Because it would be "abandoni ng" Vicki and
Robi n, somehow? There was no reason, really, why that should be. He had never let a relationship
develop with Vicki in a way that m ght have inplied sone kind of commtment, and certainly she had
never indicated that she felt he owed her any. And yet it was true that he had drifted into
sonething of a role with them he supposed, especially where Robin was concerned, even if as
little nore than an enotional anchor and a psychol ogi cal prop over the years. But reason and
enoti on comuni cate on different wires that don't cross. Had he anticipated this situation a |ong
time ago and avoi ded any involvement with Vicki precisely to give hinmself a noral escape hatch
now? If so, then had the entire part he'd been acting out for nonths about caring what Earth did
been a charade manufactured to prop up his self-respect, while all along he waited for the tine to
come when he would follow the course that he had al ready chosen?

He didn't know. But the effort of thinking about it gradually brought the realization that even if
a nental switch were to flip and reveal that going to Kronia was a deci sion he had al ready
unconsci ously taken, suffering defeat here first wasn't necessary as a pretext for a notive. If
goi ng there was what he wanted, then that was good enough. In other words, there was no reason why
he shouldn't win the battle here first, and still go anyway—and with Earth conmitted to ful
cooperation, the prospective future out at Kronia would be inmmeasurably nore proni sing.

He |iked that way of |ooking at things, he decided. Thereafter, his deneanor brightened
considerably. His optimsmregarding the forthcom ng Washi ngt on conference clinbed again, and the
atnosphere in the offices of Protonix returned to its normal |evel of productive geniality.

20

The Kroni an hearings had been in progress for two days, staged in the conference theater of the
Anerican Association for the Advancenent of Science's new building on New York Avenue. The active
participants fell into three broad categories: the Kronian del egati on and Terran scientists from
vari ous places and disciplines who supported their position; specialized conmittees representing
the prevalent scientific opinions on Earth in such areas as Sol ar System astronony, recent

geol ogy, lce Age chronol ogy, clinmatology, cultural nythol ogy, and the other subjects under debate;
and an assortment of political advisors and del egates concerned with the policies that would cone
out of it all—potentially international in scope, although it seened agreed that the | ead set by
the United States woul d be generally foll owed. The nove to have two of Hu's scientists from JPL
added to the astronony committee had been contested on the grounds that it would produce internal
di vi siveness. The commttee chai rman—Herbert Vol er—had concurred and upheld the previously agreed
arrangenent .

These groups occupied three sections in the front part of the auditorium The dais facing the room
had been furnished with a panel table to accommdate the group concerned with the current topic,
and a podiumfor a principal speaker. Sone seats and tables in the center at the front were
reserved for the current AAAS president, Irwin Schatz, a physics Nobel Laureate, who was noninally
hosting and chairing the event, along with several officials frommajor scientific agencies and
their administrative assistants. The rows across the mddl e were taken up by journalists, science
correspondents, and reporters. The renmai nder of the hall was by invitation only for anyone with
the right connections who had nanaged to get a pass. Since the event had as nuch to do with world
pol i cymaki ng and public opinion as with science, there were |ots of caneras and ni crophones

around.

Al t hough the work that Keene and Jerry Allender had been involved in was not schedul ed for

di scussion until the third day, they had been present fromthe begi nning. Keene recogni zed a
nunber of familiar faces fromhis dealings over the years and was able to catch up on events with
sone of themin the chat room between fornal sessions. Also, he noticed Leo Cavan putting in an
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intermttent presence, usually in a seat to the side of the hall or standing near one of the
doors.

So far, the floor had | argely been ceded to the Kronians to recapitulate the work that had |ed
themto their conclusions. Practically all of the material they cited had been avail abl e before,
but —apart fromthe nore sensational itenms that the medi a had been popul arizing since Athena
appear ed—fragnent ed anong specialized journals and for the nost part obscure. Gllian had wanted
it all consolidated for the record, and there were really no grounds on which that could be

deni ed. They went over the parallels between ancient accounts of terrestrial disruptions and
viol ent celestial events, and the inplied connection with cataclysnms witten into the geol ogi ca
and bi ol ogi cal records. They pointed to the evidence for major disturbances to both the Mon and
Mars in recent tinmes as showi ng that the upheavals on Earth had been caused by some externa
agency, and hence the cherished notion of a stable and orderly Solar Systemwas in error. Finally,
they recounted the reasons for supposing that agency to have been an earlier Athena-|ike object
ejected from Jupiter, which had since evolved into the planet Venus.

Reacti ons had grown nore ani mated and voci ferous as the two days went by. The Kronian appeals to
ancient records and nythol ogies had elicited nainly pointed silences as the establishnent
scientists' way of registering their disapproval. They didn't think that this had any place in a
scientific debate of the twenty-first century, but courtesy required that the Kronians be
pernmitted a hearing if that was the way they insisted on playing it. The review of recent

geol ogi cal and bi ol ogi cal catastrophes initiated nore lively responses, not so nuch of denial that
the evi dence existed—for that much was generally accepted—but nore of resistance to the suggestion
that it testified to something universal and global rather than the unconnected, |ocalized events
that the nainstreamtheories still clung to. There was | ouder protest at revisions the Kronians
want ed made to accepted historical chronol ogy—for exanple, bringing forward the date for the
ending of the last ice age, and doing away with the Greek 1200 to 700 B.C. "Dark Age"
conventionally held to have separated the Helladic fromthe Hellenic periods. This, the Kronians
asserted, had never happened but resulted froma msalignnment of Greek and Egyptian chronol ogi es
stenming fromfaulty nineteenth-century research. The points of dispute were tabled to be covered
during the specialized sessions |ater

The real objections and choruses of "No!" "Never!" "Rubbish!" began when Gallian, Sariena, and
several of the other Kronian del egates began challenging traditional notions of the origin, age,
stability, and recent history of the Solar System This, of course, was the Terran party line
orchestrated by Voler finally enmerging. The reality of Athena couldn't be denied, but it was
acceptable only as a freak event that woul d never occur again in the tinespan of humanki nd. To
suppose that it could be the latest instance of what in fact was the norrmal schenme of things,
meani ng that just about everything that had been believed for centuries would have to be torn up
and di scarded, was inconceivable. Again, according to the rules, points of dispute and contention
wer e supposed to be deferred until later sessions; but this time the nood of the room had reached
the point where frayed tenpers and wounded egos wouldn't wait, and natters boiled over. The nedia
had a bonanza, capturing red-faced, spluttering professors hurling pejoratives fromthe floor, the
AAAS president pulping a file folder on the edge of his table as he shouted for order, and Sariena
at the podium quiet and dignified, waiting while one nél ée after another erupted and subsided. In
all this, it seemed to Keene that Voler played nore a role of egging things along and | oudly
adding to the controversy rather than acting as any kind of noderating influence. It was in
keeping with the significance of the Kronian affair to the career anbitions that Cavan had

descri bed. Sel dom di d anything become a focus of the political-scientific conmunity's attention
like the current issue, and Vol er was naking sure to keep hinself at center stage.

Eventual |y, matters spiraled to the inevitable clash over the origin of Venus. @Gllian began
summari zi ng anci ent astronom cal and nythol ogi cal accounts again but was interrupted by
astrononers protesting that this material was irrelevant and demandi ng that the proceedi ngs be
confined to science. Gallian handed over to Vashen, who presented evidence for a young pl anet
along the lines Salio had described to Keene. Despite Schatz's pleas for themto defer unti

| ater, several attendees rose to insist that the hypothesis was unnecessary since the accepted

t heory expl ai ned everything adequately. This led to the Kronians nmaki ng conparisons wth Athena,
whi ch was countered by reassertions that Athena was a totally different kind of object, noving in
a class of orbit that Venus coul d never have possessed. Sariena contradicted this, stating that
data collected over the past ten nonths by Kronian space probes showed a change in the electrica
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properties of the space mediumsufficient to invalidate conventional nodels, and that cal cul ations
based on the revised nodel showed that orbits could indeed be circularized in the way postul at ed,
within the requisite time frame. This caused sonmething of a stir until Tyndam the deputy chairman
of the astronony conmmittee, no doubt follow ng directions, called for the subject to be ruled

i nadm ssable. At this point, Gallian junped to his feet to protest that nothing pertinent could be
excluded froma scientific debate and challenging the other side for a justification. Tyndam s
reply was that the clai mwas unverified—the equival ent of hearsay in a court of |aw-and had no
standing as scientific evidence until either confirned or contradicted by independent studies. The
i ntransi gence of this ruling caused sonme surprised nutterings. Sariena rose again and retorted
hotly that the results had been verified, and the people who had conducted the corroborative study
were right here—she indicated where Keene and Al lender were sitting. Gallian demanded to the chair
that they be heard. Wth curiosity nounting all round, and feeling hinself under nounting noral
pressure, Schatz, clearly with some reluctance, agreed.

Vol er's position was nost vul nerable here, and he took it upon hinself to defend it personally,
assunming nore the role of a trial |lawer, it seened, than a delegate at a scientific conference,
by conming out fromhis seat to address the dais fromthe floor imediately in front of the
chairman's table. Keene was at the podiumat this point, having just finished describing his part
in organi zing the conputations conducted at Amspace. Allender, Sariena, Gallian, Vashen, and

Chel assey, a mathematician with the Kronian group, were at the table to his left, |ooking out over
the hall.

Vol er began, "So this wasn't part of any research protocol agreed with the Kronian scientists from
the outset. It was decided at a cocktail party after the Gsiris arrived here. Have | got that
right?"

"That's correct," Keene confirmed. He was getting irritated. Maybe that was the idea. It couldn't
have been agreed any earlier; the first results had only just come in from Saturn. Vol er knew

t hat .

"The data files were in the Gsiris's conmputers. You passed on the codes for accessing themso that
the cal cul ations could be repeated at Anspace.”

"Yes—at least, it was arranged by ny business partner and a mat hemati cal physicist enployed by our
conmpany. Just the original raw data. W& had no prior know edge of what the Kronians' results had
been. The sol utions computed at Amspace are in full agreenent with them M coll eague, Dr.

Al | ender, has conplete details of the protocols and procedures.” Keene couldn't keep hinself from
adding, "If you're questioning the conpetence of Dr. Allender and his staff, their nmethod and
setup were worked out in conjunction with Professor Neuzender at Princeton, a specialist in

cel estial dynanmi cs whose nane | have no doubt is fanmiliar to you."

Vol er stared for a few seconds and then nodded distantly, his mnd seemngly on a different track
"Ch, | have no doubt as to the abilities of the people involved, and |'m sure that their
conmput ati ons were done validly. |I've known Gary Neuzender for years, and if he's given his
approval 1'Il grant the results provisional status." He paused again and turned away briefly
before resum ng—learly for effect, and succeeding in getting the rooms attention. "But it isn't
the quality of the computations that concerns ne, Dr. Keene. After all, the outcome of a
conputation can be no nore valid than the data that it's based on; isn't that so? And in this
case, you've just told us that all of the alleged data cane from one source only, and a source,
nmoreover, that has a significant—+o put it mldly—stake in the outcone. Isn't that so?"

Excl amati ons of astoni shnment greeted the statenent. Keene couldn't believe his ears. Voler had as
good as directly questioned the Kronians' honesty. He shook his head, nonentarily befuddl ed. "What
are you trying to suggest, that the data weren't real . . . ? That they'd been faked or
sonet hi ng?" he asked i ncredul ously.

Vol er raised both arns in an enpty-handed gesture. "lI'msinply pointing out that these results

whi ch we are being asked to accept depend wholly on data that we have no way of verifying,
supplied froma single source at the |ast nmonment; and that source hardly qualifies as a
disinterested party. One cannot but be struck by how conveniently these results accord with the
case that's being argued, yet are inconpatible with just about everything hitherto believed. An
extraordi nary coinci dence, wouldn't you agree? Extraordinary clains requiring extraordinary proof.
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And you're saying it should be accepted purely on assurances."

Farther along the table to the side of the podium Gllian was on his feet again, his face livid
"What Kkind of suggestion is this? We cane here in good faith, believing this would be a debate of
evi dence, not an exam nation of our notives. Are we being called crimnals now? Exactly what is
Pr of essor Vol er insinuating?"

Keene had al ready seen Fey, sitting with a mxed group of people a couple of rows back fromthe
front. She had a satisfied look, as if this whole thing had a personal dinmension to it sonehow and
was settling sonme old scores. Keene had recovered sufficiently to think coherently again, perhaps,
if not quite coolly. The audacity of the double standard being applied was staggering. After al
the things that had been going on presumably with Voler's approval, if not actually under his
direct instigation, he was now questioning the integrity of the Kronians? Keene couldn't swall ow
it. He had warned Fey that he was in a position and of a nbod to expose what had been goi ng on

and he had asked her to convey the message. Either she had ignored him or Voler had. Wll, Keene
told hinmself, there would never be another opportunity like this.

He rai sed his head to address the whole floor. "This has gone far enough. If there were sound
scientific reasons for questioning the clainms that the Kronians are naking, then of course this
conference would be the place to hear them But instead, it appears it's being turned into a forum
for maki ng accusations that can only be described as scandalous." Cries of "Hear, hear!" cane from
a few scattered places. Encouraged, Keene gripped the edges of the podium and | ooked around. "Very
well. If that is the way it's to be, then let's have the full picture of things that have been
happeni ng, not unsupported insinuations or specul ations about what night have happened. | woul d
have preferred it if these natters had been referred to a nore appropriate quarter." Around the
room heads were shaking; others exchanged nystified | ooks. "However, since we have been turned in
this direction, let's talk about scientists | can name who have been intinidated by threats to
their careers fromvoicing convictions to which years of intensive work have brought them or

about suppression of opposing views fromthe mass nedia by direct intervention to cancel already
schedul ed events at the | ast nonent. Let's talk about actual censorship of publishing conducted

t hrough organi zed boycotts and letter canpaigns. . . . And | renind you all again, I'mreferring
to things that have taken place, not exercises in fancy about what night have." Finally, Keene
brought his eyes back down to where Voler was still regarding himfromthe floor, and pointed a

finger. "And now the same person whose influence | can show as central to all the things |I've just
listed can stand here and nmake these kinds of allegations? . " Keene raised his hands in a
brief appeal

"I take it we're referring to this wealth of evidence that would prove conclusive if the
scientific conmmunity and the world at large were permitted to share it without prejudice. |Is that
it?" Voler fired up at him

"Thank you. | couldn't have put it better," Keene acknow edged.

Vol er seened unfazed by Keene's remarks but stood with his arns fol ded confidently. "
“Censorship.' “Suppression,' " he repeated. "Qur colleague, Dr. Keene, is quick in his use of
strong words. We are accused of intervening in the activities of the media. But since when have
the mass media constituted the proper channel for scientific discourse? It seens to ne that what
we' ve been seeing is nore a case of the other side attenpting to shortcut the regular process in
order to create a jury of public opinion. Wien that happens, it's inevitably because the case is
i ncapabl e of withstanding rigorous scrutiny. Seen in that light, our actions would be nore
accurately described as noving to prevent the public from being stanpeded into graphically and
enotionally portrayed beliefs on the basis of suspect clainms and hal f-baked evidence. Wll, isn't
that what we have scientific institutions for? W' ve been rem nded ceasel essly over recent nonths
of the inportance of the decisions that will be nade as a result of these hearings. Very well

I"Il reiterate it. Let us be mindful of them"

Approving murrurings cane fromthe floor this tinme. Keene felt the foothold that had seenmed so
solid starting to slip. Gllian, still standing, was | ooking confused. Voler couldn't be turning
this around. "No!" Keene threw out over the hubbub. "This is not sonething out of the tabloids. W
turned to a public forum precisely because the institutions that Professor Voler puts such trust
in have refused to see the facts in front of them" He extended an arm si deways. "The Kroni ans are
scientists as conmpetent as any in this room The evidence they're asking us to ook at is as solid
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and verifiable as anything in your own | aboratories."
"Yes, we've just |ooked at an exanple of it," Voler renarked derisively.
"You didn't! You're refusing to look at it!" Keene shout ed.

"Based on data that no one this side of Saturn has seen; allegedly obtained from probes whose very
exi stence we have to accept on faith. You call that verifiable?" Voler taunted.

"What you are insinuating is inexcusable!" Gallian protested again, recovering his voice and
rallying with Keene.

"W brought you a ot nore than just the data fromthe probes," Sariena said frombeside Gllian
Her face seened flushed, even with her dark conplexion. It was the first tine that Keene had seen
her registering anger. "Tangi ble evidence that you can hold in your hand. WAas that supposed to be
“alleged'? Did we inagine it? |Is that not verifiable enough for you, Professor Voler? Tell us.
What el se would it take to convince you?"

Vol er raised his head sharply and swng to face the hall in a way that said they had just heard
sonet hing i nportant, so that by the time he turned back toward the dais the roomhad fallen quiet.
There was sonething triunphant in his manner, as if he had been leading up to this nonment al

al ong. Keene sensed that some unexpected turn was about to take place.

"Ah yes, the tangi bl e evidence," Voler repeated. He surveyed the room again, and then wal ked back
to where he had been sitting, while the Kronians exchanged questioning frowns. Voler stooped to
lift into view a |arge cardboard box about two feet along a side and set it down on the table.
Fromit he produced an object wapped in black cloth, which he uncovered and held aloft to reveal
as what appeared to be a broken flake of brown rock, perhaps an inch thick and roughly the size of
a dinner plate but with one straight side termnating at a distinct corner. "l assume we're
tal ki ng about these." The Kronians | ooked horrified. Gallian started to protest, but Voler waved
his other hand. "Ch, don't worry. This is just a plastic replica. The originals are in

saf ekeepi ng, naturally." He noved back bel ow the dais and turned to face the hall again. Sariena
caught Keene's eye but Keene could only shake his head.

"Some of you know about these already," Voler said. "A public announcenent was due to be made this
week, so | don't think I'll be giving anything away if | bring the essence of it forward a little.
Briefly, this is one of a nunber of objects that, we are told . " he paused and turned his head
to l ook up at Keene pointedly for a nonent " were discovered in the ice of Saturn's noon
Rhea, around six nonths ago. They are clearly artifacts froman intelligent culture, and severa

of themcarry sanples of a distinct witten script and other synbolic markings. . . ." Astonished
gasps began breaki ng out inmrediately, but Voler raised his voice and concl uded, "Hol ographic

i mges were sent ahead for experts here on Earth to exanmine, and the actual articles were
delivered a matter of days ago. They are offered as proof that the configuration of the Solar
System was once very different fromwhat we know t oday—ence again apparently corroborating in a
striking fashion the clains that the Kronians have cone here to put to us."”

This time the flurry of voices took sone time to die down. Vol er noved back and rested casually
agai nst the edge of the dais while he waited. When he had the roonis attention again, he half-
turned to | ook up at the podium "Wuld you describe your relationship with our Kronian guests as
cordial, Dr. Keene?" he inquired. Once again, he seened to have projected hinself into the role of
a | awyer conducting a trial.

"Well, yes, | suppose you'd say so," Keene agreed. He had no idea where this was going.

"Friendly, perhaps? You were in communication for many nonths. You and certain nenbers of their
scientific group got to know each other quite well, | understand.™

"l guess so. That's natural enough for people who share professional interests. Wat of it?"

"Ah yes, sharing professional interests. Your interests are tied pretty tightly to whether or not
the case that the Kronians are arguing is accepted, isn't it? And the interests of Anspace

Cor poration, with whomyour conpany does the bulk of its work. If Earth were to initiate a |arge
program of |ong-range space devel opnent in the way we are being urged, then not only would the
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future of the Kronian colony be assured but the prospects for success and fortune of both yourself
and Amspace woul d be permanently guaranteed. Isn't that so?"

"Kronia's future doesn't need any assurance fromEarth," Gallian fumed from behind the table,
where he had finally been induced to sit down. "That's a pernicious nyth that—=

"Please |l et Dr. Keene answer the question," Voler requested

Keene's patience was getting close to its limt. "Yes, it's true," he replied curtly. "So what?
Exactly what are you suggesting?"

Vol er straightened up and noved forward so that while still addressing Keene, he was facing the
auditorium He raised the piece of imtation tablet aloft again. "Wy was the specinmen only
delivered two days ago? The Gsiris has been here for al nost four weeks. Did sonmebody sonewhere
i magi ne that thorough physical tests wouldn't be possible in that tine? If so, they nust be
getting desperate. O was it nore a case of sinple naiveté and i nexperience in terrestria

geol ogy?"

By now, Keene was totally flumoxed. "Look, | don't . . . Wat is this? WII you just tell us
what —

Vol er's voi ce resounded suddenly, cutting himoff. "By every test of conposition, chemstry,

i sotope ratios, spectral, neutron activation, and thernol um nescent analysis to which it has been

subj ected, the original specinen corresponding to this replica that | amholding in ny hand is

i ndi stinguishable from Lower Cretaceous sandstone |laid down here, on our own planet, approxinmately
one hundred and thirty mllion years ago. Yet we're told it was found eight hundred mllion mles

fromEarth on a nmoon of Saturn. Now, how could that possibly be?"

"' . . 1 . . . That's not possible." Keene shook his head.

The Kronians were in consternation. "But we brought them here ourselves,” Gllian insisted. "Your

anal yses can't be as specific as you believe themto be."

Vol er nodded and | ooked pleased. "Yes, | was waiting for that. O course, the Solar Systemis just
awash with oceans that could have |aid down sandstone. Or are our experts supposed to be so inept
that they m stake igneous |avas for sandstone? But fortunately, we don't have to rely solely on
the word of our geol ogists. The script that | alluded to has been identified. It turns out to be a
version of |late Joktanian angular, clearly related to that found in the region of southwest Arabia
and the African Horn in recent years, which is yet to be deciphered. In short, there can be no
doubt that it came fromthe same planet that we are standing on, and the people who carved these
synbols were of a culture that existed here and not out at Saturn." Voler turned to face the dais
again, finally. "And how, Dr. Keene, do you explain that?"

Keene coul dn't. Snippets of what Vicki had said flew disjointedly through his mnd, but he was
unabl e to assenmble theminto anything coherent. Hi s thought processes had seized up. Farther al ong
at the table, Gllian was | ooking dazed. "But how could it have?" he asked. "W brought them here
oursel ves, from Saturn."

"Fromthe sane place as the probe data, naybe?" Vol er suggested, stopping short of openly jeering
but evidently enjoying hinself.

"Are you trying to suggest that we faked that too now?" Gallian gasped. By now, the whole floor
was listening in disbelief. The reporters at the back were having a field day, sone already
muttering into phones. At the central table, Schatz was shaking his head despairingly. This was
unpr ecedent ed.

"I'"m sinply asking how objects fromEarth could turn up on a noon of Saturn," Voler replied. He
wal ked back to the center table and set the tablet down on the wapping that he had renobved. Then
he | ooked up again. "But then, of course, we don't actually have independent, verifiable evidence
that they ever were at Saturn, do we?" He turned to | ook back at the Kronians, as if half
expecting an outburst. "The only indisputable fact is that they were brought down fromthe Gsiris
two days ago by the shuttle that returned a group of Kronians to the surface after spending a rest
period up there. Everything else that we are told rests totally on assurances—ust as with the
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data fromthe probes.” Gallian started to rise again, his face crinmson beneath his white hair.
Vashen and Sariena pulled himback down, but then Voler turned away abruptly, picked up sone
papers fromthe table, and noved back to the front of the floor to | ook once nore up at Keene.
"And for that one, sinple, indisputable fact, | think naybe we do have a sinple possible

expl anation. Do you not think so, Dr. Keene?"

Keene was still trying to collect his wits. He shook his head inpatiently. "I wasn't involved in
any of this. | don't know what you're tal king about."

"Ch, really? Then allow me to refresh your nenory of a few things." Voler consulted one of the
pi eces of paper that he was holding. "The Gsiris arrived in Earth orbit on Friday, May 6. On the
evening of the follow ng Monday, the Kronians held an infornmal reception at their suite in the
Engl eton Hotel, which |I believe you attended. |Is that so?"

"Yes, | did. \What about it?"

"You weren't on the officially prepared |ist of guests, | see," Voler comented.

"I was invited by the Kronians directly," Keene retorted.

"Ch yes, of course. You' d been good friends for a while, hadn't you? . . . And tell ne, Dr. Keene
is it true that on that occasion, you were introduced to a certain Catherine Zetl, a

pal eoant hropol ogi st with the Smthsonian Institution, who has been involved in the Joktani an
excavations that have been in progress for sone time now?"

"W net, yes," Keene confirmed. What did this have to do w th anything?

"And how woul d you describe Ms. Zetl's attitude toward the Kronians and the case they are
ar gui ng?"

"l don't recall that we tal ked nmuch about it."

"Ch, you didn't. Well, | have it on record that she is extrenely supportive of themand critica
of what she likes to call “official stodginess.' "
"Very well, if you say so. Am| being accused of sonething, or can we get back to what was

supposed to be the business of this conference?"

Vol er sumari zed: "So, you have been friends with the Kronians for a long time, in part because
your professional interests coincide with their agenda. They arrange for you to attend a soci al

gat hering at which you neet another scientist synpathetic to their position, whose work happens to
have included studying, catal oguing, and storing the very objects we have been tal ki ng about. And
now let's nove forward al nost three weeks to May 24. On that date, isn't it true that you took
part in another space m ssion conducted by Anmspace—your |ong-term business associ ate who shares
the sane interests?"

It hit Keene then where Voler was going with this. Sudden dismay jolted himand nust have showed.
"No," he protested.

"What ? Are you saying that you didn't go on the m ssion |aunched on May 24?"
"I'"'msaying that what you're suggesting is ridiculous."

"I haven't suggested anything, Dr. Keene. What was the purpose of the m ssion?"
"I tell you this is ridiculous!" Keene said again, his voice rising.

"Pl ease answer the question."

"What is this circus supposed to be? | cane up here to describe our work in repeating the Kronian
orbital calculations. Am| supposed to be on trial for sonething?"

The room had becone solem. "I think you should answer Professor Voler's questions," Schatz said

from behind Vol er, voicing the general nood.
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Keene drew a long breath to calmhinself. "It was to test a design of a hybrid engine," he
replied.

"A chemical hybrid," Voler supplied. "This was a test of a conventional propulsion systenf"
"Yes."

"But you are a specialist in nuclear propulsion, are you not, Dr. Keene? What was your role in the
m ssi on?"

"l wasn't involved in that part of it."
"Ch?" Vol er feigned surprise. "There was another part? And what was that?"
"You obvi ously know damm wel | ."

"Yes | do. And allow ne to informthe rest of the people present here what it was." Vol er turned
to address the hall in general. "At the |last nmoment, the m ssion was extended to include an
addi ti onal phase: After conpletion of the hybrid trials, the Anspace craft nmade rendezvous and
docked with the Gsiris, where it remained for over twelve hours." Voler peeled off the last of the
sheets of paper he was holding and held it high. "I have here a copy of the |oadi ng manifest of
personal baggage itens carried by the Anmspace craft on that mission. It lists as an item forwarded
for Doctor Landen Keene, one carton of weight fifteen point five kilos, described as contai ning
twel ve bottles of assorted wi nes."” Keene | ooked across at the center table, where Voler had left
the box that he had taken the replica from "Wll, let's see," Voler went on, "in ny estinmation
that woul d be about the size of the box over there. So, a couple of weeks after neeting Zetl, you
took a box similar to that one up to the Gsiris, and o and behold, two days |l ater the specinens
that we are told came from Rhea are shipped down, just in time for this conference. Another

amazi ngly conveni ent coincidence." Vol er wheeled to face Keene fully. Finally, he dropped the

pl ayful ness that he had been affecting, and his expression darkened. "Seriously, Dr. Keene, are
you really expecting us to . "

But the rest was drowned in the rising pandenoniumconing fromall sides. Keene had no answer to
of fer anyway. Anything he tried to say woul d have sounded | ane. The Kroni ans, too, were sitting in
sil ence, stunned. Keene was vaguely aware of figures conmng forward into the space bel ow,

j abbering, shouting, and gesticul ating. Sonehow, Cavan's face materialized out of it all. "It
isn't true, Leo," Keene said, still feeling this had to be some kind of dream "You know it didn't
happen that way. | can't explain it. Wiere do we start with sonmething like this?"

"I don't know either," Cavan told him "But | think that for the tine being you need to forget any
more arguing with scientists. Wat you're going to need is a firmof |awers."

21

Until Voler's allegations were either proved or refuted there could be no continuance under the
gui se of a scientific debate, and the conference was suspended until further notice. Marvin
Curtiss was as bewildered by it all as Keene. It was bad enough that public attention should be so
completely diverted fromthe original issue at this crucial juncture; but even worse was Anspace's
being inplicated, calling into question the credibility and integrity of all the interests that
the conpany was associated with. "Everything's turned into a political showtrial,"” he groaned
over the phone when Keene was finally able to talk to him "It will take twenty years for this to
wear off."

Carlton Murray, the head of Anspace's |egal departnment, left on an afternoon flight from Texas
with two of the firmis awers. They would neet with Keene that evening, and the follow ng day
make arrangenments for representation by the conpany's Washington law firm An outraged Catherine
Zetl issued a public denial and announced her intention to sue, which raised the possibility of
acting jointly. After a brief conference in a private roomat the AAAS building, Gallian, for once
nonconmittal and subdued, told Keene to |l et himknow what the | awers wanted the Kronians to do
after Keene nmet with themthat evening. Gallian and the rest of the Kronians then retired to the
Engl eton for the remainder of the day. Keene told Vicki to expect to be effectively in charge of
Protonix for a while, and then stopped by Information and Ofice Services in D.C. to have Shirley
take care of everything there. For the sake of privacy and sanity he changed his hotel to the one
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that the Anspace | awyers woul d be checking into and forbade Shirley fromrevealing to anyone where
he had gone. Jerry Allender offered to stick around, but Keene told himthe whol e busi ness had
moved way out of his field and there was little further that he would be able to do. All ender

| eft, accordingly, on the last flight that night connecting to Corpus Christi.

The two | awyers acconpanying Miurray turned out to be Sally Panchard, an ol d hand who had been with
Anspace for years, and diff Yeaks, a relatively newrecruit fromlaw school but bright,
personabl e, and enthusiastic. Only when he was able to sit dowmn with themin his room finally
renoved fromthe frenzy that had followed himall day, was Keene able to give any real thought to
what it all meant.

And what it neant was shattering. The accusations agai nst hinself, damaging as they woul d probably
be to the public perception of the Kronians and which constituted Curtiss's main concern, were not
what bothered him Mirray was confident that Voler had carried his theatrics too far, and if the
true story were as Keene namintained, systematic investigation of the facts would eventually
establish it. That didn't nean that somebody el se hadn't taken the artifacts up to the Gsiris, of
course. It was hard to imagi ne any of the others on the m nishuttle being involved, but Curtiss
had aut hori zed di screet background checks of all of themas a precaution. But all kinds of

official craft had been shuttling up and down between the surface and the Gsiris since its
arrival, so there was plenty of roomfor the culprit to be el sewhere

So did Voler really believe the line he had strung together about Keene? O had he sinply seized
an opportunity to derail the Kronians when a convenient set of coincidences presented thensel ves,
knowi ng that he would be able to admt hastiness and extract hinmself later? At this stage, it
didn't really matter. Wat renmai ned—nl ess sone of the world's forenpst experts were unable to
tell terrestrial rocks and the work of an ancient human culture fromthings that had originated in
anot her real mentirel y—was that regardl ess of who had taken or sent themup to the Gsiris, the
artifacts had come from Earth, which could only nmean that the story of their being found on Rhea
was a fabrication. And if that were so, then what reliance could be placed on the probe data al so?
That, of course, had been Voler's real point. The rest, as likely as not, had been staged to grab
some linelight for hinself and enbarrass Keene and Anspace at the sane tine.

In all his dealings with them it had never crossed Keene's mind to question the integrity of the
Kroni ans. WAs it possible that he could have judged so wongly? And if so, what el se mght he be
wrong about? Maybe the Kronian colony was as stretched to its linmt as the politicians and

advi sors on Earth had been saying all along, and desperation to the point of perpetrating a
deception such as this was the result. Whatever their reasons or their situation, the fantasy
Keene had toyed with of going back with them had exploded. His only desire now, after transferring
all dealings to the lawers, was to leave things in their hands fromhere on, get away from
everything for a while, and then do sonme serious thinking about what he wanted to do with the rest
of his life. First, however, it would be necessary for himto introduce the |awers to the

Kr oni ans.

Al t hough he had the direct personal calling codes that the Kronians had been assigned for the
duration of their visit, matters were nore formal now and he called the general nunber for the
suite. A security nan answered, and after verifying Keene's authentication put himthrough to the
fl oor above. Vashen took the call, and when he saw that it was Keene, passed it over to Sariena.
She was sl eepy and not very communi cative, which was hardly surprising. After checking with

Gl lian, she confirnmed that tonmorrow norning would be fine for a neeting with the |awers. Since
everything on their schedul e had been canceled, there was little else for the Kronians to do
anyway.

* * %

The next norning after breakfast, Keene was waiting in the hotel |obby, where he had arranged to
meet the |lawers, when three nen detoured by himwhile on their way toward the nain doors.

"Aren't you the guy who was all over the news yesterday—the one who took the fake tablets up to
the space ship?" one of them said.

Keene was nmonmentarily taken aback. "Excuse me? . . . Oh. No, what they said wasn't true. There's a
ot to be uncovered. Don't believe anything you hear at this stage."
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"Ch yeah? Well, you tell those kook friends of yours that if they want to go back where they cane
fromand freeze, that's okay. But don't cone here expecting us to make it work for them because
it can't work. Especially when they have to lie about it. Ckay?"

The three wal ked away before Keene could respond further. Just a nonth ago, he'd been a space hero
taking on the Air Force. Already, he'd turned into a | ackey of alien interests. Celebrity, it
seened, could be a short-Ilived thing.

* * %

The nmood in the Kronians' suite at the Engleton was very different from what Keene renenbered of
the last tinme he was there. Instead of a party atnosphere and optimstic talk of exciting changes
to come, the tone was set by sonmber-suited | awers with | aptops, heavy briefcases, and | egal pads.
No | onger did the Kronians joke about the strange sights and experiences of Earth. Instead, they
were listless and reticent, volunteering little beyond what they were asked, giving the inpression
of going along with sonething they had no choice in but being already resigned to the futility of
it.

Keene didn't have a large part to play after making the introductions, having given his own story
the evening before. Murray opened with general prelimnaries, explaining Arspace's relationship
with the Washington law firm and since Amspace and the Kronians were inplicated together
outlining the advantages of arrangi ng conprehensive representation for all of them However, that
woul d depend on the outconme of talking with partners of the Washington firm which he hoped to do
| ater that day or tonmorrow. The Kronians had no real questions, and Miurray got down to the

busi ness of going over the reports and transcripts of the previous days' conference itemby item
to get the Kronians' version and their verification where quotes were attributed to them Al the
time, Sariena kept giving Keene curious |ooks, while he did his best to avoid her gaze. Gallian's
answers to the | awers' questions becanme shorter and nore strained. He seened to be containing
hinmself only with difficulty against rising inpatience.

Finally, Mirray | eaned back in his chair, his pen held | engthw se between his fingertips, and
contenpl ated Gallian for several seconds as if weighing howto make a delicate point. Gallian
scow ed back unhel pfully. "Look, | appreciate that ways of going about things m ght be different
where you're from and |I've tried to allow for that," Miurray said. "But | have to say, the answers
you' ve been giving aren't exactly going to serve your best interests. You don't seemto understand
how t he system here works. W are not your adversaries in this. W're on your side. Qur job is to
put together a strategy that will get us through with the m ninum of danage. But to do that, we
need conpl ete cooperation.”

Gllian's jaw tightened. "I'msorry. | thought we were cooperating," he replied.

Sally Panchard put in, "I think what Carlton's trying to say is that whatever else is admtted
publicly, we need to know where those artifacts came from But as far as the case itself is
concerned, our position will depend on what we think the other side is able to prove. In other
words, we give nothing away. W thout proof, how can anyone know for sure if the artifacts were
ever up in the Gsiris at all? If they were given to you by sonmeone here on Earth after you | anded,
who said they'd come out of the container that was shipped down, then Lan Keene, you, and everyone
in your mssion would be exonerated.”

"Yes, yes. Those are just the lines | was thinking along," Mirray interjected.

Sally went on, "There would still be the inmages that were beanmed from Kronia to account for, but
they coul d have origi nated here and been turned around. So the whole thing could have been

engi neered between a group of unknown parties here and in Kronia, and you were all used
unwittingly."

Vashen was shaking his head, trying to follow "But that woul dn't change what Voler was trying to
say yesterday. You'd just be naking others guilty instead of us."

"That's our job," diff Yeaks said. "You and Dr. Keene are our clients. The other guys are not. If
Vol er can't prove who did it, that's his problem The thing that matters is, you guys wll be off
t he hook. "

Gallian emtted a | oud sigh suddenly, got up fromhis seat, and stanped over to the w ndow to
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stare out at the Washington rooftops. " "The thing that matters,' " he repeated. "Al this
posturing and antagoni sm obsessions over who will win and who will |ose. Wien will the people of
this world ever learn to stop fighting each other and do things together? Doesn't it occur to
anybody that the thing that matters m ght be truth?" He turned back to face the room "Which side
are you people on? All 1'mhearing is nonsense about |egal contortions and antics that don't
interest me that can be dragged out to divert attention fromthe real issue forever. Is that what
you want? | thought this was supposed to be a scientific matter. When are we going to get back to
that? The only one anbng you who speaks that |anguage is Landen, and he has said practically
not hi ng. So why don't we stop tal king about what stories we can invent and try concentrating on
asking what really did happen?"

Keene answered, since Gallian was still staring at him "I think that's what Carlton is trying to
do. As he said, he needs to know exactly at what point those objects—the actual objects, not sone
ki nd of container that they were supposed to be in—anme into your hands." Keene paused, then added
as the thought struck him "Come to that, did you ever actually see them outside of a container?"

"A good point," Sally said, nodding.

Gallian frowned fromone to another of them "I don't understand. | was quite famliar with them
before they were crated. | was involved in some of the studies of them" He waited, inviting sone
expl anat i on.

"Gl lian," Keene said despairingly. "Now you're starting to sound as if they really did conme from
Saturn. Carlton just told you: he and his people are on your side, yet you're still giving thema
hard tine. |'mbeginning to see his point."

"We're trying to get you out of a nmess. This isn't hel ping." Yeaks groaned.

Total silence hit the room Gallian stared at the Terrans first in nonconprehension, then with
slowy growing incredulity. The rest of the Kronians were exchangi ng shocked | ooks or just sitting
wi th dazed expressions. Involuntarily, Keene turned in Sariena's direction with a what-did-I-say?
| ook.

"Ch ny God," Sariena whispered. "Even you don't believe it, Lan." She faltered, |looking at himin
disbelief. "These fairy stories that you' re talking about; they' re not just for Terran

mel odramatics. You really inagine that sone kind of alternative explanation has to be manufactured
sonehow. "

Keene al nbst started to laugh. "You' re not trying to tell us they're genuine, that they really
were found on—

"OfF course they're genuine!" Sariena shouted. Keene blinked, feeling as if she had sl apped his
face. She raised a hand to her brow, started to say sonething, then rose, shaking her head. "I
can't believe . . . Lan, how I ong have you known us? How | ong have we comruni cat ed, worked

t oget her ? You know sonet hi ng about our val ues, our conmmtnent to truth. Could you really inmagine
we' d be capable of such a thing?" Gallian noved to a chair and sank down onto it.

Keene didn't know how to respond. The two ol der | awers saw that they were out of their depth and
shut up. Yeaks | ooked at Sariena and showed his hands. "But how could that be possible? W' ve
heard the evidence from yesterday. Nobody has even hinted of any doubts about it. W can hardly
argue that those things didn't come fromEarth."

"Ch yes, I"'msure you're right. They canme fromEarth," Sariena agreed tiredly.

Yeaks gl anced at his colleagues as if checking that he hadn't nissed something, then |ooked back
at Sariena. "Then how can anyone believe they were found on Rhea? You can't go back out there and
keep saying that. Nobody on Earth is going to believe it."

"It's as we said,"” Gllian declared, speaking to the Kronians. "Getting involved in the
conplications here will just be a waste of tine and achieve nothing. | say we pack up and go back
W'l sort it out ourselves with our own scientists back in Kronia."

"Leave now, just like that?" Vashen said. "Wat about the em grants we were due to take back?"
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"Get the word out for themto bring their plans forward. Speed things up at Tapapeque. W'll wait
for themin orbit,"” Gallian replied curtly.

Now Keene was confused. "What is there to sort out?" he demanded. "Cliff's point seenmed pretty
clear to ne. You're admitting that the artifacts cane fromEarth, but at the sane tinme you want to
stick to the story that they were found on Rhea. You can't have it both ways, for heaven's sake.

It doesn't nmake any sense. We're here. Saturn is eight hundred nmillion mles away. Are you telling
us that the Joktanians are supposed to have had space travel now?"

Sari ena cane over to sit down across from Keene and | ooked at him There was no aggravation in her
eyes now but sonething deeper, sadder—for a nonent, it seenmed, alnost pitying. "Ch, Lan," she
sighed. "You've tried so much to think like us, but you're still a Terran underneath, |ocked into
your preconceptions. You really can't turn it around the other way, can you?"

"What do you nean?" Keene said. "Turn what around what other way?"

"We've been discussing it nost of the night. Just believe the facts and accept their inplication.
Don't try to force anything to fit with what you think you already know. And you end up with only
one answer." Keene | ooked to the lawers for help. They shook their heads hel pl essly. He | ooked
back at the Kronians.

Vashen rai sed a hand to enunerate on his fingers. "Fact one: those objects originated on Earth.
Fact two: they were found on a noon of Saturn. Fact three: no interplanetary transportation
existed at the time of creation.”

"I'n other words, they couldn't have gone fromhere to there," Sariena said.

Silence fell again. "Now turn it around the other way, as Sariena said," Gallian told himfrom
across the room

Keene still couldn't figure what they were driving at. He | ooked at Sariena and shook his head.

"Therefore, they must have been created there, not here," she conpleted. "They were ejected off
Earth in sone kind of inpact event, and later fell on Rhea."

It took Keene a further three or four seconds to grasp the only way in which that coul d have been
so. Then his eyes wi dened slowy. "Surely not," was all he could nanage.

Sari ena nodded. "Their journey across space wasn't fromhere to there, but fromthere to here. And
since there wasn't the technology to transport them they nmust have cone with the Earth itself.
Earth was once a satellite of Saturn!”

* * *

Was it genuine? Or was it a face-saving ploy to let the Kronians extricate thenselves fromthe
affairs of Earth and depart? Keene didn't know. Hi s confidence was not bol stered when Gllian
refused to throw the matter open for debate on the grounds that after seeing the reaction of
Earth's scientists to the Venus proposal, he wasn't even going to try getting themto listen to
sonmething like this. The Kronians would go back and pursue the matter thenselves, with their own
scientists. They abandoned plans for any further serious discussion on Earth, and began maki ng
departure preparations accordingly.

So, what were they: true visionaries inpelled by an ethic that woul d never be understood on Earth;
or failures who had fool ed even Keene for a year, pulling out under a contrived pretext when it
became clear that their bid to enlist help fromEarth had failed? And the Gsiris: Was it really
the exempl ar of what freed science could acconplish, as he had believed, or just a one-tine

showpi ece achieved by hurling everything into a single-purpose project? Had the Kronians known al
along that their position was precarious, and that they could well end up with enraged authorities
on Earth opposing their departure if things went wong, and was that why the Gsiris was arnmed?
Keene still didn't know what he believed when, a day later, with nothing nore to be acconplished

i n Washi ngton, he and the three | awers boarded a plane at Reagan National Airport to head back to
Texas.
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22

The question nagged at Keene for days, allowing himto get little el se done. Either the Kronians
were guilty as charged and he had nade one of the biggest m sjudgnments of his |ife, or one of the
nost stupefying scientific conjectures of all time was being m ssed because of politics and petty
vanities. If the first, he was on the wong side and it was tinme to redirect his life toward
staking sone clainms in everything he had been mssing out on. If the latter, then hunmanki nd' s way
ahead lay with the different ethic of the Kronians, in which case Keene bel onged out there and not
here, and if they were already getting ready to | eave he needed to make his mind up soon if he

i nt ended doi ng sonet hing about it.

It all hinged on the proposition that Earth had once been a noon of Saturn. If that were credible,
then so were the Kronians. So how believable was it? Keene decided that he needed sonebody

sui tably know edgeabl e to hel p hi muntangl e the questions clogging up his head. Mst of the
astrononers he knew-especially after the recent happeni ngs in Washi ngt on—aoul dn't want to get
within a mile of something like this. In the end, he called David Salio. At first, Salio was stil
enbarrassed after what he felt had been a betrayal, but his manner eased when it became cl ear that
Keene was calling about sonething entirely different. Keene's opening sentences were enough to get
hi m hooked, and they arranged a neeting for that sane afternoon. Keene flew up to Houston on the
m dday flight and spent the afternoon and evening with Salio. Salio couldn't guarantee to Keene
that the | atest Kronian proposition was not a line they had fabricated to extricate thensel ves;
but neither did he dismss it as inmpossible. Certainly, the suggestion that the notions of other
pl anets too, not just Venus, m ght have been different in tines gone by didn't offend himin the
way it had ot her astrononers Keene had tal ked to.

"There's good reason for supposing that Mars noves differently fromthe way it used to," he told
Keene. "The Kronians think that after Venus's close pass with Earth, it went into an orbit that
brought it close again periodically—though never with anything Iike the devastation of the first
encounter, of course. That was why just about every ancient culture watched it so closely, keeping
charts to track its every novenment and viewing its approaches in trepidation as a portent of
destruction. Finally, somewhere around 700 B.C., it came close to Mars in an event once again
recorded everywhere as a celestial conbat of gods, altering Mars's orbit and afterward settling
down to the circularized orbit we see today."

"Cool ed down fromthe plasma state, with the electrical effects dissipated,"” Keene renarked.

Sali o shrugged. "We don't know enough about that yet to say. But if something as recent as that is
at least plausible, who's to say what the situation nmight have been in this nore distant era that

the Kroni ans are tal ki ng about? Wthout knowi ng the truth about those artifacts, | can't tell you

that the Kronians didn't make it up. That's for your lawers to figure out. But it's certainly not
grounds for witing themoff, either."

Keene caught the last flight back to Corpus Christi, where Vicki met himat the airport—he had
lent her his car that day since hers was in the shop. She | ooked trimand classy in a cool sunmer
dress and greeted himwith a hug that felt nice after a long, hectic day. "W could redeem one of
the outstanding rain checks at the Bandana," she said as they wal ked out past Baggage O aim
"Robin's overnighting with a friend, and | can live it up—the life |I've al ways dreaned about."

"You nust read nminds too," Keene said. "Sure, | could use a beer. Planes and peanuts al ways make
me dry."

"So how did it go with Salio?" she asked as they began crossing the parking lot. "Wat did he have
to say?"

"He was fascinated. Said it was the nost exciting thing he'd heard for years. He even canme up with
sonme thoughts of his own about it that could answer a nunber of puzzles that have been goi ng
around for a long tinme. For exanple, Saturn could have provided a nore benign environnent for life
to have gotten started in than here, close to the Sun. No fierce ultraviolet to break up early,
fragil e nol ecul es before there was ozone."

"He didn't think it would be too cold out at that distance? That was one of the things that
bot hered ne. "
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"Not necessarily. If Saturn was a protostar at one time that didn't nmake it to fusion ignition, it
m ght still have radi ated enough to warmits satellites."”

"What about when Earth escaped?"

Keene shrugged. "Maybe there's your Ice Age. . . . In any case, with all the other things going on
that we've been tal king about, Saturn might not have been at the sane distance then. | can see why
Gal lian thinks there's enough new science to keep thembusy for fifty years."

Vicki glanced at himsilently as they wal ked. Her expression still held a touch of skepticism
"Could it really have been that recently?" she queried. "Enough for humans to have seen it?"

"Well, it's beginning to ook as if things could change a | ot quicker than has al ways been
thought. Salio thinks the whol e geol ogical and astronomc tine frame is screwed up."

"Don't tell nme 4,004 B.C. is true after all."

"No. But he's pretty certain that the conventional figures are going to have to be drastically
revi sed downward, all the sane."

"So does he buy the idea of a one-tine satellite of Saturn?" Vicki asked.

"Until we know for sure one way or the other about the artifacts, he can't say," Keefe replied.
"It could be a scam it could be straight. That's where Murray and the | awyers ought to have been
pitching in. Were we go next, |'mnot sure."”

Vi cki handed himthe keys. He opened the passenger door for her and saw her in, then wal ked around
and got in the driver's side

"I'"'msurprised they didn't stay on in Washington |onger," Vicki said as they noved out. "I can see
why you and Jerry would be out of it now But doesn't the |legal ness up there need attention?"

"There wouldn't be any point," Keene said. "The Kronians aren't interested. They're going
back—either to work on their theory or figure out how el se they're going to save their colony. |
don't know which. It depends on whether they' re genuine or not. The last | heard, ldorf was
bringing the Gsiris up to flight readi ness.”

"Quch. | didn't realize it was so soon. It's really that hopel ess?"

Keene sighed. "Well, if you and | have trouble buying it, the establishnent isn't even going to
want to hear. If they really are genuine, then Gallian is probably right in thinking that getting
tangled up in legalities would just be a waste of time. He told Murray that no law firmwoul d take
Kroni ans on anyway. After Voler's act, they'd be too worried about the bill being paid in faked
nmoney. "

Vicki smled and snorted, but remained serious, staring out into the night in silence for a while.
Then she said, "You know, there's a |ot nore at stake here than | realized before. If the whole
thing is a scam the only thing that nakes sense as to why the Kronians shoul d have gone to such
lengths is to get a share of the real power structure instead of being just an outpost on the
fringes. Because if they' d gotten Earth behind themin this programthey canme here to sell, that's
what it would have nmeant. It does nakes a crazy kind of sense.”

Keene shook his head. "It's not crazy at all. That's the jackpot question, Vicki. If it was a
scam and we bought it but the people we thought we were so nmuch smarter than didn't, Kronia is
finished. But if it's straight . . ." he sought for a phrase, "then they could be the next leap in

the social evolution of the human species."”

Vicki fell silent again while she thought about it. "You don't really believe them though, do
you, Lan?" she said finally. "The Kroni ans. Deep down, you're not convinced."

Keene | ooked across at her, surprised. "I said | don't know what to believe. \Wat makes you say
t hat ?"
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Vi cki shrugged lightly. "You' re here, back in Texas. You didn't stay around to see them off. What
does that tell you?"

* * %

They pulled into the parking lot in front of the Bandana and parked next to a pickup, where a
group of a half dozen to a dozen youths and girls were standing around talking in the flickering
glow fromthe neon signs. The sound of heavy-beat country nusic frominside greeted them as they
clinmbed out of the car. The air was warm and cl ose after Washington, but with a fresher scent
coming in with the breeze off the coastal plain. Keene stretched his arns and | ooked up at the
sky. Al that could be seen of Athena now was a pal e gl ow over the western horizon. Even though
the tine was approaching mdnight, a matter of days ago it would have been a bright colum
clinmbing hal fway up the sky. It neant that the tail was foreshortening as Athena canme around from
peri helion, swinging around like a |ighthouse beamto sweep past Earth before Athena crossed
Earth's orbit in just a few weeks tine. Between now and then it would becone the nost spectacul ar
object to fill the sky ever in human hi story—dnl ess, of course, the Kronians were right about the
Venus encount er

"How ya doin'?" one of the youths inquired genially as Keene wal ked around the car to join Vicki
He was tall and |lean, wearing jeans with a plain shirt and vest, and had a white ten-gallon tipped
to the back of his head.

"Doi ng okay," Keene replied. "How about you guys?"

"Oh, just fine. It's busy in there tonight, I"'mtellin" ya."

"We'll risk it."

"Take care, now.

Keene followed Vicki up a few steps up to the entry porch. "I think I'Il get a hat and some
boots," he said as he stepped ahead to hold the door. "The prettiest girls always seemto hang
around wi th the cowboys."

"Those coul d be your granddaughters,” Vicki told him The noise intensified suddenly as they went
t hr ough.

"Even better. . . . Wiich rem nds ne, have we heard anything nore about what Karen's doi ng?"
"Yes, she's definitely noving to Dallas. It might be a bit sooner than she thought, though."

"Um" Keene stood | ooking around. The dance floor was filled, and a nostly nale crowd was
clustered in the vicinity of the bar. It wasn't going to be easy to get a booth or a table in the
front | ounge. Keene | ooked across to the far side. "Maybe we could go through into the
restaurant,” he said. "They look as if they've got nore roomin there. | never thought to ask
have you eaten?"

"I did earlier—but | could use something with a drink, sure."

They nade their way through the bar and dance area to the restaurant and grabbed a corner table
just as another couple were vacating it. A waitress cane to clear the dishes and give them nmenus,
announced that she was Julie, and took an order for drinks. Keene decided he wasn't up to a ful
meal or in the nood for a burger. The steak sandw ch sounded good. O maybe sonething |ighter
like a salad. . . . "I suppose we get the recitation about the specials when she gets back," he
sai d, scanning the Mexi can section. "Have you ever noticed? They don't listen. "I'mJulie, your
server. How are you today?' And if you say, "Suicidal,' it's, “That's nice. Qur specials are

" 1"l show you when she gets back. . . . But | guess it's not really surprising when they have
to say it probably a hundred tines a day." There was no response. He | ooked up and realized that
Vicki wasn't listening either, but was staring past himw th a strange, fixated | ook on her face
"Hel l 0?" he said. "Anyone hone?"

Vi cki answered after several seconds, seemingly froma mllion mles away. "D nosaurs.

"What ?" Keene waited, but that was all he got. He turned to see what she was staring at. On the
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wal | behind himwas an old novie poster fromthe nineties or thereabouts advertising sonething
called Jurassic Park. It showed a tyrannosaurus, various characters and a truck, and a pack of
snmal | er di nosaurs boundi ng across a grassy | andscape. "Wat about then?" he asked, turning back.

Vi cki remained di stant, speaking alnost to herself. "They couldn't have existed unless conditions
then were very different. Gavity had to have been smaller. The whol e scale of the engineering was
wWr ong. " She focused back on Keene slowy. "Lan, how easy is it to figure an estimate of this
in your head. Suppose Earth were orbiting a giant prinmary |ike Saturn just outside its Roche
limt, with one side phase-locked toward it. How far out would that be? And at that distance, how
much would the primary's gravity reduce Earth's surface gravity by on that side? Could it be
enough to allow things like that to live and nove around? And if Earth escaped, the gravity would
i ncrease. Could that explain why all of the giant fornms died out, and the things that replaced
them were smal | er ?"

Keene | ooked at the poster again, turned slowy back toward Vicki, but already he wasn't seeing
her. In his mnd he was picturing a world of gigantic beasts, with enornous plants and trees, and
a huge, mysterious gl obe ever-present in the sky. Gadually, he becane aware of a voice saying, "

wi th our own, honenade, Bandana peppercorn sauce. . . . Gee, | don't know why | bother
Nobody |istens. Wuld you like me to give you another couple of m nutes?"

"BEr, yes . . . please, Julie. Sorry, we were away on somnething else." Keene picked up his beer
whi ch had arrived unnoticed. "My God," he breathed when Julie had gone.

"They were right!" Vicki said in an awed voice. "Earth was out there when those artifacts were

made. The Kronians were right. . . . It neans they're genuine, Lan. Ch, ny God, and | ook how
they' ve been treated here. Even you didn't believe themin the end, and cane back. And they're
right. . . . I'd be going back too. Their science mght get to the bottomof this. Here, it

woul dn't even get a hearing."

Keene pushed hinself back fromthe table, all thoughts of eating suddenly gone. "W have to talk

to them about this,” he said. "I can't do any figuring or call themw th this noise. W need to go
back to the office.”

"You're going to call themnow? It'lIl be nearly one AAM in Washington."

"This can't wait. They could be shipping out in the norning for all | know Conme on, we have to

| eave. "

Vi cki nodded and rose without protest. Keene took a ten fromhis billfold and put it on the table.
They met a confused Julie com ng the other way when they were hal fway back across the bar area.
"Ch, you're | eaving? Was there sonething wong?" she asked them

"No, nothing to do with you. W've taken care of you," Keene told her. "W'IlI|l be back anot her
tinme. Just a rain check."

"It's the story of ny life," Vicki murmured to Julie as she foll owed Keene toward the door

23

Keene didn't want to wake up the entire Kronian mission at this hour by calling the genera
nunber. So, reversing his earlier decision of keeping to a nore formal |evel of dealings, he
called the direct personal code that Sariena had given him She answered sleepily in voice-only
node, obviously having already retired. Her first reaction was surprise. She clearly hadn't been
expecting to hear from Keene agai n—at |east, not for a while.

"I'"ll be honest," Keene told her. He was in his office in the darkened Protonix building. Vick
sat listening in a chair pulled up to one end of the desk, which was littered with scraw ed

di agrans and calculations. "I left because | didn't know what to believe. | had doubts; | admt
it. It's enbarrassing to | ook back at, but it's the way it was. Wat else can | say?"

"Well . . . I'"'mglad that you seemto be having second thoughts about us," Sariena said. "And
don't want to sound ungrateful that you called, or disinterested. But couldn't it have waited
until norning?"
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"That could," Keene agreed. "But there's nore that couldn't. I'mwth Vicki in the office in
Corpus Christi."

"In the officel At this time? . . ."

"1 think she mght have hit on sonething that clinches your case. It's sonething she and | have
tal ked about before, but there was never any reason to connect it with Saturn. The whol e age of
gigantismw th the di nosaurs and everything—+ don't know if you've ever gone into the scaling

i mplications, but nothing of those sizes could function in the conditions that exist on Earth
today. The gravity is too strong. But suppose those conditions didn't always exist. Suppose Earth
were a phase-locked satellite, close-in to a giant primary. The primary's attraction would reduce
the value on the facing side. Conbine that with what you' ve told us about Rhea. . . . It al

fits."

There was a long silence. Finally, Sariena said, "Let me put sonmething on and get to a real phone.
Stay on the line. 1'Il be about a mnute.”

"Seens like it got her attention," Vicki rmurnmured.
Keene | ooked across at her. "Boy, isn't Robin going to be pleased."

They waited. Then the screen of the desk unit brightened, and Sari ena appeared agai nst a hotel -
room background, wearing a dark w aparound robe. She had evidently been doing some hurried
thinking. "It appears to nmake so much sense," she said, then nustered an awkward smile. "It's |
who ought to be apol ogi zing, Lan. You can think |Iike Kronians."

"Thank Vicki," Keene grunted. "O, maybe we should all thank Robin."
"Who' s Robi n?"

"Vicki's son. He's fourteen. He's the one who's been telling us that dinosaurs couldn't have
existed."

"Are you there, Vicki? Robin sounds like quite a person. Life nust be interesting at your house."

"Tell me about it," Vicki called fromwhere she was sitting. "I'msorry things in Washi ngton went
the way they did."

"Well, no doubt we shall survive it. What it tells us is that Kronian and Terran science can't
wor k together. And maybe that was sonething that needed to be seen and understood plainly. So
perhaps, if for no other reason than that, the m ssion served its purpose. In the long run, it

m ght be for the better in any case. These things that we're still only touching on will lead to a
whol e rewiting of just about everything we thought we knew. We're probably better off being free
to pursue it in our own way."

"You sound as if you could buy this idea of Vicki's, then," Keene said.

"I could in principle,
|l east fits the picture.”

Sariena replied. "It would be nice to see sonething quantitative that at

"I did some rough cal cul ati ons here before we called," Keene said. "To be frank, they don't | ook
too promi sing. Even with the npst extrene assunptions that | can justify, the answers | get aren't
anywhere near big enough. . . . But | could be mssing sonething. You' re the planetary scientist.
"Il leave it with you."

"Well, all we can do is pass all of this new material back to the scientists in Kronia," Sariena
sai d. "They know nore about the dynamics of the Saturnian systemthan anyone. | don't know where
it wll go fromhere. W mght have to wait years before anything can be answered with

confi dence. "

Even after dealing with Kronians for a year, Keene was astoni shed at the ease with which Sariena
was able to adjust her horizons to acconmpdate these new possibilities. A ready he could sense an
entire new program of research about to take shape out at Saturn after the Gsiris returned. Now
that his fears were allayed, all doubts had fled that he should have been going too. But the
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nmonent was gone. He had wavered at the crucial juncture, and the effect couldn't be undone.
Doubt | ess, there woul d be another ship, another tinme—but not this time. All the sanme, it was nice

to think that until that time, whatever transpired out there now, in a way he would still be part
of it.
"Well, | guess that for a while we'll have to leave it with you people,” he said. "Do | take it

you'll continue staying in touch and keep us posted on devel opnent s?"

"But of course." Sariena sounded surprised that he should have thought it necessary to ask

Keene was relieved. "Do you know when you'll be |eaving yet?" he asked.

"No. There's sone kind of administrative conplication. The arrangenments are on hold right now |'m
not sure of the details.”

"Maybe if it's going to be a day or two, we could conme back up and say so long to all of you
properly," Keene of fered.

Sariena smled. "I appreciate the thought, but it isn't really necessary. |I'I|l convey it to
Gal lian."

"l guess you' ve got something nore to throw at himwhen you see himin the norning," Keene said.
"How s he bearing up under all this?"

"Ch, he's not asleep. He and Vashen are away at sonme neeting somewhere. They've been gone for
several hours."

"At this tinme? Wat kind of a neeting, for heaven's sake? Wo wth?"

"l really don't know. Sone people cane here earlier this evening and talked to himin private, and
then he and Vashen left with them | don't know what it's about. Watever it was, Gallian was
| ooki ng very serious."

Mystified, Keene |ooked across at Vicki as if for suggestions. "Maybe they're billing himfor the
roons and just wanted to nmake sure nobody got away first," she suggested dryly. Sariena didn't
quite seemto follow the remark.

"It doesn't look as if you'll be |eaving anytinme soon, then," Keene said, |ooking back at the
screen showing Sariena. "W thought it mght be tonorrow norning. That was why | didn't want to
put off calling you."

"Well, 1 don't think you need worry about that," Sariena answered. "As | said, | really don't know
what's going on. But if it's sonething inportant, I'll let you know. I'msure Gallian would want
to talk to you again before we | eave, anyway."

"Yes, do. I'd like that. Well . . ." Keene nmde a casting away gesture. "There we are. In case we
don't get another chance to say so before you go back, it was an experience neeting you and the
others face-to-face finally. Wrking with you even for this short tine has been a revelation. |'m
only sorry that your nission here didn't produce a nore positive result. But nmaybe we all realize
now t hat perhaps that coul d never have been. | get the feeling there's going to be | ots going on
that we'll be talking about. It's just a pity that it'll be fromso far away again."

"And it has been an experience for us," Sariena replied. "This is truly an anazi ng world. Qur
whol e race is amazing. And it will continue to expand and grow despite these setbacks. That's what
we shoul d all remenber, and work toward naking happen. . . ." She hesitated for a nmonent. "I'm
glad that we didn't part on a note of m sunderstanding and bitterness, Lan. Take good care of him
Vi cki . "

"I just run a business with him" Vicki snmiled, got up and noved around the desk so that she was
in the viewing angle with Keene. "But | l|ike the things you say, Sariena. And |'m sure you'll be
proved right one day. Have a safe voyage."

"Make sure you take care of Robin, then. Perhaps we'll even see himat Saturn one day—at |east for
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a visit. It sounds as if he has the makings of a Kronian already." There was a drawn-out noment of
silence. Then Sariena raised a hand. "Good-bye, Lan . . . Vicki, for the tine being, anyway. And
thanks for all you ve done. It won't be in vain. You'll see.”

The screen bl anked out.

24

Keene slept late and arrived back at Protonix around nmid norning. He had already talked to Marvin
Curtiss, Les Ukin, Carlton Murray, Harry Halloran, Vally Lomack, Shirley in Washington, and
everyone el se who had been | ooking for himduring his absence the previous day, so there were
relatively few surprises waiting to pounce. Neither, to his nild disconsolation, was there any
message from Gallian or Sariena. He waited until noon and then decided to call them using the
general nunber. The manner of the security nan who answered was cool and detached.

"I"'msorry, Dr. Keene, but | can't connect you. You're nane isn't on the cleared list."

Keene was fl abbergasted. "Wat? But that's ridiculous. | was one of their guests. . . . | nean
I've been there. You put ne through yesterday."

"Arestricted policy is in force now. |I'mnot authorized to give you access."

"But, but . . . they're personal friends of mne. This is insane. | denmand to speak with Gallian
head of the Kronian del egation there.”

"I"'msorry, Dr. Keene, but | have strict orders. | can give you the nunber of ny superior if you
wi sh. "

Keene noted the nunber but sat staring at it for several nminutes after he hung up. Deciding he had
better things to do than get involved in argunments with [ayers of officialdomhe tried Sariena's
personal numnber, only to get a recording: W're sorry, but the nunber you have called, 202-555-
3325, is not currently in service. If this appears to be in error, please check with the directory
or press 611 for assistance.

H s apprehension rising, he clicked to his own directory and retrieved the of f-surface code to
connect with the Gsiris. Ajarring tone told himthe channel was unavail able. Now certain that
sonet hi ng was wong, he punched in the digits for the | ong-di stance operator

"I"'msorry, sir, but that service is tenporarily discontinued," she advised.

"What do you nean, discontinued? It's the trunk beamup to the Kronian spaceship that's in orbit.
I'ma personal acquai ntance of the captain."

The robotlike voice repeated, "I"'msorry, sir, but all | can tell you is that the service has been
tenporaril y—=

Keene cut the connection with a snarl, pounded the armof his chair, and sat staring exasperatedly
at the screen for several seconds. Then he rose to his feet, paced over to the door and back,

gl owered at the screen sone nore, finally turning for the door and storm ng through into the
corridor just as Vicki was com ng out of her own office on the other side. "Ch, not again," she
groaned, stepping back a pace to stay out of the way.

Keene strode through into the reception area, where Karen was hel ping Celia check sone figures.
"Karen, | ook up the nunbers for Leo Cavan of SICA and track hi m down, wherever he is, would you? |
need to talk to himnow, right away, maintenant, jetzt, ahora, adesso. If you can't find him find
Her bert Vol er."

"Lan, what are you doi ng now?" Vicki asked despairingly as he turned to head back to his office.

"There's sonet hing strange going on," he told her. "I don't like the feel of it. | can't get
through to the Kronians or their ship. There are two kinds of people that they won't let you talk
to: ones who don't want publicity, and prisoners. The Kronians canme eight hundred million nmiles to
try and get publicity. So what does it tell you?"

* * %
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Karen got through to Cavan ten mnutes later on a pernanently open personal code that he had given
Keene, only to be used in energencies. He was on his way to a neeting in the SICA offices and had
to keep things brief. "I'"mnot sure what's going on, Lan," he said. "Sonething's in the wind here,
but nobody's talking. I do knowit goes all the way to the top. There's an information blackout in
force, which obviously includes the Kronians. Even | haven't been able to get access to Gallian
this nmorning. Sonebody doesn't want the world talking to them It was ordered by a security
official in the mddle of the night. But what seens significant to nme is that it's still being
applied. It hasn't been rescinded."

"It's nmore than just an attenpt to stop themleaving in such a hurry, then," Keene concl uded,
whi ch had been his first thought.

"I't would be a pretty drastic way of going about it," Cavan agreed.
"Any guesses?"
"I"'mafraid not. For once in your life, you have ne at a | oss, Landen."

Keene drumred his fingers on the desk and hesitated. "The other thing might be to try Idorf," he
said, finally. "If it involves their plans or sonething to do with Saturn, he'd know about it,
surely.™

"You won't get through. The Gsiris is restricted to an official channel only," Cavan said.

"I know, | already tried calling. But Amspace can bypass the regular net and get it on a direct
beam when it's above the horizon. W've still got the access protocols they gave us to get into
their file system It might be possible to create a nmessage link fromthere."

There was short silence. Then, "Gve it a try, Landen. Keep ne posted. And if | |earn anything
nore at this end, 1'll do Iikew se. Must go now Wy does life happen in tidal waves?" Cavan hung
up.

Keene went through into Judith's office and found Vicki there. He waited in the doorway for them
to finish speaking.

"Ch, is the beast fed?" Vicki checked warily.

"Yes, it's safe. . . . Judy, do something for ne when you' re through, would you? Lines to the
Gsiris are being blocked. | want to bypass the public systemand try getting through direct. Wuld
it be possible to create a connection via a beam from Anspace, using the access codes we've got
for the file systenf"

Judith thought for a few seconds. "It should be. . . . But with just a skeleton crew up there, it
m ghtn't be set up to get attention at their end.”

"Ckay, well, get onto Amspace and find out when the ship's due overhead, and give it a try. If it
works, | want to talk to Idorf."

"What are you getting us into now, Lan?" Vicki asked suspiciously.
"I"'mnot getting us into anything. I'"'mjust trying to find out what's going on."

Vi cki gave a resigned nod. "That's how it always starts."

* * %

Cavan call ed back around md afternoon to say that Voler and a nunber of other |eading astrononers
had been called to a neeting at the Wiite House, as well as top officials fromthe Federa

Emer gency Managenent Agency, the Departnents of State and Defense, NASA, and the principa

security agencies. It was being given a low profile to avoid nedia attention, but a |ot of
encrypted comruni cations traffic was passi ng between departnents involved in orbital and | unar
operations and space agenci es overseas, and all kinds of routine business was bei ng cancel ed.
There was a lot of strain and tension in the air. That was about as much as Cavan knew

An hour later, Judith called Keene in his office to say she had Idorf on a link through Amspace.
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"You did it!" Keene got up to close the door with a foot and then resuned his place before the
screen. "Good girl. | knew you'd hack it."

"It wasn't ne,"” Judith told him "I was still working on it. This is incomng. He's calling you."
Monents | ater, Keene found hinself |ooking at the | ean, hawki sh features with the reddish hair and
raggedy beard. ldorf didn't look in the friendliest of npbods; neither did he have tinme for social
pl easantri es.

"Dr. Keene, I'msorry if this is inappropriate, but | don't pretend to understand how thi ngs work
in your world. I'mcontacting you because you are a person who gets attention and can convey a
message to the proper people; also, | respect you as soneone whose word can be relied upon.

cannot say the same for nmany of the others that |'ve been hearing recently. My inpression is that
they are likely to say anything they think | want to hear if they believe it m ght get them what
they want. I'mtold this is what you call politics."

Play this ree-al easy, Keene told hinself. He tried to | ook conposed. "I appreciate the
conpliment, Captain Idorf. How can | hel p?"

"Are you aware that the departure of our delegation is being obstructed?"

"No, | wasn't. | knew there was a bl ock on communications, and in fact was trying to get through
to you via Anspace to find out nore. |I'mback in Texas now, away fromit all. Wat's happeni ng?"

"The transportation that was supposed to be nmade available to bring themback up to the Gsiris is

not forthcomng. | amalso informed that the em grants who have been booking earlier flights to

t he Tapapeque base in Cuatenml a have been put on hold." Keene started to inject that he knew
sonet hi ng strange was goi ng on in Washi ngton, but Idorf went on, "Today, | announced that if your
governnent was not going to provide a shuttle to bring our delegation up, | would send one of our

own surface | anders down to get them | was warned off by Terran defenses, Dr. Keene! They advised
me that any such unauthorized | anding would be treated as a hostile act, and the craft seized. So,
are we at war now, eh? Does Earth junp to the only kind of solution it has ever been able to
concei ve for any probl en?"

Keene was aghast. "My God! Look . . . | know sonething' s been—

"Ah, but that's not the end of it. Two hours ago, | was advised of an intention to send a nilitary
boar di ng party up to this ship and asked to cooperate peacefully “for our own security and
protection,' whatever that is supposed to mean.

"Jesus Christ! |—=

Idorf's hand appeared in the foreground on the screen, pointing a finger. "Very well, they have
made their rules clear. Nowthis is what | would |ike you to convey, if you would, to whoever down
there should hear it. Years ago, when rel ati ons between our two societies were nore strained than
in recent tinmes, there seened a real possibility that Earth night send an expedition to take over
Kronia forcibly. W devoted considerable effort of the kind that produced vessels such as this one
to the devel opnent of advanced defense systems, and it has been our policy ever since to build al
new ships with a dual-role capability. The Gsiris is arned, Dr. Keene. The weapons that it carries
are of extrene potency. We will fire upon any craft, manned or otherw se, that attenpts
approachi ng cl oser than one hundred mles wi thout authorization, whether or not it acknow edges
further warnings. | trust you will have gathered by now that | amnot of a npbod to nake jokes. |I'm
hesitant to put this to the people |I've listened to today, because | fear they might attribute the
same slipperiness to ny words as appears to apply to their own. But as | said, you strike ne as
someone who will put it in the right way, to the right persons. Have | been clear enough? And if
so, will you do as | ask?"

Keene eased hinself back in the chair and exhaled a long, silent whistle. "Yes. Perfectly clear
Captain. . . ." He thought furiously about how much it might be wise to divulge. Finally, he
decided that the way to respond to candor was with candor. "I already knew that the ship was
armed, " he said. "When we visited you, a colleague and | strayed off the path we were supposed to
be on, and saw i nside one of the hub cupolas. The nachinery | ooked |ike an ejector, and whatever
it launches is obviously nuclear. What is it? At a guess—sone kind of fission-punped,
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mul ti poi nting beam devi ce? X-ray | aser, maybe?"

Idorf's eyebrows arched. "I respect your frankness, Dr. Keene. And you are renarkably well

i nforned. Each capsul e depl oys a gi gajoul e charge and generates nultiple, independently targetable
beanms at a ten-thousandth of an Angstrom | don't think | have to spell out what that would do to
a target at a hundred miles."

O a thousand, Keene thought to himself. "I ama nuclear engineer," he said. "And | worked in
pl asma physics research for a while. In fact |I've been involved in studies of that kind of system
How rmuch of the specification are you prepared to rel ease?"

I dorf shrugged. "As nuch as it takes to convince them"

"l think I can do that for you," Keene said dryly. "Ckay, let nme ask you for sone nunbers." He
paused and | ooked at the screen quizzically. "But first "

I dorf waited. "Yes?"
"What's going on? Do you know any nore than | do? . . . Wat is this all about?"
"Nobody's told you yet, eh?"

Keene showed his palns. "I've been trying to find out all day. It's alnpst |ike you said. The
whol e of the Washington's acting as if there is a war about to break out."

I dorf regarded himfixedly for a few seconds; then, he seemed to nake up his mind and nodded. H's
expression was grim "Yesterday evening, | passed some news down to Gallian that had just cone in
from Saturn. Qur observatories there have been able to make nmeasurenents that won't be possible
here for a few nore days until Athena noves farther out fromthe glare of the Sun. It seens we can
forget further specul ati ng about whether the electrical environment can be altered, Dr. Keene

At hena has cone out from perihelion on a changed orbit. It isn't going to cross fifteen nmillion

m | es ahead of Earth as was previously thought. It's coning straight at us!”

* * %

Keene call ed Cavan on a secure channel to informhimas he had prom sed he woul d. Cavan seened too
stunned to nmake much by way of reply just for the nonment. However, he wouldn't be the person to
send ldorf's message through, since doing so would invite questions about his and Keene's previous
dealings. Instead, on Cavan's reconmendati on, Keene contacted a presidential defense advisor

call ed Roy Sl oane and passed on ldorf's warning. To back it up, he quoted the figures that |dorf
had reveal ed, adding a few pertinent observations that he and Wally Lomack had made during their
visit. He kept strictly to the script that Idorf had indicated, naking no nmention of Athena.

Sl oane was fanmiliar with Keene's nane, took the warning seriously, and asked Keene to leave it
with him Thirty mnutes later, he called back.

"You say that you and your coll eague Wal |l ace Lomack actually saw t hese weapons with your own eyes,
Dr. Keene?" he checked.

"Yes, that's right."

"You can describe the construction and layout, detail the main assenblies, give performance
esti mat es?”

"Not of the actual pods, which were in shielded storage. But of the hoist and ejection systens,
yes. And some idea of functions fromthe |ocal backup controls."

"W need both of you here, Dr. Keene. Can you contact M. Lomack down there and tell himhe needs
to get ready to travel tonight? O would you rather we have one of our people call hinP"

"Tonight? | don't know if we can get a flight at that notice,"” Keene said.

"Ch, we'll take care of that. Wen you're conming to neet the President, it's on Uncle Sanmis tab."

* * %

Keene cal |l ed an astoni shed Wally Lonmack and told himthe mninumthat was necessary at that point.

file:/l/F|/rah/James%20P.%20Hogan/Hogan,%20James%20P%20-%20Cradle%200f%20Saturn.txt (95 of 209) [2/4/03 10:52:38 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ James%20P.%20Hogan/Hogan,%20James%20P%20-%20Cradl e%6200f %20Saturn. txt

He debated wi th hinself about telling Vicki everything but decided that until he knew nore than he
did, there was little purpose to be served. So, giving her just the ldorf's-warning part of the
story, he entrusted the office into her charge once again and drove hone. He just had tinme to pack
his bag once again before a staff car with a lieutenant and a WAVE driver arrived fromthe Corpus
Christi Naval Air Station at the end of Flour Bluff to collect him From Keene's place they went
on to Lomack's house to pick up Wally, and fromthere to the airfield, where an executive jet with
Navy markings was warmed up and waiting. They flew to Andrews Air Force Base, Washington, and were
met there by a car fromthe Wite House vehicle pool. The radi o was runni ng a program about
vacation spots in South America for the rest of sumrer and fall. Athena was due to intercept Earth
in less than three weeks.

PART TWO
SATURN
Nurturer of Life

25

The neeting was clearly destined to run through into the early hours. It was being held in what
Keene had been told was the Yellow Roomin the South Wng, furnished in Queen Anne period agai nst
a background of satin hangings, ochre carpeting, redwood panels, and | andscape paintings. Twenty
or so people were present, including President Samuel Hayer, David Novek, head of the Nationa
Security Council, WIIliam Born, Deputy Secretary of Defense, and General Patrick Kilburn of Air
Force Space Conmand. Vol er was there also, with his astrononer colleague Tyndam so far acting as
if Keene didn't exist. He spent a lot of tine conversing with a man called Vincent Queal
apparently fromone of the intelligence agencies. Mst notably absent was the Vice President,
Donal d Beckerson, who was conferring with defense officials at the Pentagon

A large wall screen uncovered by sliding panels showed several views of the Gsiris and a chart of
its internal |ayout that the Kronians had rel eased sone years previously. On it, the weapon-Iaunch
housi ngs were left unidentified and the arnory serving them conveniently obscured by other details
of the structure. Keene had described his and Lonack's inpressions close-up, and outlined the
nature of the weapons. After being | aunched a safe distance fromthe vessel, each pod woul d
detonate a noderate nucl ear charge at the center of an array of heavy-el enent | asing rods,
probably in the order of six feet long, that could be ainmed independently at a m x of near and
distant targets. In the billionths of a second before the rods and the ellipsoid-walled focusing
cavity surroundi ng them were vaporized, the energy fromthe bonb would be concentrated into

i ntense beans of X rays aligned along the rod axes, which could be ainmed with precision. Fromthe
scal e of the hoist machinery between the shielded arnmory where the weapons were stored and the

| aunch housi ngs, Keene guessed that the pods carried a propulsion unit, indicating that they
needed to get a long way fromthe ship before activating. This gave a mininmumestinate for their
power, which fitted with the nunbers that |dorf had supplied. Keene explained frombeside a table
near the screen, where he had placed his notes.

"A medi um hydrogen bonb produces around ten to the power fifteen joules of energy in a nmllionth
of a second, which works out at ten to the twenty-one watts, or a one followed by twenty-one
zeros. That's equivalent to the output of a trillion |arge power plants. That power radiated
equally in all directions would be distributed over a sphere, which is divided into four pi units
of solid angle called steradians. That gives you a density of around ten to the twenty—twenty
zeros—watts per steradian.” He paused to let that sink in and invite questions. Solem silence
per si st ed.

"As a conservative estimate, assuming figures | was using ten years ago, the divergence of a beam
generated by this kind of device nmight be five feet over a distance of a thousand mles, or in
other words a mllionth of a steradian. That neans that anything within the cone defined by that
beamwi || be hit by a bolt of energy a trillion tinmes brighter than a hydrogen bonb. Putting that
in practical terns, you could easily destroy an | CBM booster at |aunch fromlunar distance. O you
could take out a harder target, such as a reentry warhead, say, fromten thousand mles." Low

whi stl es and sone om nous gl ances greeted his remarks.

General Kilburn shook his head. "I don't know. . . . You said you were working on this? W could
have had it years ago. \Wat happened to it all?"
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Keene shrugged. "It was tal ked about. But a |lot of people said it was inpossible, and they were
the ones who were listened to. The same ones who said planes could never fly, satellites were
i npossi bl e inside a hundred years, and the Mon | andi ng woul d never happen, | guess."

"So what happened to the other people who were working on it?" Kilburn asked.

"One of the top ones | used to know was Robert Sternan at Los Al anps," Keene said. "He and his
fam |y nmoved out to Kronia. It wouldn't surprise ne if he had a hand in what we're tal king about
now. "

Novek fromthe NSC sat forward on one of the couches to reach for the [ ast of sonme sal non
sandwi ches that had been brought in earlier. "So at the hundred-mile limt that |dorf has
stipul ated . "

"Don't even think about it," Lomack said froma chair near where Keene was standing. "Any nateria
absorbing energy at that rate will turn into a piece of the Sun."

Seem ngly, Novek had ordered the bl ock on comuni cations with the Kronians as a precaution

i Mmediately after he | earned of what was still being referred to as the "situation"—which Keene
wasn't supposed to know about and Lonmack still didn't. Nobody had criticized the decision, and
Presi dent Hayer had expressed approval that Novek had done no nore than his job. The hold on
providing a shuttle to take the Kronians up to the Gsiris was sinply an extension of the sane
policy until the official line was decided.

More serious was the demand that had been put to Idorf to allowthe Gsiris to be boarded, which
Keene obvi ously knew about since it had been the last straw that pronpted Idorf to contact him
The expl anation given was that the President had authorized the signal after satellites observed

| aunch preparations at Chinese and European nilitary bases, and intelligence analysts voiced fears
that a foreign nove to seize the Gsiris mght be imrinent. These reports had been exaggerated, and
Born had given a contorted account blam ng the confusion on a mxup in communicati ons between

Def ense and State. Keene had no way of knowi ng whether the story was accurate or just for his and
Wally's benefit. He had a feeling of sone wiggling and shoe-shuffling going on, and from Hayer's
reaction got the inpression that the President had suspicions too—but it was hardly Keene's place
to comment. Wy foreign powers should want to seize the Gsiris had not been expl ai ned.

Hayer's imredi ate concern was to smooth things with the Kronians before Idorf took it into his
head to start broadcasting his grievances to the whole world. "Let's nake sure we nmnage our own
public affairs,"” Hayer said to the room "That Idorf chose to comunicate privately with Dr. Keene
tells us he'd still prefer to straighten things out with us than compound the problem so let's
use that chance while it's there. Then we can do sonething about relaxing these restrictions."

A silence followed. Keene waited for any further technical questions but everyone had evidently
gotten the nessage. Eventually, Voler spoke. "It sounds as if we're tal king about just restoring
our relationship with the Kronians to the point where we feel we can trust in their discretion
and then sending themon their way."

Hayer nodded. "Yes, that's pretty much the way | nmeant it, Professor. Their mission here is over,
and we're going to have other things to worry about. Did you have sonmething else to propose?”

"I think that the possible seriousness of the situation forces us to be realistic about
considering all our options," Voler replied. He | ooked pointedly in the direction of Keene and
Lonmack. "However, before continuing, | should point out that there are still people present here
who do not possess the necessary clearance for the subject to be discussed. Could | suggest that
we renedy that situation before proceedi ng?"

Hayer eyed Vol er pensively for what dragged into several seconds, then shifted his gaze to regard
first Keene, then Lonmack, with curious |ooks. Hayer had straight yellow hair parted
conventionally, and a sonewhat florid face. It was his second term and while Keene had al ways
regarded him as basically honest in his dealings and well-nmeani ng, he had never been what coul d be
described as a strong | eader determined to | eave his mark. Although conpetent and solid enough, he
was not a great innovator of change, tending to opt for the easier life that came from preserving
the safer, proven ways that the established corporations and institutes thrived on. He kept them
happy, while they had kept the canpai gn funding healthy, and stability and order reigned. It
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really was no surprise that the Kroni an endeavor should have run aground as it had, against such
an adm nistration. Keene wasn't sure if the blandness was in Hayer's nature or due sinply to the
absence of any occasion to rise to. If the latter, then the next couple of weeks should certainly
put that right.

"Under nornmal circunstance you'd be right," Hayer agreed. "But what we're facing is hardly nornal
We're going to need nore people like these, but we can't use themif they don't know what's going
on. In a mtter of days, a week at the nost, maybe, it's going to be comon know edge anyway."

"I protest," Voler said, tossing his papers down on a table by his chair. "What | have to say is
of an extrenely sensitive nature."

"I have to agree," Queal chinmed in. He was heavy-jow ed and stocky, with a shadowy chin and cl ose-
cropped bl ack hair. Keene had nentally dubbed him "Bl uebeard the Bl ack Belt" when they cane in,
bef ore he knew anyone's nane. "It's a breach of procedure. Unnecessary risk."

"Not ed and understood, but I'mpulling rank," Hayer replied. He | ooked back at Keene and Lomack
"Qut of curiosity, have either of you formed any theories concerning what this is all about?' he
i nqui red.

"Sonet hing pretty big to keep all you people up at this tinme of night," Lomack said.

Keene deci ded he could do a little inage polishing wthout arousing suspicions about Idorf's

di scretion. Way act dunber than one needs to? "As a matter of fact, yes | have," he replied.
"Narel y?" Hayer nodded for himto continue.
Keene gl anced around. "Well, we all know what happened at the recent conference at the AAAS. | see

that Professor Voler is here. And suddenly the Kronians are being hel d i nconmmuni cado—fr om what
I've heard, because of the risk of them broadcasting sonething that the public isn't ready for
yet. Could it be something they | earned fromtheir people at Saturn, which is in a different
observational position? My guess is they have been proved right, and what supposedly couldn't have
happened wi th Venus has happened again to Athena: its trajectory has altered, and maybe we're in
trouble." He | ooked around the roomas if for confirmation and nodded in a way that said there was
no need for anyone to answer. Keene was glad now that he hadn't given Lonmack the whole story. The
shock on Lomack's face couldn't have been faked. Keene couldn't resist a lordly look in Voler's
direction. Voler turned his head away ferociously.

"I'"'minmpressed," Hayer said, addressing everybody. "I said we need people like these two with us.
You're absolutely correct, Dr. Keene. Currently we're waiting for indications to conme in of just
how nmuch trouble. Qur own observatories have the matter on top priority, obviously, and we're
getting the Kronian readings transmtted from Saturn. . . . And now, Professor Voler, you had a
point to make."

Vol er sat up tersely, still looking ruffled. "Very well. As | said, in view of the possible
seriousness of the situation, I'll be perfectly blunt. If the first estinmates |'ve been hearing
are close, we could be tal king about nmjor disruption, conceivably conparable to all-out war. In
times of war, one does not settle for half measures, gentlenen. Until we know nore, we cannot
exclude the possibility that it nmay prove necessary to evacuate key personnel fromthe surface for
a period in order to ensure a snooth reintroduction of order and social controls after the worst
of the disturbances have abated." Voler raised a hand to point directly overhead. "In orbit right
now over our heads is the nost advanced and dependabl e neans of affording such capability that
we're going to see. In ny opinion, it would be the crassest irresponsibility not to take ful
advant age—for the nation's benefit—ef the unique opportunity that it represents.”

"I'n plain English, you nean keep the ship here as a lifeboat in case things get rough," someone
sai d.

"I'n war, you requisition whatever is needed," Tyndam the other astronomer, replied.

"l second it," Queal informed the room "Are we supposed to just sit here and let it go back to
Saturn when we could end up needi ng every cubic foot of ship capacity we can get?" He nmade an
appeal i ng gesture that took in everyone. "W're already |ooking into what we can nobilize fromthe
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| unar bases and renpte stations. What's the sense in tal king about bringing that back while at the
same tine we're letting go what's al ready here?"

"So the first overt act of war is to be on our part?" the President queried. "W steal it or
i mpound it by force—supposing we could find a way. That's what you're sayi ng?"

"Not really," one of the defense advisors pointed out. "The Gsiris only cane here with a
conpl enent of, what was it—twenty or somethi ng?"

"Twel ve on the del egation and ei ght crew, " Keene confirned.

"But it's built to carry a hell of a lot nore than that. W'd only be asking themto stay on and
hel p their own kind in an energency. |s that so unreasonabl e?"

"And what about the enmigrants it was supposed to take back?" Novek asked. "Sonme of them have
already started arriving in Guatenala. Mdre are on the way. They've had pl aces booked for nonths
that they've given up hones, everything for. Wat do we do? Just throw them out and say sorry?"

Voler emtted a long sigh and extended his hands in a gesture of regret. "Ch, | adnit, | adnmit
It's a harsh decision. But sometines harshness is forced." He | ooked up. "I said | would be
blunt. The emigrants are a nixed selection typical of the seven billion persons on this planet.

Not hi ng exceptional or extraordinary. The space aboard that ship should be kept for individuals
who are exceptional and extraordi nary—the kind of individuals who will be needed if |eadership and
rebuilding on a large scale has to be undertaken."

"What kind of individuals do you think go to Kroni a?" Keene couldn't help asking. Voler ignored
hi m

"I repeat, to let misplaced sentinents take priority at a tinme like this would be foolish and
i rresponsi bl e. The know edge that enabled that ship to be built originated on Earth. The wealth
that went into founding the Kronian col ony was created on Earth. The ship belongs to Earth."

"How are you proposing we take it, then?" sonmeone invited. "You heard what Landen Keene said. It
could nmelt a battleship froma hundred mles away."

Vol er bunched his nmouth for a nmonent, then replied, "W are already hol ding passports onto it. The
Kroni an delegation is still down here. W keep them here until the situation beconmes clearer

Then, should it be necessary, we return themon the condition that the remaining places are filled
with people of our choice. It's as sinple as that."

Hayer stared hard at him "Blackmail now? They come here as guests and you want to nake them
hostages. Is that it?"

Havi ng gone so far, Voler could hardly back down. "I would have preferred a | ess indelicate word,
but if we nust use such terns, then yes. | urge us to be realistic, M. President. It is a tine
when pure pragmati sm nust deci de.”

Hayer held his gaze for a few seconds |onger, then shook his head. "No, Professor. If the
situation turns out not to be so bad, we woul d have di sgraced ourselves for no purpose. If it does
turn out bad, then the goodw Il of Kronia might not be something we'd want to throw away |ightly.
This isn't a problemto be worked out by cal culus. Proposition noted and consi dered. Overrul ed."

Fromthere, the neeting went on to consider practicalities closer to hone. Keene was surprised
that he and Lonmack were involved, but Hayer seened to want them present. National governnents and
UN organi zati ons were being alerted to prepare for collaborative action, and instructions were

al ready quietly going out to mlitary, police, and public services to be ready to suspend | eave
and vacation schedul es and nobilize reserves. Cbviously, just about every professional and amateur
astrononer on the planet was watching Athena, and it could only be a matter of tine before alarns
began sounding fromother quarters at hone and overseas. Nothing could be done about that.
Assumi ng the news didn't first break from el sewhere, no general announcenent would be nade to the
media for a further twenty-four hours, by which time nore information would be avail able fromthe
scientific community.
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The nost obvious fear was of intense neteorite and dust showers fromthe cloud of ejection debris
that had been accompanyi ng Athena since its fission fromJupiter. The effects could be expected to
be conparable to heavy, w despread air attack, with some inmpacts on nucl ear-equival ent scale, with
a small but not negligible probability of these occurring on dense popul ation centers. Coasta

i nundati on from ocean and offshore inpacts was a virtual certainty, with hurricane-force seas
likely in all areas and a distinct risk of tidal waves maybe a hundred feet high—worse if a big
one hit, say, fifty mles off Mam . FEMA was cleared to activate standi ng evacuati on plans and
energency neasures at the state and city level. Mlitary and civic comand and coordination
centers intended for use in national energencies were to be readied, lists drawn up of public and
private buildings with basenents or parking garages, subway stations, natural caverns, and ot her
structures capabl e of serving as shelters, and stocks of food, fuel, and nedical supplies set
aside in strategic |locations. Police and auxiliary units would be briefed and equi pped for dealing
with looters and rioting, and the nmilitary should be prepared to take over the direction of
essential services. The President's final words before |eaving were, "Fromwhat we've been hearing
over the past year, it seens that the place to | ook for nmore hints of the kinds of things to
expect might be certain parts of your Bibles. For anyone with tine left over, I'd recomend
reading the rest of it too."

* * %

Keene and Lonmack were asked to wait after the neeting ended. For about forty mnutes they tal ked
intermttently and drank coffee with others who were still around, and then were called into a

si de room where Hayer wanted to see themprivately. "I kept you back because | want you two on the

team" he infornmed them He |ooked at them searchingly. "G ve ne your opinion on sonething. This
argunent of Voler's about needing the Kronian ship. What do you make of it?"

Keene and Lomack | ooked at each other. Keene took it. "I can't see that it's justified. Sure, from
the guesses we've just listened to, the world is in for a bad tinme, all right. . . . But enough to
warrant getting the | eadership off the surface? Either he's overreacting, which | find hard to
believe. O he knows nore than he's letting on."

Hayer nodded and | ooked satisfied, as if that was all he had been waiting to hear. "And | suspect
that this nove to send a boarding party was not unconnected. There was nore to that than we were
told." He paused. "The AAAS thing and everything before it are history, but the fact remains that
you were right and the experts I'd relied on were either wong, or they deceived nme. Either way,
how can | put any trust in what they tell nme now? | need sonebody whose word | can depend on to
talk with those who are in a position to assess the situation, and report back to nme i ndependently
of the people you just heard in there. That's you, Dr. Keene. Transportation, authorization

access to anywhere you need to go—nane it and you've got it. M. Lomack, you've been up to the
Gsiris too and net Captain ldorf. |I want you to help us defuse the situation with the Kronians
before he starts sending the world nessages fromthe ship. Do | have your cooperation, gentlenen?"

What el se was there for themto do but agree? It was past 3:00 A M, and Hayer was weary. He stil
hadn't adjusted fully to the responsibilities he found hinself with suddenly, and there was no
denying the edge of fear that Keene detected in his voice. But Keene al so noticed sonething el se
Though he m ght feel fear as much as any human, Hayer was able to control it. And there was a
resol uteness in his face that Keene had never seen before in all the public inages that had filled
the tel escreens and news magazines in the |ast six years.

* * %

Vol er and Tyndam had | eft by the tine Keene and Lonmack cane out fromtheir interviewwth the
President. So had Vincent Queal, the intelligence-agency official, and several others who had
sided with them Keene renenbered Cavan sayi ng somet hi ng about the East Coast academic interests
that Vol er represented having ties to the defense and i nvestnment sectors, but what it m ght
signify he wasn't sure. Neither was he in a condition to think too nuch about it. The tinme was
after dawn, and Keene dragged hinmself away to one of the Wite House guest roons to grab a few
hours of sleep that could no |onger be put off. It was afternoon when he awoke. After showering
and shaving, he energed to join others who had al so stayed over and nore arrivals who were being
introduced to the situation. The President was el sewhere, reportedly at the Pentagon. Lonmack had
left with a group who had gone to the Engleton to repair relationships with the Kronians and
prepare the way for nore cooperation between Terran and Kronian scientists.

The world was still unsuspecting. Wile enmergency and nobilization orders had begun going out as
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agreed the previous night, and simlar neasures were being initiated in other nations whose

| eaders had been informed, few people were as yet discerning the wider pattern and starting to
talk in ways that woul d arouse the nmedia. At the sanme tine, high-level contacts in the news
organi zati ons had been notified to be ready for announcenents of national inportance, probably
within the next twenty-four hours.

Meanwhi | e, reports were being | ogged worl dwi de of increasing radi o disturbance and unusually
bright auroras at higher latitudes due to high incom ng fluxes of the particles that cause

ioni zation in the upper atnosphere. The first whispers of Athena's approach were al ready reaching
Eart h.

26

The two primary focal points into which observational data poured from astrononers worl dwi de were
the 1 AU center in Canbridge, where Voler's associate Tyndam was based and seened to conmand a | ot
of influence, and the parallel operation at JPL in Pasadena, both of which Salio had nentioned.
The dependability and possible notives of the authorities responsible for the official reporting
fromthose centers was precisely what Hayer was uneasy about, and Keene's task, basically, was to
carry out some checks by going back to the nmain |ocations where the inputs to such collecting
points originated. He was given office space at the Wite House and assigned two secretaria
staff, Barbara and Gordon, as hel pers. The eventual list that they came up with in the limted
time avail abl e included NASA' s Laboratory of Astrophysics at the nearby Goddard Space Fli ght
Center, where data cane in for processing fromthe orbiting and lunar |aboratories; the Pal omar,
McDonal d, Kitt Peak, Lick, and USN observatories in the U S., the NASA UCLA, and Caltech
observatories on Mauna Kea in the Hawaiian Islands; the British Herschel Oobservatory, located in
the Canary |slands; the European Astronom cal Center in Geneva; and the Russian network centered
on the Pastukhov Institute. Keene also called David Salio for suggestions as to possible sources
in the private sector.

Salio stared sonmberly fromthe screen after giving Keene sone nanes for himto follow up
i ncluding one at the Aerospace Sciences Institute where Salio worked. "It's Athena, isn't it?" he
said finally, keeping his voice |ow

Keene answered guardedly. "Way do you say that?"

Sali o gave one of his hunorless smles, only this tinme comng closer to a grinmace. "I know what
kind of an object it is, and I saw how your case was bei ng undermnmi ned fromthe beginning in that
charade in Washington. Jean was telling nme over dinner tonight about runors she's been hearing at
the hospital of energency neasures being activated on a najor scale. Its orbit has shifted, hasn't
it? It's going to conme closer than they thought."

Keene nodded nutely. Laughter fromone of Salio' s children sounded sonmewhere in the background and
was answered by a fenale voice calling something about it being way past tine for bed. It was
el even-thirty in Washi ngton, an hour earlier in Houston

"How bad is it going to be?" Salio asked

"Nobody's sure yet. That's why | need to talk to these people. |I've been asked to report
i ndependently of the official channels . . . as a check." There wasn't nuch el se Keene coul d say.

Sal i o0 nodded that he understood, then hesitated. "Look . . . this may sound pathetic after what
happened before, but if there's any way | can help . . . Wl "

"I't's okay," Keene said. "It wasn't just you. That was part of sonething nuch bigger. . . ." He
bit his Ilip and hesitated. "But if they start tal king about evacuation, don't wait for the panic
and congestion. Get inland, away fromthe coast. In the neantine, if | need nore help, sure, |'lI
give you a call. Okay?"

* * %

The Goddard Space Flight Center was |ocated twelve niles northeast of Washington center in

G eenbelt, on a sprawing site of office and experinental facilities interspersed with grassy open
spaces and woodl ands occupyi ng approximately two square mles. The shapes of the buil di ngs
outlined in pools of light and patterns of orange |anps marking the roadways and parking lots
expanded out of the night as the helicopter bringing Keene descended beneath an overcast of cl oud.
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Goddard had been the planni ng and managenent center for NASA's Earth-orbiting missions and space-
based observatories since its inception, and |l ater assuned the coordinating role for all the
agency's astronom cal work

A security guard was waiting to drive Keene and the pilot fromthe grassy |anding area to Nunber
Two Building, a long, three-story, edifice of brick walls and a white frontage with black tinted
wi ndows, where much of the work on extraterrestrial science was concentrated. They left the pil ot
with the supervisor in the night office and went up to a part of the top floor which, unlike the
rest of the building, was brightly lit and full of people working at screens or poring over
printouts and i nages strewn across desktops. Waiting in his office to receive Keene was Dr.
Jeffrey Hi xson, who headed the Interplanetary Physics branch

H xson was a big, fleshily built man with a fl abby neck and second chin, red-eyed and unshaven. He
spoke while eating a m xed plate froma batch of hanburger neals and breakfasts that soneone
brought in from McDonal ds just as Keene arrived. There was a hollowness in his voice, and he
seenmed to have a haunted look. "It's going to cone cl ose—Amybe even inside the Earth-Mon system
Never mind what they tal ked about yesterday night at the Wiite House. Those were just guesses
based on what they know about conets. This aninmal is in a different |eague from conets—+ nean
totally. What we're in for is going to be big."

"You nmean nore than just nmeteorite storms and big dust infusions?" Keene said.

"That's a piece of Jupiter conmng at us. W' ve never known what's really down under the gaseous
envel ope, but the core material that was ejected took part of what appears to be a rocky crust
with it that has broken up and elongated into a stream of debris nmoving ahead of and trailing the
mai n body. Wen that gets funneled down into Earth's gravity well, it'll be enough to obliterate
whol e regions."

For the first tine, a neasure of the panic that Hi xson was struggling to control conmunicated
itself. Perhaps the clanminess on his brow wasn't due just to his being overweight. "What kind of
regi ons?" Keene asked.

"Let's put it this way. A nonth fromnow, countries the size of England and Japan m ght not be
here." Hi xson snatched another bite of hanburger and went on, "And it's not just the inpacts that
you have to worry about. Athena carried away parts of Jupiter's atnosphere, which make up a | arge
part of the tail—-heavy in hydrocarbon gases. Vaporized crude oil, Dr. Keene. If that penetrates
and m xes with our oxidizing atnosphere, you' ve got fuel-air nunitions on a continent-w de scale
They can burn at a tenperature that will nelt stone. Wth hot incom ng and expl oding neteorites to
ignite it, a cloud like that could incinerate everything fromhere to the Rockies."

Keene had in fact been prepared for sonething like this. The Kronians and their supporters had
been reconstructing this kind of scenario for years frominterpretations of ancient records and
geophysi cal evidence witten all over the planet, and they had been ridiculed or ignored. Now
Keene was hearing it as if it had all been discovered the previous night. What he needed now was
actual figures for how close the encounter would be, nmagnitudes and intensities, estinmates of what
they woul d nean on the scale of events. H xson wal ked himaround the other offices and | ab areas
to neet the scientists and anal ysts, sonme with conputers on-line to the tracking stations, who
sunmari zed the | atest findings and provided printouts. One of them produced a series of telescopic
i mges of Athena noving clear fromthe disk of the Sun. The body of the planetoid itself was
obscured by the enornmous tail now pointing Earthward, tw sting and contorting into fantastic

pl umes and braids. It brought to mnd, uncannily, ancient depictions of the grotesque, multi-arnmed
goddess, Kali, advancing across the heavens to weak destruction upon the world. Mre inages taken
at radi o wavel engt hs reveal ed structures of magnetic fields and particle streans extending across
hal f the sky and al ready engul fing Earth.

They went back to Hi xson's office to discuss the inplications and for Keene to conplete his notes.
H xson's | ast words as Keene was about to | eave were to ask when a public announcenent woul d be
made. "I don't know," Keene replied. "That's what this information is wanted for. | just report
back. "

"What are your own plans?" Hi xson asked him He nade it sound as if he was hoping to hear of
sonmet hing official that he night be included in.
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"Pl ans?" Keene could only return a blank | ook

It was only when he was in the elevator on his way back down to the | obby that the ful

realization finally sank hone that this was real. It was going to happen, and he was going to be
here when it did. And for the last thirty-six hours he had been too busy and too tired to give any
t hought to what he intended to be doing about it.

* * %

Peopl e had begun arriving to start the day when he energed into the entrance | obby. The sky
outside had cleared, but to Keene the norning still had a cold, bleak feel about it. H's pilot was
in the reception office, on the far side of a glass partition wall, |eaning on the counter and

talking to a woman who had taken off her coat but not yet hung it. The pilot said sonething as
Keene cane into view, and the woman | ooked in his direction. It seemed she had been waiting for
him Keene entered. A sign on the counter carried the name Christie Jones.

"Hi . Are you Dr. Landen Keene?" she greeted as he entered
"l am he."

"What' s goi ng on? Anything exciting? Fromwhat |'mhearing, it sounds as if half the place has
been up all night."

“I't'"ll have to keep for now, |I'mafraid. What can | do for you?"

Christie consulted a scribbled note. "I've got a strict instruction not to let you go. Sonebody
wants to talk to you."

"Who?'

"I't doesn't say. Not soneone who works here. He's waiting in Room 108. 1'll show you the way."

"Il try and keep it brief," Keene told the pilot.

"No hurry, Doctor. The coffee's pretty good here. So's the conpany."”

Christie |l ed Keene back out across the | obby floor, past the elevators, and al ong one of the
ground-fl oor corridors. There was a display featuring nodels of orbiting space observatories and
pl acards showi ng sanpl es of inmages and other data obtained fromthem "Your face |ooks famliar,"'
she said as they wal ked. "lI've seen it on TV recently, haven't 17?"

"Sonetines | lecture on the Coll ege Channel," Keene said.

"Yes, that nust have been it. Ww, a real celebrity.”
"Hardly."

They came to Room 108 and stopped. Christie tapped a couple of times. "Cone in, please," a voice
called frominside. She opened the door, stood aside while Keene entered, and closed it behind
him A figure was standing by the w ndow, wearing brown cords and a shapel ess green sweater that
| ooked as if they could have been for working in the yard. He was obviously tense, which perhaps
expl ai ned why he hadn't availed hinself of one of the chairs while he waited. Keene's jaw
tightened. It was Herbert Voler.

The room had the basic furnishings of an office but was bare and devoid of the personal effects
that denoted permanent occupancy. It |ooked |like a roomset aside for use by visitors, chosen for
privacy. Wiat was Vol er, dressed this casually, doing here at such an hour, looking as if he too
had been up all night? Keene waited.

"So now you know," Vol er said.

"I'd phrase it the other way around," Keene replied. "It's what we've been telling you for years
happened once before. Now you know. "
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Vol er held up a hand as if to stay an attack. "Very well. Before we waste tinme getting into
accusations, | admit to them W refused to see what might threaten the things we had conme to
regard as the whol e point of existence. Since |osing themwas unthinkable, we were unable to think
it. Does that satisfy you? The collective psychol ogy woul d doubtl ess make a fascinating study, but
it will be along tine before this world will enjoy the luxury of being able to enbark on serious
psychol ogi cal studi es again."

"Maybe so. | don't have nmuch tinme to think about it just now, " Keene said.
"OfF course you don't. So what are you going to do?"
"I't's funny, | was just asked the sane thing upstairs. | don't know. "

"It should be obvious to you by now that the President has no understanding of the scale of what's
goi ng to happen,” Vol er said. "None of themdo. Ch yes, they're counting their candl es and
checking the first-aid boxes |ike good Boy Scouts, but none of it is going to make a nickel's
worth of difference one way or another. It's over, Dr. Keene—the works, the whole ball of wax.
Before long, the surface of this planet nay not be habitable for anything nuch bigger than
cockroaches. |Is that how you want to di e—ehoki ng on snoke while you grub under rocks or fight over
roots for sonmething to eat?”

Keene answered woodenly, "I said, | haven't had time to think nuch about it. You do what you can
do, and that's it. Wiat's your solution—find a friend in Congress who'll cut you a better deal ?
That won't work this tine, Herbert."

"There is one place where at |east the senblance of civilized life will be able to continue,"
Voler said. "I tried to be realistic about it the other night, but the minds involved weren't
capabl e of grasping what is necessitated. You're not |ike them Keene. You understand reality too,
even if we have seen it fromdifferent sides in the past."

Even now, Vol er could consider hinself anong the rare few able to perceive reality—-after he had
been bl ocking it out for years? Again, Keene found hinself listening to a distortion that he
couldn't quite believe. The psychol ogy at work was indeed fascinating. "Are you tal king about
Kroni a?" he asked.

"Of course | am Look, the only people who are going to survive this with any chance of a life
worthy of the word, and perhaps raise a generation with a hope for any kind of future, will be the
ones who can nake it there. And the only neans of getting there is the one that's in orbit over
our heads right now " Keene was already staring incredul ously. Voler raised a hand before he could
say anything. "I admit that the suggestion of using coercive nmeasures to gain the cooperation of
the Kroni ans was inprudent and hasty. There's no need for anything so drastic. W can nmake a
bargain with themthat would be in their own best interests. Their ship has space available. W
can offer know edge and abilities invaluable to their colony, as well as other naterial resources
that they'll probably never get the chance to see again. Al it would need is a conpetent nedi ator
whom t he Kroni ans know and trust. Soneone such as yourself, for exanple. . . . You see ny point."

Keene did, quite clearly. Voler was unable to conceive of a situation that was beyond his ability
to mani pul ate. He actually believed he could i nduce Keene to bargain a passage on the Gsiris for
hinself and his friends. Keene renenbered the mlitary and intelligence people who had seened
close to Voler at the Wiite House neeting. He was beginning to see now where the idea of sending a
boardi ng party up to the Gsiris had cone from

Keene | ooked as if he were experiencing a bad taste. "Even supposing that they offered nme a pl ace,
what makes you think 1'd want to take you al ong?" he asked.

Vol er licked his lips. "Let's not allow past personal aninosities to affect things at a tine |like
this," he said. "I don't have to renmnd you that | possess powerful connections who woul d be
permanently in your debt as a consequence. The future position that you could expect to enjoy in
the new setting could be, shall we say, very advantageous."

New setting?

So that was it. Voler had given hinmself away. Al ready, he was tal king about not merely getting to
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Kronia as a refugee but aspiring to running things there. Keene coul d guess the nature of sone of
the friends who would be on the list. He shook his head and sniled, managi ng to enjoy the nonent
despite the circunstances.

"No deal, Herbert. You don't seemto understand. Your Kkind of influence doesn't count anynore.
Kroni a doesn't need friends Iike yours. They don't have anything to offer that's wanted there. |
guess you'd better go home and start boarding up the wi ndows of that nansion of yours."

Wth that, he turned and | eft the room

* * %

Ten minutes |later, Keene was staring down at the norning comuter traffic filling the Beltway.
News announcers were describing w despread radio interference and attributing it to Athena's tai
fanni ng out w der than had been expected. There was sone risk of neteorite showers, and energency
services were being ordered to take precautionary neasures accordingly.

27

The first matter, as opposed to accelerated charged particles, to begin arriving was in the form
of nmol ecul ar cl ouds and ni croscopi ¢ dust swept ahead of Athena by the solar w nd, recorded by
satellite-borne instruments and nmeasuring stations on the lunar surface. On Earth, the effect was
seen in spectacul ar sunsets worl dw de, followed, as the grain size increased, by brilliant

di spl ays of burnup trails in the upper atnosphere. From California to Calcutta, people threw
barbecue parties or just ate outside to relax in the cool while watching the shooting "stars" and
el ectrical displays. Others took the warnings of nmeteorite showers nore seriously by putting a
fire extinguisher or two in the attics and making sure to park the car in the garage

Not all reactions were that conplacent, however. Astrononers around the world were conparing
results and beginning to realize that something was am ss. Wile some were cautious and unsure
what to make of the new factors affecting orbital calculations that had been clained at the
Washi ngt on conference, others were quick to take their fears to the nedia. Observational data were
shared over the Wb as a matter of routine, and there were thousands of amateurs and ent husi asts
with the software to deternine that what had been predicted wasn't happeni ng. Sorme were already
connecting the rumors with visions of Athena being a repeat of Venus, and news stories appeared in
Germany, Taiwan, and Australia asking if sonething was being covered up. Very soon it would be
noti ced that public and emergency services everywhere were shifting into higher gear, and then the
stanpede to get information would begin. In fact, nore than a few news reporters, journalists,
comentators, activists, and others who made a business of sensing things in the wind were already
aski ng questions. President Hayer's policy, in which he had asked the other world | eaders
cooperation, was still to avoid risking a premature panic by deferring an official statenment unti
the scientific community could at |east present a consensus as to the scale and extent of what
shoul d be expect ed.

The problemwas that the stories Hayer was getting were contradictory. Hi xson at Goddard, for
exanpl e, was now giving figures | ess daunting than the ones he had supplied to Keene and had
backpeddl ed to a position of saying that perhaps his initial fears had been exaggerated. Reports
fromthe | AU s Canbridge center, where Tyndam was based, were confusing and seemed to vary between
Hi xson-1i ke hopes for things perhaps being not be so bad, to violent disagreenent, dependi ng whom
one asked. This contrasted with the input fromJPL, which was consi stent and bad—aorse, in fact,
than the predictions that Keene had heard from H xson to begin with. And in this, the JPL line
agreed with the picture Keene was getting fromthe other sources that he was in contact with
directly.

The Russians in particular were taking the Kronian probe neasurenents and revisions of the

el ectrical properties of free space in the inner Solar Systemvery seriously, and had cal cul ated
that Earth and At hena woul d corme cl ose enough for their nagnetospheres to intersect. This woul d
result in titanic electrical discharges froma white-hot body that had just picked up additiona
charge in its grazing course around the Sun. Nobody knew what the effects on Earth's atnosphere or
surface mght be. The JPL scientists had reached sinilar conclusions. In one of Keene's
conversations with Pasadena, Charlie Hu said it would be Iike "sitting on one of the el ectrodes of
a carbon arc." Beyond that, the gravitational upheaval of a pass at that range woul d cause tides
that woul d nmake the earlier estimates based on | arge offshore inpacts seem puny. According to sone
Eur opean and Japanese estimates, it was not beyond the bounds of possibility that the Earth's

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20P.%20Hogan/Hogan,%20James%20P%20-%20Cradle%200f%20Saturn.txt (105 of 209) [2/4/03 10:52:38 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ James%20P.%20Hogan/Hogan,%20James%20P%20-%20Cradl e%6200f %20Saturn. txt

orbital and rotational notions could be affected, in which case entire seas could slop across
continents.

Al a terrifying and appalling prospect. But was it true? JPL said it was, and the collective view
energing fromthe sources that Keene had been polling directly seened to agree. But Hi xson

di sagreed, and the main center that was supposed to be the official source kept vacillating. Wen
Vol er was sought for an explanation of what was going on in Canbridge, no one could find him
Hayer's predom nant fear renmained that of precipitating a wild overreaction needlessly. But with
the medi a now converging on the scent and starting to bay, he only had so nmuch tinme. Many of his
advi sors were anazed that a general panic hadn't broken out already.

"This is what we're going to do," Hayer told a progress neeting late in the evening of the day
Keene returned from Goddard. He | ooked spent, having been up, as far as Keene knew, since the |ast
tinme they'd spoken and probably taking sonmething to stay awake. He had stated that this would be
his last function today.

The First Lady, Celia Hayer, was al so showing a presence now. Tall, stately, with shoul der-|ength
dark hair, she had always maintained a role that was strong and supportive but |ow key, seeking
little prom nence herself in the public linmelight. She had been constantly in the background

t hr oughout the day, unobtrusively filtering communi cations and organi zing the Wiite House staff to
deal with the flood of visitors that had continued since Keene first arrived.

The President continued, "Sonething strange is happening with the Eastern reporting system Sone
of the people we ask say one thing, others say another, and now nobody knows where Vol er is.
" He turned to an aide as an afterthought occurred. "Did you track down his wife, George?"

"Yes, we did. She said she doesn't know where he is. | don't believe her."

Hayer appealed to the room "You see. . . . Wuat's going on? W don't know, and we haven't got
tinme to make a deal of finding out. So fromnow on JPL in Pasadena becones our official source.
They seemto have their act together out there, and Charlie Hu has been pushing for the right side
inall this fromthe beginning." Nods and nurnurs of agreenent greeted the announcement. "Lan
Keene has been doing a great job getting a consistent story together out of the mess. So what |
want is for Lan to go there and get this set up with Hu, and for themto go through this whole
thing one nore tinme and give us a final opinion before we nake a statenent to the nation. I'm
going to try and hold it for another day." He | ooked at the harassed Wite House press secretary.
"Can we fix it for six P.M tonorrow, say? Have everybody here—the works."

"That means |'I|l need to | eave tonight," Keene put in. "Sleep on the plane, which will give nme al
nmorni ng tonorrow with Hu—plus the three-hour time-shift bonus."

Hayer nodded and | ooked around. "And that brings me to the second thing. You' ve been hearing al
day what we could be in for. Since we're going to find ourselves very short of tine if it's al
true, I"'msetting AMANDA in notion now. Wat's the status of the advance tean®?"

"Standing by on three hours' notice," one of the staff secretaries said. "The governor of
California has notified the appropriate people there."

Hayer caught the questioning | ook on Keene's face. "That's a standing plan for providing a second
seat of government on the West Coast, headed by the Vice President, in the event of energency," he
sai d. Keene nodded. Hayer | ooked away and went on, "Then let's get themout there and begin the
initial preparations tonight. Dr. Keene can go on the same plane. |1'Il expect to hear fromyou and
Dr. Hu by five o'clock Eastern Tine tonorrow at the latest, Dr. Keene. |Is that acceptable?"

"We' |l have an answer by then," Keene prom sed.
"Any ot her questions?"
"No questions."”

The First Lady, who had noved to the front of the group while Hayer was speaking, cane forward.
"Then before anyone thinks of any, 1'mgoing to get you out of here. It's tine to give it a break
Sam You have to save sonmething for later.™
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Hayer | ooked around at the conpany. "Then, if you'll excuse nme, people, your President is about to
hit the hay. By this tinme tonorrow we should all know for sure. It's going to be a | ong day."

* * %

The party would travel in an Air Force jet scheduled to | eave Andrews for March AFB, sout heast of
Los Angel es, at midnight. The AMANDA group woul d proceed to an undi scl osed | ocation where a West
Coast headquarters had been prepared years previously as a precaution in the event of a ngjor

war —Keene guessed it was under the nountains sonmewhere east of the city. Donal d Beckerson, the
Vice President, was expected to followwi th his staff in the next day or two, after the |oca
preparati ons were conpl eted. Barbara and Gordon woul d accompany Keene to JPL, along with one of
Sl oane's scientific aides, Col by G eene, who had been working with them

Rel ati onshi ps were again on an even keel with the Kronians who, it was no |onger questioned, would
| eave Earth's governments to informtheir respective peoples in their own way—+n fact, it had
never occurred to the Kronians to do otherw se. Accordingly, their plans for departure were noving
again, the launch schedule for the emgrants due to | eave from Guatenal a had been reactivated, and
in the neantine the comruni cations bl ock was lifted. They had not taken lightly the allegations
made at the conference, all the sane. In normal circunstances, a period of strained diplomatic
exchanges woul d no doubt have resulted, probably conmencing with a demand for a public retraction.
But this was hardly a tinme to be naking an issue of such things.

A staff car had been put at Keene's disposal, and he decided there would be tine to stop by the
Engl eton that night on his way to Andrews Air Force Base. It would be his [ast chance to see the
Kronians on this visit to Earth—and whil e nobody cared to say so openly, quite possibly his |ast
chance ever.

* * %

The setting could have been better for what would have been one of those touching farewell scenes,
had it been in a nmovie. Wiile the Kronians collected together not only the belongings and materia
they had brought with them but in addition all their gifts, nmenentos, and other acquisitions,
Terran officials and adninistrative personnel cane and went and buzzed around, including Cavan
who still had duties involved with the departure preparations. Wally Lonack had gone for the night
but woul d be staying on in Washington to see the Kronians off. At least this tine Keene's absence
woul d have been forced.

Keene found Sariena wearing a dark junpsuitlike garnment and drew her aside for a few mnutes in
the suite where the reception had been given the night they first met, which now seened so | ong
ago—ti ke part of another world, which in a way it was. Even now, there was no peace or solitude.
Hotel staff were using the roomto pack and crate an assortment of objects, and a waiter was
collecting dishes froma neal brought in earlier and | oading themonto a cart. Keene had said all
there really was to say when he and Vicki called Sariena from Texas, and Sari ena had nmade the
appropriate responses. There was no point in repeating all that now. And besides, it would have
detracted, sonmehow, fromthe understanding they had shared then—as if it needed to be reaffirned
or reinforced.

She sighed and made a gesture that could have neant nmany things. "How totally and unexpectedly
thi ngs can change. Just when we had glinpsed what will surely be one of the nbst astounding

di scoveries in human history: the birthplace of the Earth itself; the cradle of the human race.
How much more will it lead to what's still waiting to be uncovered? The work ahead will |ast for
generations—i ke those cathedrals that you tal ked about once."

For the past few days, Keene had forgotten all about such things. For a nonent, inside, he was
surprised and troubl ed. Sariena was neither thoughtless nor insensitive; yet here she was talking
about faraway futures when for all he knew his world mght end in weeks. He tried to put it down
to just not knowing how to react in a situation that was as unprecedented as it was painful. Mybe
the cultural differences were greater than he realized, even now.

"What ever follows, it seenms it'll nore likely happen out there than here,
that's the way it should be . . . if that's where it all began.™

he said gruffly. "Maybe

Sari ena | ooked at himand shook her head. "Ch Lan, this all feels so wong. It's as if we're
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wal ki ng out sonehow . . . abandoning you to this."

"There's nothing you can do," Keene said. "W had our chance long ago to be nore ready. And we'l]l
bounce back again, eventually, the sanme as we did before. But it won't have to be right back to
t he begi nning again. Everything doesn't have to be lost this time. W'll be depending on you for
that. It's your turn to run with the ball now, for a while. Just don't drop it."

They | ooked at each other silently. Sariena took a step toward him it seened involuntarily, and
hesitated. . . . Then they extended their arnms and pull ed each other into a hug, both at the sane
time. It was the first tine they had touched in any way intimately. Keene felt the full ness of
Sariena's body through the suit and drew her close, oblivious to the others around them her arns
found his neck and tightened to bring the sides of their faces together. In a few tinel ess
seconds, all the things they had | eft unsaid comunicated thensel ves between them

"I have a plane to catch,"” Keene nmurnured, finally |oosening his hold. He felt her nod and draw
back.

"Be sure to see Gllian before you go," Sariena whispered. "I think he wants to talk to you."

"OfF course | wouldn't |leave without seeing him" Keene told her. He turned one last tine to the
door and sent a wave back at her

He net Gallian in the corridor, talking sinultaneously to an assistant manager fromthe hotel on
one side and a woman with a clipboard on the other, apparently on two different subjects. At the
same tine, Keene's driver, who had been waiting by the elevator, stepped forward. "Excuse ne, Dr.
Keene, but | have to rem nd you. W need to be |eaving soon."

"Just a couple of minutes," Keene said. "Go and find Leo Cavan for ne, would you? | think he's in
one of the roons that way."

Gl li an excused hinself fromthe two people he was with and steered Keene into one of the
bedroons—fromthe | ook of the clothes scattered around, quite possibly his own.

"Just to say good-bye," Keene said. "Mrre hurried than I'd have wi shed, but there we are. It's
been a busy coupl e of days."

"Things don't | ook good," Gallian said gravely.
"I't's not your concern. Kronia did what it could."”

Gal lian noved closer to grip Keene's shoulder. Although the door was closed, he | owered his voice
instinctively. "Landen, you don't have to go through with this, you know. Not only Kronia; you did
all that you could too. Wiy not leave it now for those who wouldn't |isten? Wth the departure
schedul e changed, not all of the emigrants who have places are going to nake it to Tapapeque.
There will be roomto spare on the Gsiris. W can take a few nore in any case. Just a few days
fromnow. . . . You can still see Saturn, Landen."

Now Keene realized why Sariena had spoken the way she had. She had been trying to put visions in
his mnd of what could be. It had been her way of asking himto cone back with them And while
every facet of reason and rationality within himsaid yes, take it, nothing el se nade sense,
sonet hi ng underneath it all held himback. Gallian either sawit or sensed it before Keene nmade
any response, and rel eased his hol d.

"Sariena said she felt as if she were running out," Keene said. "Yet this isn't even her world or
your world. How do you think 1'd feel?" He forced a tired snile and shook his head. "O course
appreci ate the thought. But | belong here, to do what | can. Don't ask ne to explain it or make
sense of it."

Gal li an sighed heavily, nodded, and didn't argue. "I'd kind of guessed, but | pronised Sariena
would try. It's a part of your culture that | don't pretend to understand. And yet . . ." he

st epped back, shaking his head, "I have to admit there is sonmething strangely magnificent about
it. Is it the sane quality that nakes those |i ke Mndel —-a refusal to see the obvi ous odds? But

without it our world wouldn't exist at all. You re wong about where you bel ong, though, Landen
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You bel ong out there. But, of course, you'd have to experience it before you could know that."

Keene held his eye for a nonent, then checked his watch. "Maybe one day," he said. "But not in the
next couple of days. A safe voyage. And thanks for trying." A tap sounded on the door. They shook
hands firmy. Gallian opened the door to reveal Keene's driver with Cavan standi ng behi nd.

"I"'msorry, Dr. Keene, but we really have to—

"It's okay. I'mdone. Let's go." As he canme out of the room he turned Cavan around to stay with
himas they wal ked toward the el evators. "Leo, | need a word with you and there isn't tinme here.
Ride with me to Andrews and we can talk on the way. The driver will bring you back afterward."

The el evator arrived, and they stepped in. Keene saw Sariena watching fromthe entrance to the
suite as the doors closed in front of him He still wasn't sure what had held hi mback

* * *

The staff car noved briskly through the night streets of the capital, preceded by a police escort
flashing red and blue lights. On the way out of the Engleton and for the first couple of mles in
the car, Keene summarized the events of the past two days. Cavan, alongside himin the backseat,
listened grimy but without interrupting.

"Somet hing strange is going on in the reporting setup, and |"'mpretty sure Voler's at the center
of it," Keene concluded. "I want you to put these espionage skills that you' ve been devel oping to
work, and see if you can follow up on a few things."

"My word, you are noving up in the world, Landen," Cavan said. "At this rate I'll be working for
you officially before much |Ionger. Very well, what do you need?"

"The Canbridge | AU Center, Interplanetary Physics at Goddard, and a couple of other places on the
East Coast are the ones causing the confusion," Keene replied. "And they're all places that Voler
has connections with. | don't think it's a coincidence. It's as if they're trying to delay a clear
picture comng out of it all for a few days. Now why would they want to do sonething like that? O
nore specifically, why would Vol er?"

"l don't know. You've obviously done a lot nore thinking about this than | have, Landen. So for
once, why don't you tell ne?"

"Al'l right, how does this grab you? If JPL is right and it's going to be bad, Voler already knows.
The nmonent it becomes official, all kinds of controls are going to be slapped on everyone's
freedom of action. The |longer he can stall that, the nore tine he'll have to nove on whatever he's
cooki ng up. Because that's what | think it is, Leo. A day like today, and he's not around? He's up
to sonething."

"Hmm It sounds likely. How nmuch do we know?"

"When | went to see David Salio, he said sonething about commnalities of interests between the
academ c establishnent and the financial -defense sector. That could give sonme | eads as to who

Vol er is working with—ebviously he's not on his owm. | noticed at the neeting with Hayer that he
seenmed to be part of a group that voted together. It's no secret that Tyndam up at Canbridge and
he are old cronies. And H xson at Goddard has to be part of it fromthe way he changed his tune so

suddenl y—+ nean, what el se was Vol er doing there at that tine? But nost of all, |I'd be interested
to know nore about this guy, Vincent Queal, that Vol er seens to have a connection with. Al | can
tell you right nowis that he's with one of the intelligence agencies, which could mean that sone
part of the mlitary is involved. Let nme know whatever you can find out. As far as | know I'll be
with Charlie Hu at JPL, or |I'Il nmmke sure that sonebody there knows how to find ne. They've got a
direct landline, so I'll be accessible whatever happens with the communi cations."

They arrived at the main gate of the air base. A sentry checked themthrough and directed themto
the termnal buildi